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        The girl who fell into the clouds

        …

      

      

      

      Panic. It filled her, ripping at her lungs and heart like a wild animal coming in for the kill.

      She tried to gulp at the air as it rushed past her, but she couldn’t take in enough. Choking, gasping, clutching at her throat, she felt her skin begin to numb.

      Her hair whipped up around her, buffeting in every direction as the wind took to it. Her wide, long sleeves struck around her wrists, sounding like wet sheets slapping together in a storm.

      She was falling through the sky.

      She saw the clouds as she punched through them, watching in wide-eyed horror as their water droplets brushed by her face.

      Below was the ground – the lakes and mountains and plains. She saw flashes of brown, hay-filled fields, high, snow-capped peaks, and deep, thick forests.

      Her hands were frozen now. She had precious few seconds to act.

      The device – the lattice-like crystal – was her last hope.

      Raising it to her face in her trembling grip, she breathed onto it, translating the only warmth she could still give over the surface of the sparkling contraption.

      As she did, blackness drew in at the corners of her vision. Colder than she had ever been, she felt herself shut down. Eyes rolling back into her head, she saw one last thing before she lost consciousness. The device lit up. The intricate structure glowed like fire.

      With the fire came the magic.
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      He was working in the field when he saw the flash in the sky above. It was a clear day, with scant clouds chasing each other across the horizon. Visibility was near perfect. So he picked up that blue glint easily.

      “What the hell?” With his brow crumpling, he shielded his eyes with his hand as he strained to get a better look.

      It had been years since he’d come back to the farm, longer since he’d worked a full day in the fields. His face was caked with sweat, and his fingers were darkened with grit, but surely he wasn’t weary enough to be seeing things.

      Flicking his gaze back to the farmhouse a good 200 meters behind him, he figured there was only one thing to do.

      It wasn’t to go for help or the pair of binoculars he’d spent a half-month’s pay on. He turned back to the blue glow.

      Then he saw it – the explosion. A massive blast of light shot out in a wave.

      Though his mind had no idea what he was looking at, his body knew what to do. All those years in the army had paid off. He fell to the ground, slamming his hands over his head, pushing his face as far into the dry hay as he could.

      There was a single second of tight-chested fear before the shock wave hit. It pushed against the hay, flattening it and flattening him in a powerful pulse. The sound of it boomed in his ears, then left nothing but a constant buzz.

      Moments later, the light came. There was a wash of it, and it moved slowly, less like light and more like water. He felt it as it trickled over his skin. Though his body still shook from the shock and force of the explosion, the sensation was unmistakable.

      It made him look up, his mouth opening, his breath nothing more than quick and percussive pants. After a second of instability, he made his legs work, and he stood.

      The field around him was flattened. Nothing burned, nothing destroyed, but the hay that had been up around his knees moments before was now no higher than a book. A thin one at that.

      Swallowing, forcing himself to slow his wild heart, he tried to look for the impact crater.

      He couldn’t find it. All he could see was a blue glow, bright, but small. It was off on the edge of the field.

      It was also hovering.

      Cheeks slackening, muscles in his jaw twitching, he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

      He’d witnessed a lot in the army, but never anything like this.

      Natural curiosity taking over, he headed towards it. He’d always gone tracking in the mountains with his father. And every time he’d learned a new lesson in controlling his fear.

      “Come on, Jackson, you have to find out what that was,” he said. But he couldn’t hear a word of it.

      Cupping a hand to his ear, he tried to hear himself speak again. All he picked up was a dull, monotone drone.

      Temporary hearing loss. He’d experienced it once before when a Tarkan mine had gone off less than four meters to his side.

      But that war was long over. Wasn’t it?

      It all depended on what had just exploded at the bottom of the field....

      Quickening his pace, he felt his chest punch forward as he strengthened his core and steadied his gait. He cast his gaze around for a weapon, but he knew there was little chance of finding one. All his tools were back where he had fallen, and he didn’t want to waste any more time.

      It wasn’t until he reached the dip at the edge of the field that he finally saw it.

      More importantly, it was when he saw her – the woman.

      He almost fell over, knees buckling as the shock of recognition shot through him.

      He’d expected to see some kind of device or at least a blast crater. What he saw instead was something he could have never imagined possible. There was a woman floating on a bed of blue light. No, not floating – she was stuck. Her body was suspended a meter off the ground, her face turned to the sky. Arms spread, she was wearing a long robe-like dress that fluttered in the wind, chasing around her legs, hands, and cheeks in the breeze that always whipped through the field.

      He swallowed, throat dryer than he’d ever felt, neck tight with a tension that threatened to snap his head off.

      She’d fallen from the sky. Yet she wasn’t some mass of blood and bone; with every breath that pushed through her chest, it was obvious she was alive.

      Despite the shock, he forced himself to take a step forward.

      He’d never seen anything like this. A woman stuck off the ground – a woman who had fallen from the clouds.

      None of it was possible. Technology like this did not exist.

      Yet he had enough reason to realize he wasn’t dreaming. His mind was clear; this was no hallucination.

      After another moment of hesitation, he reached out his hand.

      With a single touch to her shoulder, he woke her.
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      Her eyes snapped open, her body arching up in a spasm.

      Screaming, she clutched at her face, her chest, her neck. She was alive. Dear god... she was alive.

      As her own cry ended, she heard someone else’s – a stifled shout.

      Snapping her head to the side, she saw a man. Dressed in the ordinary garb of a farmer, he was tall with clean-cut hair and an open, handsome face. A face that was now plastered with fear.

      He was standing less than two meters from her side and down a steep dip. No... he wasn’t in a dip. She was still in the air.

      With her cheeks paling, and heart speeding up even faster, she stared down below her.

      She was about a meter off the ground, seated on nothing but a bed of blue light.

      Her mind raced to catch up to the situation. She remembered falling, remembered grabbing at the device in a last-ditch attempt to save herself.

      It must have worked. The blue light, the rippling sensation of energy racing up her skin from where she’d held the lattice – it had worked....

      “Who are you? What’s going on?” The man held up a hand as he spoke, but it was not a comforting move. It was stiff, the fingers spread, the arm and shoulder locked. It was a clear warning not to come any closer.

      Who was she? Who was he? More importantly, where was she? Where had the device taken her?

      She crunched up into a seated position, never shifting her gaze from him. It was clear she’d fallen into a field, but that was where all clarity ended. Her mind still buzzed from the fall, her body still hummed with the energy it had taken to save her.

      “Who are you?” he asked again, the pitch of his voice uneven.

      “Where are we?” She pushed back on her hands, the blue light below her as solid as rock. It would not let her fall, not until she disabled the device or was foolish enough to use it again. And there was no way she was going to do that.

      His cheeks stiffened at her words, the bridge of his nose creasing. He looked confused. Dipping his head to the side, he brought a hand up to his ear. “Who are you?”

      “Please, just tell me where I am.” Clutching onto the device as tightly as she could, she pulled her sleeve over it, hiding it from view. “Which province is this? Am I still in the Empire?”

      That crumpled look of confusion remained on his face until a single word ignited him. Empire.

      He straightened up, any hint of fright replaced with clear aggression. “You’re from the Tarkan Empire?” again his voice pitched up and down erratically as he all but shouted at her. Was he deaf? Was that why he kept cupping a hand to his ear?

      Or was he just very, very angry?

      He took several steps forward and reached the blue symbol underneath her. From the look on his face to the exact tension of his stance, it seemed he was ready to grab her out of the air.

      She moved back instinctively, scuttling like a Tarkan crab, right to the edge of the light. If she moved any further, she would fall off it.

      “You’re a Tarkan weapon,” he snapped. That once-open face of his closed off. The clean line of his jaw dipped down, shadows pooling under his brown eyes.

      It was all the evidence she needed to conclude she was no longer in the Empire. If she had to guess, she would assume she’d landed in Ashka.

      The realms of Tarkan and Ashka had been at war for centuries. Though a tentative cease-fire now existed, both sides simply saw it as a chance to re-arm and strategize.

      “I’m not a weapon.” She held onto the device as tightly as her numb fingers would let her. Her body was still recovering from the effects of her fall. No doubt it would take days for her usual resilience to return. Unless this man got his hands on her. If he was Ashkan, he would either kill her on the spot or drag her off to prison to let the Guards do it.

      “Why did they send you?” He moved around the light, trying to get closer to her.

      She kept shifting back, but this was not a game she could play forever; the device would soon shut down, and she would fall to the ground. In her weakened state, she would be an easy target for him. She had to do something quickly.

      “Please,” she began. She did not get the time to finish her plea. He planted his hands onto the blue glow and vaulted onto it easily.

      He darted towards her. His boots, which were thick with dirt and had crumpled strands of hay trapped in the tread, found easy purchase over the ground. They squeaked with the speed of his movements.

      He latched his hands on her shoulders, bringing his face close enough to hers that she could see the whites of his eyes.

      Screaming, she tried to push him away. As she did, she let go of the device.

      With her hand no longer touching the smooth surface of the stone, its effects ceased. With no warning, the blue shimmer holding her aloft disappeared.

      She was ready for it; he was not.

      They fell to the ground roughly, but she was the first to jump to her feet. Pushing her shoulder into him, she scrabbled forward, latched onto the device, and darted away from him.

      “Come back here,” he roared.

      So he could drag her in front of the Ashkan Guards, and she could wait for her execution? That was not going to happen.

      The Others would probably find her first anyway. And that would be a fate far worse than death.

      Shivering, she forced her body to run, commanding her legs to move as fast as they could. Though she was still heavy with fatigue and that numb feeling still ate at her bones, desperation pushed her forward.

      She could hear him right behind her.

      In an unfamiliar territory, she knew she had little chance of escape, but her chances out there would be better than staying with this man.

      So she ran, up the incline she’d fallen into, and out into the hayfield. It took her less than a second to assess her route, but she never stopped flinging herself forward.

      She could hear him behind her. She could almost feel him. His anger terrified her; she could sense it with the kind of acuity few of her kind possessed. It felt like a tidal wave centimeters from her back, ready to drag her under.

      Fright digging into her gut, she knew he was about to pounce.

      With the scrabbling sound of boots on dirt, he slammed into her back, his arms wrapping around her middle and pulling her to the ground.

      She struggled, but in her state, there was no way she could fend him off.

      He hauled her around by her shoulders, his face close enough that she could see each of his bared teeth. “You’re not getting away.”

      “Get off me.” She tried to lunge her knee up and kick him, but he squeezed her shoulders so hard her body crumpled against the pressure.

      “You Tarkans have finally broken the cease-fire. Well, you’re not getting my family first.”

      She stared up into his face; there was nowhere else to look. With his hands fast around her middle, she could hardly move. “We haven’t broken the cease-fire. This isn’t an attack. Now let me go before they find me.”

      She shouldn’t have added that last bit; his expression crumpled like a screwed-up piece of paper. “They are going to find you; I’m going to tell them where you are. I’m going to drag you back to my house and then I’m going to call the Army. You Tarkans are all the same.”

      He dug his fingers into her shoulders as he yanked her to her feet. “Tell your story to the Army.” He pushed her in the back, still with one arm locked over her elbow.

      She stumbled, but with his grip on her arm, she couldn’t fall. “Listen to me. You have no idea who’s after me. Just let me tell my story.”

      “Shut up. You Tarkans all lie.”

      “And you Ashkans are brutish.”

      He pushed her harder, his elbow pressing viciously into the small of her back.

      “Thank you for proving my point,” she controlled her voice, though the pain spreading down from his grip felt like the stab of a blade.

      “Is this some kind of test drive? Are you the pilot of some kind of prototype weapon?” he asked, his voice too loud, considering he was right by her ear.

      “I’m not a weapon.” She turned to face him, even though she had to put even more pressure against his grip. If his fingers latched on any harder, they’d press through her flesh like a knife through butter. “This wasn’t some kind of test drive.”

      “Then how did you fall from the sky? I’ve been around a long time, Tarkan, I’ve never seen anything but rain and Tarkan bombs fall from the sky. You’re lying.” He had a thick, nasal accent, yet it still reverberated with a deep baritone. As he pushed her forward, he had her arm locked against his chest, and she could feel the vibrations from his voice shake through it.

      “You have no idea what you are dealing with. Let me go. You take me to your Army, and it won’t do a thing. They’ll still come for me. Just don’t get involved.”

      “I’m already involved. You fell in my family field, and unluckily for you, I fought in the last war. You’re not going anywhere.”

      As he pushed her forward, she tripped with every step. He might have been wearing thick boots, but her feet were bare. She had nothing but the toe rings and anklets of the priestess class, and they offered no protection against the scratch of the dry hay and the dryer ground below.

      “Listen to me, please, we don’t have much time,” she begged.

      It was useless, though; it elicited nothing but a contemptuous laugh.

      She was going to get nowhere reasoning with this man. She was ready to tell him the truth, but he wasn’t ready to listen.

      Which meant he would have to face the consequences.

      Drawing quiet, submitting to the fact she could not reach him, she stared around the field. She could see a house in the distance, simple but large enough for a family. No doubt he would take her there, as promised, tie her up and call the authorities.

      He would not be able to keep her for long.

      The Others would come.

      Holding onto the device, her hand still completely concealed by her long sleeve, she tried to transfer as much heat from her palm into the crystal as she could, but she was still far too cold. The fall had sapped what energy she had, and it would take days to replenish what she needed to activate the lattice-like machine.

      She would not have days. She would have hours. The Others would have seen the explosion and would have sent their scouts after her by now.

      “Suddenly, you’re silent. Before, you couldn’t stop talking. What are you hiding, Tarkan?”

      She breathed hard through her nose, frustration building. It was one thing to have this man attack her. It was another to put up with his attitude. She’d had precious little to do with the Ashkans up until today. She’d tried not to buy into the propaganda. As a priestess, she’d kept an open mind. But this Ashkan was proving all the stereotypes right. Rude and arrogant, unwilling to negotiate, he embodied every story she’d ever heard of his kind.

      “You Tarkans think you can take our resources, steal our land, murder our people. It stops today.” He pushed her in the back again. “I’m not going to let you kill my family.”

      “I am a priestess. I think you know a lot more about killing than I do,” she broke her silence, even gazed up at him as she did. She wanted to see his reaction.

      His lip twitched up. “Priestess. I know a lie when I hear one.”

      “Do you think I am a soldier? Does that make more sense? Is it easier to believe? Does it make you feel better for attacking me and herding me like an animal?”

      “Shut up.” He hardened his grip once more.

      “Thank you for proving my point again.” She should not have been baiting the man. She should have stopped speaking the second she’d realized he would never help her. Aggravating him would achieve nothing but a badly bruised arm.

      “You Tarkans are arrogant and brutal.” His breath buffeted against her neck, pushing her loose hair over her shoulder. It seemed he was incapable of speaking at a normal volume; every word was a shout and rang in her ears.

      Pulling her head to the side as far as she could, she tried to concentrate on her footsteps through the uneven field. “Arrogant and brutal? This is coming from the man who has me by the arm so hard it’s clear he wants to break it. And as for arrogance, you won’t listen to a word I say, does that fit with your definition of the term?”

      “The Army will find out what you’re doing here. They are going to stop your weapon.”

      “The Others will take me before your Army arrives. And what do you think you will tell them anyway? That a woman fell out of the sky and landed in your field? They’ll fire on you for wasting their time.”

      She could hear him grind his teeth. “They’ll believe me. You’re wrong; I’m not some simple farmer. I’m a science officer with the Royal Academy. They’ll trust me.”

      “I never said you were a simple farmer,” her voice dipped low and petered out to a whisper.

      “Surprised? Do you think every Ashkan is a dumb grunt?”

      She tried to ignore his words. It was clear he was attempting to goad her. She could not allow him to distract her, though.

      Tipping her head up, she scanned the sky. The Others would come in their ships. Flying ships.

      “What are you doing? Looking for a rescue? Nothing’s coming. You’re in Ashkan territory now, and we aren’t going to let you go without a fight.”

      “Then be prepared to fight the Zeneethians. My people won’t come for me; they don’t care.” She rubbed at the device in her hand, her thumb moving faster and faster as she said their name.

      The Zeneethians. The builders and true owners of the device she held. A legendary race, she’d once believed they were nothing more than a myth. Then she’d had the misfortune to meet them.

      A raiding party had kidnapped her from her monastery. As long as she lived, she would never stop dreaming of that day. The scent of their particle weapons and the hum of their engines would haunt her forever.

      “They’re a story. Stop trying to lie to me, Tarkan.”

      “My name is Ki,” she snapped. “Us Tarkans do have names. Remember that when you condemn me back into slavery.” She tripped forward, but he pulled her up before she could fall to the ground. She saw his face as he did. That look of cold anger he had worn since he’d grabbed her wavered.

      “You’re still a Tarkan,” his voice dipped lower, and the punch of rage that usually filled it faltered. “And you killed my fiancée.”

      “Really, the priestess clan killed your fiancée? We often interrupt morning prayers for some light murder before lunch.” She should not have said it; his face stiffened, and a hiss escaped his tightly pressed lips. Yet she could not help herself. His violence and arrogance were undermining what little control she’d managed to wield over her fatigued body and mind.

      “You’re a priestess, ha? Where the hell is your empathy? You Tarkans all take glee in another’s misfortune. You obviously relish death. You are no priestess.” He moved closer to her as he said that, his voice becoming darker.

      “And you are no scientist,” she spat back. “Where’s your curiosity? I’ve just told you the Zeneethians exist, and all you can do is twist my arm harder. Tell me, do you honestly think the Tarkans have the technology to accomplish what you’ve seen here today?”

      His hand jolted, the fingers around her arm suddenly loosening.

      She took the opportunity. Yanking her arm free, she tried to push into him and knock him off balance.

      He reacted too quickly. Catching her around her back, he locked her against his hip. “Stop struggling.”

      She brought up her hands to push him away.

      She shouldn’t have.

      She revealed the device still clutched in her left hand.

      “I said stop—” he began.

      His eyes darted towards the device.

      She tried to pull away. The fear she had so successfully controlled until now burst its banks. Shuddering forward, her throat closed up. Skin slicking with sweat, her heartbeat shook through her.

      “What’s this?” Suspicion rumpled his brow, his dark brown eyes widening.

      “No, no, no.” She closed her fingers over the device as tight as she could, but he managed to pry them back.

      “You’ve been trying to keep this from me. What is this?”

      “No! You can’t take it. It’s all I have. I won’t be able to get away without it. Please, don’t let them take me back,” her voice was little more than a croak.

      The memories she had been holding back resurfaced. Her escape. The fall. She’d pushed them back for now, trying to control her emotions as the priestess clan taught. Now it was impossible. If she lost the device, she would never escape the Zeneethians again.

      His expression vacillated. The fury he’d been directing at her loosened along with the tension in his jaw and shoulders. “What are you talking about?”

      “The Zeneethians....” As soon as she mentioned their name again, her emotions soared. It was a mark of every Tarkan priestess that they could control their feelings even in situations of utmost stress. Yet all those years of meditation and prayer could not save her now. That word alone was enough to undermine her completely.

      “Are a myth,” his mouth moved slowly around the word, hinting at derision, but his gaze was at odds with the move. Perhaps there was more to this Ashkan than anger and arrogance after all. “Now, keep moving.”

      She watched him pocket the device, her gaze not moving from it.

      “You’re not going to stand here and stare at my pocket all day,” he turned her around.

      “You don’t know what you’re dealing with,” she resisted, trying to twist back to plead with him.

      “A Tarkan weapon. Don’t worry. I’ve dealt with many before.” Though the boom and bluster were gone from his words, he kept pushing her forward.

      They had traveled through most of the field now, and she could see the farmhouse clearly. Rundown in sections, it still looked comfortable. With one story with several chimneys, it reminded her of her own family home. Though she had joined the priestess clan at the age of nine, she could still remember her life before.

      As they approached, the door opened, a woman walking out slowly and resting her hand on one of the large veranda posts. Chin dimpling as she frowned, she cocked her head to the side.

      “Get inside, Laura, get the kids too. Find me a chair and some rope,” his voice kicked up now, the arrogance replaced with a tight vigilance.

      The woman, Laura, straightened up, her hands dropping to her sides. “What are you talking about, Jackson, what’s going on? Who is that woman?”

      “She’s a Tarkan spy.”

      Jackson. So her persecutor had a name.

      “I’m not a spy,” she shifted against his grip. With the farmhouse looming before them, her situation was becoming even more desperate. Jackson had the device, and soon she would be tied up.

      She had spent months planning her escape, and now it would come to naught. All because she had fallen into Ashka in front of this horrible man.

      “Shut up,” his head dipped low by her ear, his voice a whisper. “If you do anything to my family....”

      “You’ll kill me. Because you have no problem in murdering an unarmed, injured woman. I understand that perfectly.”

      Laura took several steps back, her thick boots loud over the wooden floorboards of the veranda. “Jackson?”

      “Go inside and find some rope. Do it now.”

      Laura turned around, fleeing inside, her long skirts billowing out behind her at the speed of her move. With her lips drawing in and her cheeks slackening, it was clear she was afraid.

      In fact, the emotion washed off her and lapped at Ki like the swell from a storm.

      All priestesses could sense emotion. Though they were taught to control their own, they were schooled in reading those of others.

      He walked her off the grass and onto the path that led up to the house. Made of roughly hewn stone, it dug into the tender flesh of her feet.

      “Don’t do this. Don’t get your wife and children involved.”

      “Laura is my sister, and the kids are hers. But they are my family. And you are not going to do anything to hurt them.” He pushed her up the steps, pausing as they reached the front door.

      She could see inside. It was a large house, and despite its outward appearance, it was clean and well-kept inside. A carved, wooden table rested near the door, a lamp and a lace runner arranged neatly on the top.

      Photos hung on the wall above the table. There were pictures of the house, of a large family, and one or two she instantly recognized as Jackson in the garb of a soldier. It was yet more evidence he was proud of his military history and that he would likely never forgive her for being Tarkan, let alone help her.

      She had to look for a way to escape. Soon. Before the Others came. The Zeneethian Scouts. The same group that had kidnapped her more than a year ago.

      Thinking about them made her skin chill. A cold, damp sensation spread through her chest and down her arms. It made it hard to breathe.

      She would go back to the facility. Surrounded by those sleek white walls, they would continue their experiments on her.

      Despite her attempts to regain emotional control, tears began to streak down her cheeks, collecting against her chin and running down her neck.

      “Move over here.” Jackson pulled her through the hall and towards an open room at the back of the house. It had boxes and tools and a simple wooden chair seated at a desk. The desk was covered in papers, pens, and various devices.

      Jackson pulled at the chair with his foot, turning it around, and pushing her into it, two strong hands weighing down on her shoulders. “Laura, the rope, where is it?”

      Ki began to shake. Her heartbeat became erratic, that pressure in her chest building.

      There were two large windows in this room, one over the desk and one just before her. She could see out it easily. It showed a path leading out from the back of the house towards a road beyond. There were two vehicles parked within view, one large, old, rusted truck, the other a sleek new car.

      In the monastery, she’d had no need for a car, and in Zeneethia, they had no need either; they lived in the skies. They flew. From their cities to their ships, everything floated.

      She heard Laura approach and watched as she handed Jackson the rope. Hand trembling, the young woman stared at Ki.

      “Jackson... she’s crying, what have you done to her?” Laura clutched at the simple silver pendant around her neck, lips creasing into a confused frown.

      Jackson finished tying the rope, placing his boot on the chair, anchoring it as he tied off the knot as tight as he could. Then he moved around.

      Ki looked up at him as he looked down at her.

      “She’s Tarkan.” He hardly moved his mouth as he spoke, and quickly looked away.

      “But....” Laura rubbed her hands nervously, that confused frown still drawing down her cheeks.

      “She’s a Tarkan spy, Laura. Now you have to do something for me. Go into town, find the nearest Guard post. There’s one opposite the bakery. Tell them to get here as quickly as they can.” Jackson moved towards his sister, fixing his hands on her shoulders gently as he clearly tried to center her attention.

      “Okay.” Laura nodded, her soft brown locks falling over her shoulder.

      As Ki watched, she couldn’t help but sympathize with Laura. She could feel the woman’s fear and confusion.

      She was right to be afraid, but not of Ki.

      “Take your children,” Ki interrupted.

      “What?” Laura’s skin paled further.

      Jackson snapped around, pushing against the chair with his foot. “Shut up.”

      “Take your children. They aren’t safe here. Others will come to take me. They will kill anyone who gets in their way.” Ki stared at Laura, never letting her gaze waver. Despite her pain-addled body, her bruised arm, and her throbbing feet, she could appreciate how innocent this woman was. She and her children did not deserve to be caught up in this simply because her brother could not listen.

      “I said shut up.” Jackson took a step, placing himself between his sister and Ki.

      “Jackson, what is she talking about?” Laura’s voice shook, her pupils shifting wildly, her eyes watery and wide.

      “Just go to the Guard post,” Jackson returned his hands to his sister’s shoulders.

      “Take your children.” Ki tried to shift forward on the chair, but her arms were too weak to fight against the ropes.

      Laura took several steps back, her gaze darting from Jackson to Ki. With her hand still latched on her pendant, she nodded. Then she called out two names.

      Her children. As they ran to her side from various rooms in the house, Ki gave a sigh. Though the kids glanced at Ki curiously, their mother quickly hurried them out of the room and out of the house. Seconds later, Ki saw them pile into the old truck.

      Tipping her head back, indulging in closing her eyes, Ki sighed again. The move traveled deep into her chest. It would likely be her last moment of relief in months.

      “You shouldn’t have scared her like that.”

      She blinked open one eye to see Jackson looming over her, arms crossed. His sleeves were pulled up, his muscles tight against the fabric.

      She was no match for him physically. He’d made that point clear. The only hope she had was now firmly tucked in his pocket.

      Unable to stop herself, she glanced down towards the device. As she did, he followed her gaze and plucked it out seconds later. Turning it around in his palm, he held it up to the light, a frown tugging at his mouth. “What is it?”

      She looked up at him, tearing her eyes off the latticed crystal. “It’s a levitation device.”

      He shook his head, giving a sharp, scornful laugh. “Of course it is.”

      “It’s the truth. It’s a levitation device.” She could feel her expression deaden as that cold feeling of dread weighed her down further. With no hope of escape, her fight dried up.

      “And it belongs to the Zeneethians, does it? The same Zeneethians that are coming to take you back? Why did they give it to you?” He continued to turn the device around in his grip. Though his words were dismissive, his voice wavered. His shoulders also rounded, dropping in. If he had been anyone else, she would have assumed he was having second thoughts. That guilt or reason, or some mix of the two, were finally catching up with him.

      “They didn’t give it to me. I stole it so I could get away.” She looked down at her hands. They were locked in her lap, the rope tight around her middle. Though her feet were covered in toe rings and anklets, her fingers and wrists were bare save for the two prominent tattoos on the backs of her hands. They were sacred symbols from the ancient Tarkan language, and they were meant to afford one protection and peace.

      They obviously weren’t working.

      “Of course you did. And now they’re coming to take you back, and this too, presumably.” He threw the device up and caught it easily.

      If her expression had been a deadened one before, it sharpened in an instant. “They will pull this house apart looking for that. If you take it to your village, they will turn it to rubble to get it back. You should just leave. Get away while you can.”

      “I’m not going to fall for that old trap.” He stood taller, though his shoulders were still rounded and his heart didn’t seem to be in it.

      “This old trap? How many other times have you come across a kidnapped Tarkan priestess who has stolen a levitation device to get away from the Zeneethians?”

      “I’m not going to fall for your lies,” he clarified.

      She stared at him for one more second, then turned away, determined not to look at him again. She could not reach him. His fate would now be his own.

      “So what is this device really?”

      She did not reply.

      “Who are you really?”

      She closed her eyes.

      “The Guards will find a way to make you talk.”

      She surrendered to her situation. She no longer fought the turgid emotions building within; she let them flow. Tears streaked down her cheeks faster, her chest shifting back and forth as soft sobs escaped her lips.

      “Crying isn’t going to affect me,” Jackson snapped.

      No doubt the particle rifles of the Zeneethians would, though. Jackson could bluster all he liked now, but when the scouts burst through their door with their advanced weaponry and armor, he would stop.

      They would kill him and pluck the device from his pocket. Then they would take her back. This time they would watch her all day and all night. She would never have another opportunity to escape.

      It was time to turn her mind within to engage in whatever meditation she could. She had to gather up the scraps of emotional control she had left before the inevitable onslaught coming for her arrived.

      Jackson tried to ask her several more questions before he gave up.

      She heard him leave the room, only to return with a chair that he sat in roughly.

      Then they waited.

      Though they did not wait long.
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      It was when he was sitting there in a kitchen chair staring at her that he heard something.

      At first, he thought it was his sister returning, but as he strained his neck to stare through the window above his desk, he realized her truck wasn’t turning down the driveway. Plus, whatever hum he now heard was distinctly different from the rumble of that old rust bucket.

      It sounded like thousands of insects. He’d been unlucky enough to see a swarm of locusts once, and the buzz that now filled the house reminded him of it distinctly.

      Standing up, he snapped his head towards the Tarkan spy, Ki, as she claimed to be called. She opened her eyes, her chest lurching forward as she gasped in clear shock. With eyes pressed open, her cheeks practically dropped from her face as her mouth slackened, lips limp.

      He wanted to believe she was faking it. It would be easy to close off his objective mind and pretend the expression she now wore was all an act.

      Yet it still tugged at his heart, as if she had reached right into his chest.

      “Stay here.” He turned to head for the door.

      It was a useless thing to say; she was tied to the chair. There was nowhere she could go. Instead of Ki acerbically pointing that out, she crumpled, her body weighing against the rope. Shivering, she started to shake her head repeatedly.

      Staring at her, he backed off.

      The hum suddenly stopped.

      Silence filled the house. His heart raced against the sudden change, adrenaline filling his body, tensing his muscles, preparing his senses.

      Before he could turn to head through the door, he saw something move beyond the window. Low to the ground, it darted forward like an Ashkan wolf. White, whatever it wore, glinted in the sun.

      Suddenly there was a sound from the front of the house. At first, a soft, almost imperceptible scrabbling, seconds later, an explosion ripped through the building.

      Slamming himself down, he locked his arms over his head.

      Before he could turn to push Ki over and pull her under cover, the window over his desk shattered. Glass scattered through the room in a powerful blast that saw chunks of it slash past his exposed arms, cutting the flesh easily.

      Ki screamed, but the keening, desperate cry cut out quickly.

      He looked up to see a man next to her. He’d jumped in through the open window with agility and strength any hardened soldier would be amazed at.

      Dressed in an unusual, pure-white, metallic armor from head to foot, the man grabbed Ki by the neck and pushed her head up. Though his armored fingers were tight around her throat, she did not make a noise. She stared up in shaking-eyed desperation.

      The man pulled a white device from the wrist of his armor and brought it in front of her face. It pulsed with blue light, beeping intermittently.

      Finally Jackson acted. He snapped up, getting ready to lunge at the soldier.

      He didn’t get the chance.

      The soldier reacted with impossible reflexes, reaching for his gun and pointing it at Jackson without ever turning around or removing that device from next to Ki’s face.

      Frozen on the spot, Jackson heard soft footsteps from the front of the house.

      “Target acquired,” the soldier in front of Ki said aloud, his voice distorted somehow. “Scanners confirm no other life signs in the building.”

      Scanners? Life signs?

      The soldier closed the device, returning it to his armor. It fitted in neatly.

      Jackson had never seen technology like it. From the armor to the dexterity of the soldier, something wasn’t right. If the Tarkans were this developed, they would have taken Ashka easily in the last war. If they had only recently invented this kind of technology, they would have used it to their immediate advantage.

      Still frozen on the spot, he heard several people approaching, and two more soldiers dressed in exactly the same flawless white armor entered the room. All wore opaque helmets. There was no glass fitted in the front, no gap to see out of, just continuous, smooth metal. Yet they all clearly could see.

      They approached with their weapons locked on him.

      “Don’t shoot him; remove the levi device first.” The soldier in front of Ki lowered his own weapon, bringing his hand down sharply. A blade shot out from the back of his wrist. Long and sharp, it too was perfect, clean, glinting white.

      Ki flinched, turning to the side.

      The blade was a centimeter from her cheek.

      Tight fear seized Jackson’s chest as he watched the soldier move around her. Instead of plunging the long blade through her back, he cut the ropes that bound her to the chair.

      She did not lunge forward and try to run away. She sat there limply.

      Jackson had seen people surrender before. In the last war, he’d watched close friends give in to desperation. Their faces would turn white, their bodies limp, their expressions cold and dead.

      She looked no different from those men he’d seen.

      “Who are you?” finding his courage, he snapped at the men. “Ashkan Guards are on their way.”

      The soldier before Ki tipped his head to the side, that faceless helmet directed at Jackson. With a seamless move, the blade disappeared back into the armor of his wrist. Then he brought up his gun instead.

      It was unlike anything Jackson had ever seen. Sleek, long, the barrel held a chamber that pulsed with a blue glow. There was no magazine for bullets, just that radiant light.

      “Take the levi device from him. Be careful. Then remove him from the house and disintegrate him.” The soldier turned back to Ki, looping an arm under her shoulder and pulling her to her feet. She winced in pain, but she made no noise.

      Disintegrate him?

      Why not just shoot him now and take the device from his pocket? Why were they being so careful?

      As one of the other soldiers moved towards him, Jackson formulated a plan.

      The device was all he had. So he plunged a hand into his pocket and brought it out.

      It was a strange-looking thing. Fitting into his palm neatly, it was incredibly light, feeling like nothing more than colored air. It was made of blue interlocking, filament-like sections.

      With one press of his hand, he confirmed it was soft enough to break, though. Given enough force, he could snap it easily.

      At his sudden move, the three soldiers before him all hunkered over their weapons, raising them higher with quick, sharp snaps.

      None of them shot, neither did they stamp forward, punch him with their armored fists, and simply pluck the device from his hand.

      They all acted warily.

      “Drop it, try to break it.” Ki suddenly shifted forward, frantic, her eyes coming to life with something akin to hope.

      The main soldier instantly grabbed her back, using force that saw her slam against his chest. He snapped up his free hand, pumping his fist closed. With a pneumatic hiss, a device extended from his wrist again. This time it was not a knife. It was a short, thin cylinder with a nib at the top.

      He yanked Ki’s head to the side and held it against her neck.

      Her eyes rolled into the back of her head as her body grew limp. The lead soldier fixed her against him with one arm around her middle as she fainted away.

      All attention returned to Jackson.

      He still held the device aloft, his fingers tight around it.

      The soldiers inched closer to him, obviously trying to surround him. Yet none of them tried an outright attack.

      They were evidently afraid of what he’d do to the device.

      She’d told him to throw it on the ground. Though he doubted that would be enough to chip it, let alone break it, he raised his hand dramatically.

      Instantly the soldiers flinched back.

      “I will drop this,” he warned, opening his fingers a fraction to prove his point.

      “You are outnumbered and outgunned. Return the device to us,” the main soldier began, then his voice cut out abruptly. He turned his head sharply towards the broken window he’d come through. “A vehicle is approaching. Approximately ten life signs are inside. They are armed.”

      The Guards.

      “Deal with them. I will retrieve the device.” The head soldier nodded towards the open window.

      The other soldiers immediately followed the order and filed out of the window, vaulting over the desk with admirable ease.

      Jackson used all his training to keep control of his body, to stop his hand from trembling as he thought about what would happen to the Guards. Worse than that, what if Laura was coming back with them?

      “You and your people are no match for us. We are technologically and physically superior.” The head soldier lowered his gun. “If you return the device, we will leave before the others arrive. If you do not, we will kill them, and then we will kill you.”

      Jackson’s gaze, of its own accord, drifted down to Ki. She was unconscious, her head flopped against the soldier’s shoulder.

      Perhaps she had told the truth after all.

      “You have approximately 28 seconds to make your decision.” The soldier shifted Ki, her long black hair trailing over her limp arms.

      “Go to hell,” the words were out of Jackson’s lips before he could stop himself.

      He brought the device up higher, then threw it as hard as he could at the ground.

      The soldier dumped Ki. Lurching forward, his arm snapped towards the strange object like a spring.

      He was too late.

      The blue lattice struck the chipped and worn floorboards.

      As soon as it did, light bled from it. Cracks snaked up the sides, and a glow surged within.

      The soldier scuttled backward, bringing a hand up before his face.

      The device exploded. It sent a shockwave blasting out in a boom. It picked Jackson up and slammed him against the opposite wall, but the soldier took the brunt of the explosion. He’d been closest, his body barely 30 centimeters from it.

      The blast picked him up and smashed him into the desk, the wood crumpling under his weight.

      Then the light came.

      Just as before, it tracked forward slowly, moving like water.

      It washed over Jackson, filling the entire room. As it did, something extraordinary occurred.

      A weightless feeling built within his body. It chased away the pain that filled him. Though he doubted he had broken bones, being slammed against the wall had hurt like hell.

      The light pushed that crippling sensation from his mind. Then it pushed him up.

      He began to float.

      In fact, everything in the room did – from his broken desk to the soldier.

      The blue light continued to caress Jackson’s skin, trailing delicately around him like a warm and lingering touch. It was the most incredible sensation.

      He was floating on nothing but light.

      It would not last.

      He heard the soldiers from outside screaming. Amidst their shouts, he picked up one statement clearly.

      Their particle weapons would not work near the light.

      It was all Jackson needed.

      The main soldier started to stir. He was floating on the other side of the room, his armor keeping his body stiff, his legs and arms splayed. Now they shifted, his head snapping up.

      Jackson moved.

      He had a gun, and while the weapons of these strange soldiers might be useless, he doubted his own would be. It worked on nothing more sophisticated than a bullet and gunpowder.

      When he’d brought Ki into the room, he’d placed the gun on one of the boxes by the door. In all the confusion, he’d never had a chance to reach for it.

      Now it floated just outside the doorway.

      He dived towards it, crunching his legs against the wall beside him and using it to push forward. He sailed through the air, the light churning around him like steam. He managed to reach the door, locking his fingers onto the top of the frame and using it to flip forward.

      As the soldier stirred behind him, Jackson dashed in and grabbed his gun. It floated just above the hallway carpet, and he snatched it up easily, pivoting to face the man.

      “Your gun won’t work, mine will.” Jackson pointed his rifle at the soldier and hesitated no longer. He pulled the trigger. The bullet slammed out of the barrel, impacting the soldier’s chest, front and center.

      Though the force of it knocked the soldier back, and he tipped head over heels, he soon latched a hand onto the wall and straightened up. As he did, Jackson saw his white armor wasn’t even scratched.

      “Your primitive weapon is no match for my armor,” the soldier’s voice dipped, that distortion warping his tone suddenly growing stronger with a crackle.

      From outside the sound of tires crunching over gravel filtered through the broken window.

      The Guards.

      The head soldier half turned towards the view.

      Light was spilling out of the window and into the yard outside. How far it spread, Jackson could not guess, but he hoped it was far enough to ensure none of the other soldiers would be able to use their weapons. At least that would give the Guards a chance.

      As the main soldier turned, Jackson acted. He dove towards Ki. She was floating just before him, her head flopped to the side as her long robe and hair fluttered around her.

      He grabbed her, anchored her with his arm, and did not hesitate to bring his gun against her temple.

      The main soldier snapped his head around, body stiffening visibly.

      “I will shoot her,” Jackson lied. “Somehow, I think she’s far more important to you than that stone was.”

      The soldier didn’t react.

      So Jackson began to push backward. It was a difficult maneuver, especially with the unconscious Ki in his arms, but he managed to get into the hall.

      The soldier began to follow.

      “Get any closer, and I’ll kill her.” Jackson pushed the gun visibly harder into her head.

      The soldier stopped dead.

      “Call your men off. Get them to surrender.”

      The soldier hesitated.

      “Do you want me to kill her?”

      The man began to speak in a muffled voice. He did not pull out a large radio. He did not shout either. It was as if his men remained in easy contact with him, wherever he was.

      Using the wall as traction, Jackson kept on pushing into it with his feet and thrusting backward. Soon he was out of the corridor, and the soldier was out of sight.

      The further Jackson moved through the house, the more that floating feeling began to wane. The furniture around him did not hover as high, and the sensation in his limbs all but dwindled.

      By the time he reached the front door, his feet were almost touching the ground.

      The blue light around him was a trickle now. With one final push, it ended, and his body landed back on the ground with a thump.

      The jolt shifted through Ki, and she stirred against him.

      She started to wake. He brought his gun down before she could see it.

      Eyes fluttering, a groan escaped her lips.

      “What... what’s happening?” her voice was small, her words croaked.

      “We’re out of the house.” Jackson loosened his grip around her. He no longer had to question her story. It was clear she could not be a Tarkan spy. The soldiers that had come for her were almost beyond imagination. Almost....

      He’d heard the stories as a kid. His grandmother had been particularly fond of telling them. The Zeneethians were the third race, the hidden race. Beyond any technology either the Tarkans or the Ashkans possessed, their sophistication was incredible.

      They were meant to be a myth. No one had ever found any evidence of their existence. According to the legend, they lived in the sky. Yet as telescopes had improved, no one had ever seen a single floating city.

      If the men in his house weren’t Zeneethians, though, who were they?

      As he hesitated, Ki’s lethargy lifted. He watched the muscles of her face tense, her eyes opening wider.

      “Where are they, where are the Others, the Scouts?” She pushed away from him, though she still couldn’t stand. Despite her passion, her body hadn’t yet woken up properly.

      “You mean the soldiers? I’ve warned them off, but they’re still at the back of the house.”

      She shook, lurching back. “We don’t have much time. We need to get out of here before they call for backup.”

      She pushed away from him, breaking his grip around her. Though she stumbled, somehow she stood. Then she turned around wildly, searching her surroundings.

      She gasped, staggering past him. Turning, he saw where she was headed.

      There was... something out in the hayfield.

      Sleek and large, it looked like a truck without wheels, though the body was continuous save for one rectangle door.

      It was pure white like the armor he’d just seen.

      She kept stumbling towards it.

      “What are you doing?” He ran towards her.

      “We need to get away.” She tripped, falling to her knees, but pushed herself up before he could lean down to help her.

      He grabbed onto her arm, intending to steady her, but she yanked free. She reached the ship, flattening her hands onto the hatch-like door and running her shaking palms down it. As she reached the bottom, she pushed in, and with a hiss, it opened forward.

      Swaying backwards, she threw herself inside.

      “What is this vehicle?” He came up beside her, but the door was not big enough for them both to lean inside at once.

      “Scout ship.” She disappeared inside, her bare feet left dangling out the door.

      They were muddy and cut – no doubt from her trek through the field. Seeing the smeared blood and dirt sent a pang of guilt twisting through his gut.

      He’d done that.

      Yes, she was Tarkan, but it had become abundantly apparent she was no spy. Whether she was a priestess as she claimed was a moot point. Those soldiers were desperate to get her back. And they clearly had no scruples about how they did it.

      She fidgeted around, feet finally disappearing inside the vehicle.

      He latched onto the hatch and pulled his torso inside, amazed at what he saw. There were four seats and a dashboard filled with flat panels that were covered in softly pulsing, moving lights.

      Ki, still on her stomach, was under the main dash. She was trying to pry open a panel, but her shaking fingers kept glancing off.

      “What are you doing?” He climbed inside.

      “Try... trying to get to the crystal inside. Powers the ship.”

      He moved forward. Crouching beside her, he periodically raised his head to stare out of the windscreen before him. There was no sign of those white soldiers. Yet.

      He knew what he should do. Take her around the front and threaten to shoot her, to ensure those futuristic soldiers truly surrendered.

      Instead he shifted forward, latched his fingers around the panel she was trying to open, and yanked it off himself.

      She looked at him. Her features were still slack with fatigue, but her frown softened. Then she turned immediately, flopping back on the ground and plunging her hand into the circuits beyond the panel.

      His brow twitched up, lips dropping open.

      The circuits were made of a slim, flexible, silver filament. That was not what caught his breath, though. It was the glowing lattice structure lodged inside them. It sent periodic pulses through the wires, a soft hum filling the ship.

      Without warning, she latched her hand on it and pulled it free. Sparks erupted from the wires. Instinctively he grabbed her shoulders and wrenched her back. She didn’t seem to care that the sparks landed against her skin and clothes, singeing them. Instead she spluttered as she stared at the device, quick tears tracing down her cheeks.

      It was exactly the same as the one he’d destroyed in the house – a unique, complicated blue structure unlike anything he’d ever seen.

      She pushed past him, flattening him against the seat nearest as she scrabbled towards the door.

      He followed. “What is that?”

      She fell out of the ship, landing on the ground with a groan, but instantly raising her head to check on the stone. Crawling forward on her stomach, she held it up to the light.

      He saw a glint travel across the surface, lighting up the blue crystal structure as she clutched it with a white-knuckled hand.

      He jumped out of the vessel, leaning down beside her. His gun was still in his hand. He should pull her up and take her around front. He needed to ensure the Guards could overcome those soldiers. Yet the prospect of grabbing her again and forcing the gun against her head....

      He’d always followed orders. He’d been a model soldier. Now he was a science officer in the Royal Academy, he worked with the military developing new technologies, not just for defense, but weapons too.

      He knew the costs of trusting the Tarkans. All Ashkans did.

      She tried to stand, but her hands buckled out from underneath her. As her face slammed down, she brought the device up instantly, trying to hold it back up to the sun.

      “What are you—” he began. Then he stopped.

      He heard footsteps coming around the side of the house. Ducking down, he brought his gun forward.

      Before he could entertain the hope it was the Guards, he saw that glinting white armor.

      Stomach sinking, he went to push his back flush with the vessel, intending to use it for cover. Then he stopped. Snapping down, he tucked an arm around her middle and brought her with him.

      “Activate ship’s defenses, flush them forward,” someone snapped. He recognized the voice. It was the distorted baritone of the head soldier.

      Getting ready to push himself away from the vessel, Ki suddenly locked her legs in place, keeping them anchored. She brought up the stone.

      He understood. It must run the ship. Without it, whatever the soldiers were planning would not work.

      There was an electronic beep, followed by the whirring down of an engine.

      “Ship has been disabled, engines down,” one of the other soldiers noted.

      “We have to get out of here... I’m, I’m sorry.” Realizing there was only one thing to do, Jackson brought his gun up.

      She batted it down, bringing the device up again, reaching her hand forward, trying to lift the stone out of the ship’s shadow.

      He grabbed her hand back before she could offer the soldiers a target, moving her around as he did, pushing further behind the ship and out of sight.

      She kept trying to bring the device to the light.

      “Don’t,” he hissed in her ear.

      “Need to get warm. Needs to be warm.”

      “Why? What are you doing?”

      “Only escape.” She turned to him, pushing the stone into his chest. “Breathe on it. Warm it. Won’t work when it’s cold.”

      Though he needed all his wits, he still took the stone. She pushed it further into him, closing her hand around his.

      The stone was cold to touch. It felt like it was eating the heat right out of him, reaching down to his bones and taking every trace of warmth it could.

      He went to drop it, to yank his hand back, but she fixed her fingers harder around his.

      “Our weapons will work now,” the head soldier said. He was only meters away, rounding the side of the ship. Soon he would be in view.

      They were out of time.

      “Sorry.” Jackson brought the gun up, pushed his arm around her neck, and got ready to stand.

      She resisted, bringing her hand up and grabbing at the device.

      The soldiers came into view, one by one, their weapons leveled.

      He pulled himself up, arm still around her neck. It was as loose as it could be while still making it appear as if he held her firmly.

      “Release her.” The main soldier stepped forward, gun fast in his grip.

      “I will shoot her.” Jackson pushed the gun into her temple and hated himself as he felt her flinch against him.

      “Do not make enemies of us. We will destroy your village if you get in our way. Kill her, and we will eradicate an entire province. Millions will have you to thank for their deaths.”

      Swallowing, he didn’t release her.

      Through the entire confrontation, she did not stop moving. With her sleeves pulled over her hands, she fidgeted with the stone out of sight.

      “Release her. This is your final warning,” The lead soldier stepped forward. As he did, he shifted his head subtly.

      It would be a sign – an order to one of the other soldiers.

      “This better not kill me.” Ki shuddered back into him. As she did, light began to leak from between her sleeves.

      “She has a levi device,” the lead soldier screamed, the distortion in his voice not hiding his desperation.

      The light began to envelop her, streaming so fast from the crystal she held that he had to shield his eyes with his arm.

      “Hold on,” she snapped at him.

      Latching a hand over his arm and bringing it back to her middle, her body began to push up against his. She had not jumped. She was starting to float, and as he held on, she pulled him up along with her.

      It was the oddest sensation, his feet lifting off the ground gently, body filling with that same light, airy feeling.

      The soldiers toted their weapons, and he flinched, getting ready to act.

      “They can’t do anything. They won’t shoot this close to me, and their ship is disabled.” Ki breathed heavily, her chest tight against his arm.

      They floated up, higher and higher, the stone moving them with no trouble against the pull of gravity.

      He began to stiffen, body locking in place, arm tightening around Ki out of desperation. He could see his house below. He could see right into one of the chimneys.

      “You’re choking me.” Ki pushed against his arm.

      “Sorry, but we’re... we’re flying.”

      “Levitating,” she corrected.

      They were above the tallest trees now, and he could easily see around the house. The Guard truck was open... but there were no bodies. No sign of people at all.

      “What have they done? Where the hell are the Guards? What did those soldiers do?” he strained his neck to look down. “We have to go down and check on them.”

      “We can’t go back down.”

      “I have to find them,” he kept straining, but the higher they floated, the less he could make out.

      “Leave it. You can’t find them. More... will be on the way,” her words were slurred, her body doubling forward as she spoke.

      “Hey, Takar—” he began. “Ki. Ki, are you alright?”

      Her breathing started to slow. Dropping forward, her arms brushed loosely against his own.

      She was about to faint.

      Quickly he grabbed at her hand and closed his fingers around it, locking the device in place before she could drop it.

      “Ki, Ki.” He tried to wake her, but she lay loose against him.

      The effects of whatever drug those soldiers had injected her with had obviously returned.

      He attempted to wake her a few more times, but it would not work.

      Which was a very bad thing. They were still rising through the air, and he had no idea how to stop it. He might not understand the technology that was causing this, but he knew one thing. Air got thinner the higher up you went. There was less and less oxygen at higher altitudes. Go high enough, and there won’t be sufficient to breathe.

      “Ki,” he shouted in her ear.

      She didn’t respond.

      He could see the whole village below him now. Make out the central square, the Guard post, even the school.

      They had to be almost 100 meters up.

      If the levitation powers of that device cut out, they would fall to their deaths. No question.

      He had no options. Drop the crystal, and they’d fall with it. Ki was his only hope.

      Trying to stir her by pushing his arm up into her torso, it achieved nothing.

      He could see past the village now, make out the pastures and woods that surrounded it.

      “Ki,” he shouted louder.

      It appeared there was no way to wake her.

      Allowing his desperation to overcome him, a cold sweat picked up along his brow.

      Then he stopped. There was a way. It was risky but worth a try.

      He pried the stone from her fingers. The second he removed it, they started to drop.

      There was no warning.

      He screamed but didn’t let go of her or the device.

      In free fall, with her sleeves and hair whipping against his face, he tried to twist around so he could keep an eye on the ground.

      He had to time this perfectly.

      The ground was rushing up so fast his eyes could hardly adjust.

      They’d drifted on their trajectory and thankfully were not heading back to the farmhouse. If he had to guess, they would land somewhere beyond the woods in the high terrain that led up to the mountains. Far enough away from the soldiers for a head start.

      The sound of the air rushing against his ears was almost deafening. The sensation of falling was enough to send him into shock. He held on though, right until the end.

      As the ground loomed, less than ten meters away now, with his heart stopping in his chest, he thrust the device back into Ki’s hand.

      His gamble paid off. Their free-fall ended instantly. There was no translation of force; their bodies didn’t slam into reverse, cracking their spines and breaking their limbs. Their fall simply cut out, and that light sensation returned.

      He grabbed the device out of her hand again, forced it back into her grip, then grabbed it from her one final time.

      Then they fell to the ground. Not from a crippling height. From less than a meter. He rolled easily, trying to absorb the fall so Ki wouldn’t have to.

      With the grass and dirt against his back, and Ki limp against his chest, he let out a delayed scream. It rang through his chest. When it was over, he slammed a hand over his eyes, closing them tight.

      He’d just floated into the air and fallen down again. Soldiers with weapons that were not possible had attacked his home. And lying in his arms was the woman who had started it all.

      Eventually pushing himself up, he stared down at her. It was the longest he’d looked at Ki without his face turning up in derision.

      She was probably a couple of years younger than he was, her skin smooth save for the tattoos that covered it. He recognized them as an outdated written form of Tarkan. They were on the backs of her hands, around her throat, and on each of her fingertips. If it had been any other language, it would have been an intriguing, almost beautiful sight.

      Sitting up, he shifted her off his chest and onto the grass. He was far gentler than he had been before.

      Ignoring his shaking knees, he stood up, the device still in his hand. He stared around him.

      They’d landed on a grass hill just behind one of the woods that surrounded the town. As he stared behind him, he saw the mountains draw up into steep, snow-covered peaks.

      Shielding his eyes, he saw the sun peeking out from behind them. They would have less than four hours of sunlight.

      Looking back at her, he tried to figure out what to do.

      Any Ashkan would be able to recognize the symbols over her body.

      Shifting one hand onto his hip, he brought the device up and examined it under the sun.

      It possessed abilities that should not have been possible. Levitation, a blue light that moved like water – he knew enough science to realize this could not be real.

      The problem was, however, he’d just lived through it.

      Pushing his hand down his face and sighing into his palm, he pocketed the device.

      He had two options as far as he saw it: go back to the village to try to find help, or head into the mountains.

      If those soldiers had been telling the truth, they would think nothing of turning over the town to try to get their hands on Ki. If he took her back there, it would put everyone at risk.

      Could he really take her into the mountains instead? And then what? Head around Paladin’s Pass to the capital city?

      Staring along the closest peak, he spotted the pass. It was long, steep, and treacherous. It would also be deep with snow by tonight. It may only be mid-autumn, but those mountains were far colder than the plains. He could see thick clouds gathering towards them too.

      Shaking his head, he clenched his teeth, pushing a breath through them.

      She caught his gaze again. For someone who had given him so much trouble, she looked entirely peaceful now. Her long black hair lay in bunches around her chin and over her chest. Those dark, thick eyelashes were resting against her warm cheeks.

      He shook his head again.

      There was another option. Leave her.

      This wasn’t his fight. He didn’t know this woman. She was Tarkan anyway.

      Stepping back from her, just to prove it was possible, he grated his teeth together, feeling the tension in his jaw lock the muscles in his neck and chest.

      Walking away was the sanest, most reasonable plan. Those soldiers would do anything to get her back, and he knew there was nothing the Ashkan Guards could do to fight them. Risking himself and his people for a Tarkan was ignoble suicide.

      Wiping his suddenly sweat-covered fingers on his pants, he took another step back.

      He would warn the Guards, explain what had happened, and try to help them figure out who those soldiers were and where they’d come from.

      A soft breeze picked up, swaying through the long grass and brushing at Ki’s loose hair. Though it was still sunny, and the hill was basking in it, the wind had a cold edge that made him shiver.

      It would only get worse as the sun dropped. Tonight it would be freezing.

      If she did not wake by then, she could succumb to hypothermia, or worse.

      “She’s Tarkan,” he reminded himself through bared teeth. Her people had done everything they could to exterminate the Ashkans.

      Lilly, his fiancée, had died at their hands. Four years ago, at the end of the last war, she’d been sniped by an enemy soldier just after the ceasefire had been signed. The order to stop shooting had not filtered out to all Tarkan troops, apparently. He would never believe that, though.

      The memory steeled him. He turned from her, heading down the hill.

      He did not get very far – barely three meters until his conscience caught up with him.

      She claimed to be a priestess. She’d said the Zeneethians had kidnapped her. If she was right, she was an innocent caught up in this.

      If a Tarkan could ever be classed as innocent.

      He stood there as the wind picked up, blowing at his pants and shirt as his morals battled against his duty to his people.

      The only thing that shifted him was a gasp.

      He turned to see her move. Her head lolled to one side, her lips brushing open.

      If he wanted to walk away, he’d have to do it now. If he let her wake, no doubt she’d start shouting at him.

      She groaned, turning her head from side to side restlessly, her hair a mess over her face.

      The wind picked up louder, that cold edge harder now. It made him shiver as he stood there, his body directed towards the town yet his head still turned towards her.

      She trembled against it. Bringing her legs up and pushing her hands over her arms, she groaned again.

      She would be freezing. When she’d clutched that device into his hand, her palm and fingers had been like ice.

      She began to sob. It was the final straw.

      He turned and walked back to her, despite the fact he was Ashkan. He leaned down and rested a hand on her shoulder gently, despite the fact she was Tarkan.

      Her restless fits continued, sobs escaping her lips as she turned her head and pushed it into the grass.

      “You’re alive. We landed... safely.” Though he could swear he’d bruised his side, she didn’t need to know that. There was only one thing she would want to hear. “Those soldiers are back at the farmhouse. It’s almost 20 kilometers from here.”

      She faced him, eyes opening. Pupils dilated, she blinked against the sunlight but did not look away.

      “Ki, you are safe.”

      Breathing steadying, she tried to sit.

      He helped her up.

      Lips loose, cheeks slack, eyes filled with a dead, fatigued look, she stared at him.

      Then, like a wave, recognition seemed to hit her. She jolted back.

      “I’m not here to hurt you.” He put his hands up.

      Was that a lie? He had no idea what had compelled him to stay, but it was too early to promise anything.

      “Where’s the device?” She searched the grass around her. When she couldn’t find it, she planted her hands on the ground and pushed towards him, stopping less than 30 centimeters from his face. “Where is it?”

      “I’ve got it.” He swallowed through his words, straightening up.

      “Give it to me.” She reached her hand out. “Please, give it to me.”

      Backing off, he got to his feet, staring down at her. He shook his head.

      “You have to give it to me. It’s the only way to get away from them. Hand it over.” She tried to stand, but her arms shook and buckled as soon as she put pressure on them.

      To her credit, she did not give up. She kept trying and kept falling.

      His lips crumpled with an expression uncomfortably close to compassion. “You’re weak, stay down.”

      “Give me the stone. I have to get away from here.”

      “You use that stone again, and you’ll die. I’m the only reason we got to the ground safely. You blacked out.”

      “I’ve got to get away.” Frantic, more tears traced down her cheeks.

      He hated seeing them. Every time she cried, the tension in his gut twisted tighter and tighter.

      “You’ve done enough. Just give me the device. I saved you, please, it’s the least you can do.” She could not stand, no matter how hard she tried. That did not stop her from begging, though.

      “I saved you. We would have died up there. We’d have run out of oxygen.”

      “I saved you from the scouts. They would have killed you. They’d have destroyed your house, maybe your whole village. You should have listened to me. You brought this on yourself. Now give me the device.” She held her hand out to him, her arm shaking wildly.

      That cold sensation in his gut twisted harder. He practically lurched forward. “You brought them to my town.”

      “I didn’t bring them anywhere. I escaped. You tried to capture me just because I’m Tarkan. I warned you who was after me. You would not listen,” she spoke her words slowly, and the effect was chilling.

      Because it was true.

      He hadn’t listened. He hadn’t let himself believe a word she’d said. It had been easy to dismiss her wild allegations, far easier because of who she was.

      “You think I brought this on you, then fine, leave. They won’t go after you. They’re only going to concentrate on me. Just give me a chance – give me the device.” She did not drop her hand, even though her arm bucked wildly, her shoulders shaking as she apparently used her last strength to hold it aloft.

      They wouldn’t go after him.

      “Your village will be safe. Just, just give it to me.” She burst into tears, letting her hand finally drop.

      They wouldn’t go after his village.

      He’d been right. Those futuristic soldiers would only concentrate on Ki.

      He could safely walk away and put this incident behind him.

      He tried to sit with that possibility, but he could not.

      It struggled against his attempts to control it.

      If he left her, he would never find out her secret. He would never find out who those soldiers were and where they came from.

      He was meant to be a scientist now. He’d left the army four years ago.

      Could he really walk away from this?

      Clearly tired and overcome, Ki withdrew, pulling her legs up and latching her arms around them, burrowing her head between her knees.

      He relaxed. The tension that had seized him at her allegations finally drifting away with the wind.

      “Can you walk?”

      She looked up, cheeks hot and eyes red.

      “Can you walk?” He nodded down at her.

      “You’re not serious? You’re going to take me to prison? You’re not listening. The scouts will return. They will blast their way in and kill everyone in their path.”

      He put up a hand. “I’m not taking you to prison.” He pointed towards Paladin’s Pass. “If we want to get out of here unnoticed, it’s our best option. We can head around past the mountain range and into the capital.”

      She crumpled her eyes warily.

      “I’m not going to take you to prison. I saw what those soldiers are capable of. We need to find out where they’re from.”

      “I told you where they’re from. Zeneethia.”

      He scratched at his nose, pinching the bridge. “Zeneethia is a myth.”

      “You can’t try to help me.” She released her legs, trying to stand. Again she failed.

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re Ashkan,” her voice pitched in desperation.

      Her words steeled him. “You’re damn right I’m Ashkan. And I can help whoever I want. We’re going to head to the Capital. I have access to labs at the Royal Academy. We can analyze the device and find out what it is.”

      Her jaw was slack, her open lips sagging. “There’s no way—”

      “We have to try. These soldiers have weapons beyond anything I’ve ever seen. They could be planning a full-scale invasion, and there’s nothing to stop them.”

      “The Zeneethians aren’t interested in us.”

      “They are clearly interested in you.” He crossed his arms in front of his chest, bracing his jaw as he forced his head forward, daring her to challenge him.

      “There’s nothing anyone can do to fight them.”

      “You got away from them. And you’re only a priestess. I’m a scientist.”

      Her gaze flared. “How dare you.” She finally pushed herself to her feet.

      “You’re standing, well done. Now can you walk, or am I going to have to carry you?”

      “Men are not permitted to touch the women of the priestess clan.” As she concentrated her anger on him, she swayed less and less.

      “I’ll remember that next time you fall into my arms. Now we need to make a head start before night falls. If we can make it to the old shack before the pass, we can stay there until morning. We can stock up before our trek.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      “I have your device,” he patted his pocket. “And I’m not going anywhere without you. You’re the key to this, and you fell in my field.”

      “I’m not your property.” She almost fell over, her response far too desperate considering her condition.

      It stilled him. He saw the fervent look in her eyes, the way she shook back as she spoke.

      “I didn’t say you were my property,” he softened his voice, “but you are my concern. I need to find out what’s going on. And I fancy your chances are going to be better with me than they will be on your own. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but you are covered in Tarkan symbols, and you have a real thick accent. You won’t make it a day in Ashka.”

      Her shoulders slackened, her fight falling from her swaying form.

      “So come on.” He held out his hand.

      She stared at it as if it was a trap.

      He did not drop it. He kept it out, not saying a thing.

      As a gust of wind caught her long purple robe, her eyes shimmered with tears. She stared at him for one last moment until she took his hand.

      Her fingers were cold. Icy. But the longer he held onto them, the quicker they warmed.

      He led her up the hill towards the pass.
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      Her mind raced as they walked. She had so much to think about.

      Could she trust this man? She hardly knew him, and of the few interactions they’d had, he’d spent most of them shouting at her or tying her to a chair.

      The day was drawing on. The sun that had peeped through the mountains high above them had now withdrawn. Long, dark shadows covered the hills they now walked through. She shivered against their chill, drawing her arms up and hugging them close.

      He shifted back, noting her move, but he did not speak.

      Ever since their conversation on that grassy hilltop, he’d hardly said a word. Deep in thought, mouth furrowed with concentration, he’d simply walked silently by her side.

      As the wind whipped up past her, Ki watched it sway through the pine trees that lay dotted along their path. They were headed up the side of a steep, scree-covered slope. Lined with fragments of rock and the occasional boulder, it was murder on her feet. She took every step as slowly as she could.

      He let out a frustrated puff of air and turned to her. “Hurry up. We’ve got barely an hour before dark. We need to get to the cabin before then.”

      “I’m sorry, but unlike you, I don’t have any shoes on.”

      “I already offered you mine.”

      “You’re at least four sizes bigger than me.” She landed her hands on her hips and half turned from him. If he were any other man, she was sure she would be better able to control her emotions around him. Right now her frustration over his attitude drove into her like the blow of a hammer.

      “Fine, then stay here and wait for those soldiers to come back, or for the wolves to come out from their dens. I’ve traveled these woods at night before, and they’re a treacherous place.”

      “I never asked you to help me,” she snapped. She’d already repeated this fact to him, but his response was always the same.

      Turning from her, he let out an angry laugh. “You Tarkans are so ungrateful. Now come here.”

      He moved before she could react and grabbed her sleeve.

      “What are you doing?” She tried to push him off.

      “Making you some shoes.” With a grunt, he secured her collar in one hand and the length of her sleeve in the other, then ripped the fabric down the seam. “Now sit down.”

      “This is a sacred garment.”

      “It’s not practical,” he mumbled as he grabbed her other sleeve and did the same.

      She tried to push him off, but he shot her a warning look. Then he stepped back, both her long sleeves in his hands. Looking down at her feet, he nodded his head sharply at her.

      She immediately brought her long robe forward, hiding her toes from view.

      He shook his head, an irritated look narrowing his striking brown eyes. “If you’re going to be this much trouble, I’ll push you off the pass.”

      Taking an indignant breath, she turned without another word and started to head back down the incline, her loose hair fanning around her at the speed of her move.

      As she took another step, she lost her footing, a sharp rock spiking up into her heel. With a yelp, she stumbled forward, slipped, and began to roll.

      She did not get very far. Jackson leaped to her side, leaning down and scooping her up before she could fall any further. “You are a disaster. I was a fool to think you’re a Tarkan spy; obviously your people were simply trying to get rid of you.”

      As he brought her up, she came perilously close to his face. She could feel his breath push softly against her cheek and the fragments of fringe that had fallen over her eyes. Staring up at him, she snapped her head back, pulling her gaze to the ground.

      He let out another burst of a laugh. “I forgot, you priestesses don’t like to be touched.” He set her down and stepped away.

      Before she could snap at him to walk further back, he kneeled down and pushed up her robe.

      Her legs twitched, and she thrust one into his shoulder, trying to kick him away.

      He caught it easily. “Don’t get too excited.” He fixed her with a dry, dour look as he brought up one of her sleeves. Searching around by his side, he found a long and flat rock. He proceeded to half wrap it in one of her sleeves and then use the remaining fabric to tie it tightly around her foot.

      He did the same with her other foot, then stood, clamping his hands on his thighs as he pushed up with a heavy sigh. Crossing his arms, he stared down at her. “There. Shoes.” He nodded down at her feet.

      Her lips still wide open and trembling, she purposely snapped her head to the side and stared at a tree across the way.

      This drew yet another of his derisive laughs. “You’re very welcome, priestess, now get to your feet. We can’t afford to waste more time.” As he spoke, he drew his head up and stared at the mountains pulling up before them. The crags and dips were now darker than ever. The snow that had glinted a pure white during the day now had the color of dirty chalk. It made it look all the colder.

      Before she could continue her protest, he leaned down, latched a hand over her shoulder and pulled her up.

      Spluttering, she watched him begin to grin. The grin froze on his face as his gaze darted down to her now bare arms though.

      “What are those?” He brought out a hand to touch her arm.

      She slapped it back, panic rising in her chest. She clutched her arms around herself, trying to hide them from view.

      “What are those?” he said, his voice insistent, as he tried to pull her arms back.

      “They are none of your business—”

      “They look like wounds. How did you get those?” His gaze finally drifted off the circular scars covering her flesh and up to her face. It was almost impossible to read his expression, but for a moment, concern flickered within.

      “They...” she couldn’t force the words out; they were trapped in her throat, threatening to choke her as the memory of those scars rose sharply in her mind.

      No doubt, he could see as she paled and her body drew in, her eyes hooding with powerful, unresolved emotion.

      “Ki,” he used her name, and as he did, he let his hand drop, “if I’m going to help you, I need to know everything you do about the... soldiers that attacked you.”

      Had he been about to say Zeneethians? Had the hardened ex-soldier finally come around to her version of events?

      “They are left over from their experiments.” She did not face him as she spoke. Instead, she chose to stare over his shoulder at the gray, rocky world around them. Sparse and unfriendly, as the day gave over to dusk, the sounds of the birds all but stopped. In their place, she could hear the wind force its way through the pine trees, scurry over the scant bushes, and roar into the valleys below. Beyond, she swore it laced with the cry of an animal. Long and mournful, the prickle up her spine told her it was a wolf.

      Whether Jackson had heard the cry or not, she could not tell; he did not move from staring at her, his brow fixed with determination. “What do you mean?”

      “Shouldn’t we push on? You said we had to get to the cabin by nightfall. I think I just heard a wolf too.” Pointing in the direction of the call, she felt her hand tremble as her frantic heartbeat continued.

      She did not want to think of what they had done to her. It had taken all of her years of training in the emotional and psychological techniques of the priestess clan just to stay sane.

      “I need to know what we are up against. What did they do? What kind of experiments?”

      She didn’t want to look at him, but her eyes drifted up as if they were being drawn by a force more powerful than her. Managing a trembling smile, she shook her head quickly. “It doesn’t matter. We need to push on.”

      “Ki, tell me.”

      “I don’t know.” With a heavy, chest-shaking sigh she gave in. The past day had taught her one thing about Jackson: he was beyond determined. He possessed guile few men could. For better or worse, she could not fight it now. “It has something to do with the devices. They use them in all their technology. In their ships, to power their weapons, even to keep their cities afloat.” She turned her head upward, a heavy swallow shifting her neck back. Her eyes widened against the growing dark as she tried to distinguish the clouds from the sky above.

      He did not interrupt, and he didn’t yank her face down and tell her the Zeneethians and their floating cities were nothing but a myth.

      “I don’t... think they can use them on their own.” She latched her hand onto her arm, searching out one of those ringed scars. Her fingers pushed into the ridged flesh, her body shivering as a disgusted feeling muddied her mind.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t really know. It’s just a feeling. They would hook me up to some kind of machine.” Her voice became light and artificially even. Pretending everything was okay felt like the only way to get through this conversation. If she allowed herself to succumb to the reality of it, she would break down.

      “What kind of machine? What was it hooked up to? Do you know what it measured?” he straightened, his attention narrowing in on her as his face filled with keen energy. No doubt the scientist was finally making himself known.

      She shuddered back from his questions. “I don’t know. I was never in any state to assess. I simply remember....” She gave a frustrated sigh, rubbing at her arms harder.

      “Any detail will aid us. If we can figure out what they want, we can figure out a way to stop them from getting it. If we understand what they are capable of—”

      She looked up at him sharply, her gaze fiery. “They have ships and cities that fly. Devices that can read if anything living approaches them within a several-kilometer radius. They have weapons that can destroy a person and leave no trace of their body. That is what they are capable of. So tell me, how do you fight that?”

      She watched him swallow hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing tightly against his stubble-covered throat. Yet the look of infuriating bravery in his eyes did not cease. It seemed to burn like a fire that would never die.

      “Nobody is undefeatable. No matter how large the target, it always has a weakness. All you need is data and intelligence to find out what that is.” He nodded at her. “They are clearly after you and will stop at nothing to get you back. That is our advantage.”

      She felt at once undone and bolstered by his words. His refusal to listen to reason was infuriating, yet his courage touched her deeper.

      “But for now.” He turned his head over his shoulder, his neck muscles visibly tightening as another wolf cry pierced the dusk, “we will walk and talk.”

      Shooing her forward with a brush of his arms, he took the lead.

      It would be a long journey ahead of them, longer if he made her recount her days with the Zeneethians. As she clutched at her quivering hands, drawing them close to the folds of her robe, she tried to still her heart.

      It was almost impossible; the sight of Jackson walking beside her, face now dark under the setting sun, played havoc with her mind and soul.

      Despite her turgid feelings, together, they continued to climb.
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      They reached the cabin with no time to spare. Night had fallen a good half-hour before, and for the past 15 minutes, Jackson had been on high alert.

      A wolf pack had been on their tails. From the subtle crack of a twig being trodden in half to the lingering smell on the wind, he’d had no doubt of what was out there.

      Pushing a hand into the small of Ki’s back and practically throwing her through the open cabin door, he whirled to close it quickly.

      Stumbling, she turned, nostrils flaring. “How dare you—”

      Her grumble was cut short as a wolf call rang out from just behind the door. Startled, she gasped, flattening a hand on her chest as her eyes widened.

      “Relax. They can’t get inside.” Shifting past her, he made his way through the dark to the table he knew was on the other side of the room. The cabin was small, and he found his arm brushing past Ki’s. She yanked it back instantly. It brought a slight smile to the corners of his mouth.

      As he fumbled over the table, his hand clutched the matches and the oil lamp. Pushing his fingers down the sticky glass, he struck a match on the chipped wood and finally lit the oil.

      The glow of the lamp lapped and flickered up his arm and face. Turning, he walked over and set it down above the fireplace. Ki still stood by the door, a good meter back from it, her hand pushing into her chest. A wolf was scrabbling at the dirt outside, occasionally pawing at the door itself. With every snuffle of its muzzle or scratch of its claws, she gave a slight shudder.

      “They will get bored and give up,” he assured her as he grabbed at some dry wood by the fireplace, heaping it into the coals.

      “We have wolves in Tarkan, but they would never act like this. They are scared of people.”

      He couldn’t stop the mocking chuckle from shaking his breath. “That is because you have hunted them near to extinction. They know to avoid you if they wish to live. Ashkan wolves are by and large left alone. They know to stick to the woods and not come into the towns, but up here is their own domain.”

      Her hand dropped from her chest, and no doubt she fixed him with an incredulous look. In the darkness, all he could see was that rounded bottom lip of hers turn in. “Will you use everything you can as an insult against my people?”

      “Only when it is true and it stops you from trembling at the door.” He stood, brushing his hands against his rough, woolen work pants.

      Twisting her neck up in that haughty way he’d come to recognize was her main reaction to everything, she walked further into the room.

      Small, it only possessed a single bed, a table, a chair, a fireplace, and an old cupboard of supplies. She walked over to the bed, pressing her hand into it as if to check the spring. It was made of old, moldering hay that had seen too much damp, but it was better than the cold stone floor below.

      Shrugging over her shoulder, she looked at him, then back down at the bed. Straightening, she tugged higher on her collar and took a steady step backward.

      He knew what she was thinking, and he couldn’t help but laugh. Perhaps she really was a priestess; he’d met few women as reserved as her.

      “There should be a canister of wine in the cupboard. And if we are lucky, the last trackers to use this place may have left some cheese and preserves.” He pointed past her, finally controlling the smile that had fattened his cheeks at her quaint behavior.

      She stood with her bare arms hooked behind her back, a nonplussed look on her face. “I cannot drink wine. It is forbidden for a priestess to indulge in alcohol. I will need water instead.”

      Snickering, he leaned a hand onto the fireplace. “There is no water. And unless you would like to go outside to brave the wolves to pull some up from the well, there will be nothing but wine.”

      Patting her throat demurely, she shook her head.

      “Your lips are dried and cracked. Presumably you haven’t had a drop of anything since you fell to earth this morning. After all the crying, screaming, and berating you’ve done, I imagine your throat is parched.” Shifting past her, he leaned down to the cupboard and began rummaging within. In seconds he’d brought out a wheel of cheese carefully wrapped in dark cloth and leather, and a bottle of corked wine. Blowing the dust off it, he turned it around, checking the label.

      “I will be fine.” She shook her head.

      “You will drink.” He pushed the bottle into her chest, and he headed for the table. Slamming the wheel of cheese down, he unwrapped it and sliced off a chunk, handing it to her.

      She accepted the cheese but did nothing but stare back at him blankly. “Do you really expect me to eat this?”

      A harsh laugh pushed his chest forward. Leaning against the table, he shrugged expressively. “That depends on whether you want to live. If you feel like dying of starvation and dehydration, then go ahead.”

      “I thought you said I was your personal concern?” she challenged. “I thought you said you were going to do everything you could to keep me from the Zeneethians so you could figure out what was going on?”

      “Good point.” He crossed his arms, one cheek pushing against his eye as he offered her a half-smile. “Drink and eat before I force you to. There is no water, and there are no delicacies for you to feast on. Tonight you will have to live a simple existence.”

      Huffing, she finally turned and sat demurely on the edge of the bed, placing the wine carefully beside her with a nervous frown.

      “Don’t get crumbs in the bed, I find them very irritating when I sleep.” He took a bite of the chunk of cheese he’d just sliced and watched with relish as she flushed at his words.

      “I will not sleep with—” She got to her feet.

      “You will be sleeping on the ground.” He nodded down to the small, soot-covered rug before the fireplace. “I will need my strength for the pass tomorrow. Should any more of those wolves be out there, I’ll need to be rested. Not to mention those soldiers.”

      Shoulders deflating, she sat back on the bed with a deep but wary breath. She proceeded to carefully place the cheese on her lap, smoothing out the folds of her robe first. Then she broke off the smallest chunks she could, placing them into her mouth slowly.

      He breathed through a laugh. “Don’t tell me. Priestesses are forbidden to eat in front of men. I can turn around if you’d like?” he offered jokingly.

      “No,” she didn’t look at him, “I’m a little dizzy.” She brushed her hand over her face, hooking her sleek, shiny hair behind an ear.

      Her features were slight, her skin smooth, she reminded him of the oriental women of the north. Though distinct territories, both Tarkan and Ashka were home to many races. From the dark-skinned nomads to the fair-haired mountain dwellers. Ki’s ancestors likely originated from the temperate northern islands. Once they had belonged to the Ashkans, now the territory was split right down the middle. He’d fought battles there in the previous war; it helped him readily guess her heritage.

      No matter where she came from, she was still Tarkan. The dispute between his people and those murderers had never been along racial lines. It had always been nationalistic. Though blood and ancestry were shared between them, recent history was not. Their morality diverged. Their way of life was so separate as to be unrecognizable. Everything a Tarkan stood for an Ashkan would dispute.

      His thoughts hardened his jaw, and he tried to ignore her as her unfocussed gaze dropped to the ground.

      He was doing this for his people and needed to remind himself of that fact.

      Finishing off another chunk of cheese, he stood roughly. “Drink the wine,” he ordered.

      “I can’t.” She turned from him as he loomed above her.

      “Fine.” He leaned down and snapped it up, yanking out the cork.

      Before he could try to force her to drink it, his conscience caught up with him. Could he really hold her head back and tip it down her throat, just because she was Tarkan? The thought of manhandling someone, especially a woman, was abhorrent to him. Yet there existed this obvious clause in his mind, a loophole. If she was Tarkan, it didn’t matter if she was a woman, it didn’t matter if she was fatigued and injured, it didn’t matter if she was running from a force hell-bent on kidnapping her. All that mattered is what they’d done to his people.

      Her gaze flicked up. At first frightened, her expression mollified as she concentrated on him. “I have no defenses against you. I can hardly stand anymore. Yet I beg of you not to force me to drink that. It’s forbidden.”

      Her glare did not waver. As the fire crackled behind him, it lit up her face, its reflected light dancing over her pale cheeks and forehead.

      He stepped back. It was not a conscious decision; his body did it for him.

      A sudden pang of guilt spread up from his gut with the speed of a bullet.

      He prided himself on his diligence and manners. He was the kind of man who opened a door for a woman, who would stand up for her if anyone berated her down the street. His mother and sister would be horrified if they’d known what he was about to do.

      Watching him warily as he stepped further back, she brushed her hand over her face. The move was sluggish, her fingers pushing into her dropping cheeks.

      She needed water. She needed rest. She also needed to know she could trust him. She would not let her guard down and rest if he threatened her every other second.

      Guilt now so powerful he almost felt sick, he placed the wine carefully on the table. “I am....” He couldn’t force the word sorry from his lips. He grabbed at the oil lamp still on the fireplace. “I will go out and see what I can draw from the well. Stay here.”

      For a moment, her eyes rolled back into her head, and it looked as if she would faint. At the mention of going outside, her head snapped forward. The move was lethargic, but still her gaze sparked. “You can’t – the wolves—”

      He tried to assure her with a nod, heading for the door. “I still have my gun. It may not work against your soldiers, but it is more than enough to scare the pack away.”

      Still on the edge of the bed, she watched him carefully as he brought out his gun and made for the door.

      “Be careful,” she begged through a hard breath.

      It made him pause, one hand on the door as the other hooked the lamp under his arm and held the gun.

      He pushed himself forward, the door creaking ominously as he opened it with all the care and precision he could muster.

      “It’s fine, you don’t have to go out,” she whispered nervously.

      Ignoring her, he moved forward, gun at the ready, swinging the lamp in an obvious arc.

      He knew the packs of these ranges, and they were scared by little. They were, at least, fastidiously nocturnal. For whatever reason, whether it be biology or habitat, they only ventured out of their dens to hunt at night.

      And hunt they would.

      Tomorrow they would be safe. Tonight would be another matter.

      He heard a growl from his left, up in the dense scrub by the side of the cabin. The small hut was built into a slope, the terrain rough and rocky, but pine trees and scraggly undergrowth still clung to the cabin on the upper side.

      He tensed his legs, ensuring his body was balanced and centered.

      If he could have afforded the ammo, he would have shot at the wolves. He could not, though; who knew when those soldiers would return? Instead, he swung the oil lamp forward again, thankful the glass protected the flame from the buffeting gale.

      This high up, wind rushed off the peaks above, bringing down the frosty bite of snow and ice.

      Moving forward, he heard yet another growl from his other side. If he had to use the gun, he would, he assured himself.

      Locking his jaw in anticipation, he headed around the slope. It was high and steep, and thankfully a river ran by it to the west, continually feeding the groundwater. The well never ran dry. Though usually you didn’t have to pull from it with a pack of wolves watching your every move.

      Feeling his forehead slick with sweat, he kept as close to the side of the hut as he could, using the wall to protect his flank. It was when he darted out from the shadow of the building that the growling got louder.

      By the sounds of it, there was a whole pack around him. He could catch the silvery glints of their sleek backs in the dim light of his lamp. Here and there, the flash of a tail, even the glimmer of moonlight against wide-open eyes.

      The well was barely three meters from the back of the hut, but it felt like it was kilometers away. Continually swinging the torch, he made it through.

      The pack circled in from behind. With a distinct, sharp scrabble of claws on rock, he heard one jump. Springing off a high boulder at the back of the cabin, it landed right in front of him. Body all but convulsing back in shock, Jackson managed to hold on to his gun somehow.

      It was a huge wolf, probably the alpha of the pack, and as it bared its teeth and growled, the others moved in from the sides.

      Jackson was pinned, but he had not lost. Baring his own teeth at the thought of wasting a bullet, he aimed at the creature before him.

      He did not get a chance to shoot.

      The wolf doubled back with a sudden lurch, its ears pricking up as it sniffed the air in panic. The move was picked up and repeated by the rest of the pack until they all began to whine with worry. Seconds later, they scurried as a group down the slope and into the shadows of the large and ancient pines.

      They hardly made a sound – not even a whimper or a yelp, just the scrabbling of quick and frantic claws over rock.

      The sight of them fleeing so suddenly and with such speed saw Jackson almost drop his gun.

      Then he heard it – from up above, a faint humming that was getting louder. At first, it sounded like nothing more than an insect, but as it neared, he recognized it.

      The same sound of swarming locusts that he’d heard before those soldiers had attacked the farmhouse.

      With dread drawing over him, he bolted for the cabin. Before he could reach it, he saw a shape fall down from the sky above. It landed with the softest of thumps on the gently sloped roof of the hut. With the sound of its fall, it could have been no heavier than a house cat, but as he saw it pull up, he recognized the form of a man. He even saw the white glint of that distinctive armor.

      Jackson had no time to react. Half a second later, something landed in front of the cabin door. There was the sound of wood splitting as something was kicked in and then a punctuated short scream.

      Ki.

      He rushed forward, but the soldier on the roof somersaulted off and landed less than a centimeter in front of him, lashing forward with the butt of his rifle.

      Slamming backward into the wooden beams of the hut, Jackson brought up his hands and managed to deflect the rifle off. That was all he could do. He couldn’t catch it or yank it from the soldier’s grasp; the force of the blow was unstoppable.

      “Ki,” he used up precious breath to shout her name. It was a pointless move; likely she was already out cold. These soldiers were the most efficient and well-equipped he had ever seen.

      Still, her name bubbled up from somewhere within and was impossible to stifle.

      The soldier brought his gun around again, this time slamming it right into Jackson’s stomach.

      It crippled him. Stumbling to his knees, he watched in still horror as the soldier lurched forward, grabbing Jackson by the neck and slamming him against the wall. The cabin shook so hard something dislodged from the roof.

      Beginning to black out, Jackson saw one of the large wooden logs of the roof slide off and slam against the soldier. Too sudden to move back, it struck the guy right on the head. Crumpling, his fancy armor obviously unable to withstand such a direct and heavy hit, the soldier’s hand was ripped off Jackson’s throat.

      Gasping for air, ready to black out, somehow he held on. Stumbling to one knee, he leaned forward. Mind a haze from his near asphyxiation, his hand acted of its own accord, snaking out and grabbing at the soldier’s gun.

      It was light, impossibly light. It felt like holding air. For such a big-barreled weapon, it should have been heavy and solid. Yet as he toted it, pushing the butt into his shoulder and locking his body around it, it felt like it was floating.

      Not wasting any time, he pushed to the side of the soldier by his feet, stumbling over the massive log that still pinned the man down. Shoving all his fatigue and pain to the side, he ignored his throbbing throat and pounding stomach.

      He could hear someone coming from the side of the house.

      The footsteps were light, barely audible, but he knew it couldn’t be Ki.

      He shot first, but not towards the skulking soldier as he came into view, but at the rock scree behind the cabin. Running to the side and finally coming out of the safety of the shadow of the house, he aimed at the stone-covered slope above. As he fired, there was no recoil from the gun. Yet each blast did far more damage than any other rifle he’d ever used. Searing blue blasts slammed into the rocks, their energy leaching out into the surrounding ground and causing whole boulders to crumble and pop.

      The effect was immediate. The once-stable cliff face slipped. Like an avalanche, stone rained down from above.

      He jumped forward, diving against the side of the house, bringing his arms up and over his head.

      It was a risky move. If he’d done enough damage to the scree, it could crumple the hut beneath it as it slid down the hill. He just hoped the cabin was as sturdy as it looked. Made out of huge rounds of pine trunk, it had been built to last.

      He felt the hut rock against him as the slope surged against it like a wave.

      He also heard the shouts. Heavily distorted, he knew they came from the soldiers. He also recognized the fear and desperation.

      Riding out the rockslide, he pressed his eyes closed in a quick prayer.

      He hoped she would be fine. It had been a last-ditch move to shoot the scree, but against such sophisticated enemies, it was that or die.

      With one final bone-shaking crash, the house stopped shuddering.

      It was now or never. He needed the element of surprise. Leaping up, he rushed to the front of the cabin, gun at the ready. The moon gave him sporadic illumination as it peaked out from behind the rushing clouds. It was all he needed.

      As soon as he rounded the house, he rolled. Though his back crunched into the sharp, dislodged stones that scattered the small path before the door, he snapped to his feet easily.

      Expecting a volley of fire, no one fired a single shot. Twisting on the spot, he realized the door was closed.

      He didn’t hesitate, he shot at the base, darting to the side to avoid the hail of wood and sparks. He didn’t dart in over the still smoking wood. He wasn’t crazy. Instead, he climbed up the side of the house, over the piles of rock that had lodged there, aiming for one of the windows. When he reached it, he flattened himself as quickly and silently as he could.

      The rocks had built up so high on this side of the cabin that he could see in through the window while lying on his stomach. As he peered in, the still crackling fire within lit up the room.

      One of those soldiers had his arm around Ki, her body limp and bent over, arms and hair brushing against her legs. The man’s gun was at the ready, aimed at the door, stance stiff and poised.

      That was two of them. If it was the same group from the farmhouse, there would be two more.

      He couldn’t take for granted that they’d fallen down the hill along with the rockslide.

      With the lightest crunch behind him, his body tensed, head pounding with alarm.

      Rolling on his stomach, he moved just in time. Something jumped down from the scree behind him, landing where he’d been a second ago.

      Jackson flung himself into a desperate roll, scrabbling as fast as he could until he got to his feet.

      He heard the soldier hot on his heels – the crunch of rock under the man’s boots, the swish of air past that sleek armored form.

      Letting out a desperate cry, Jackson rolled onto his back, bringing the gun up to fire as he did. He held his finger on the trigger, hand locking down in terror.

      The blasts that came out of the gun ceased. A powerful and continuous beam replaced them. It cut through the landscape and, out of pure luck, slammed into the soldier as he leaped towards Jackson.

      The blast sent the man reeling back several meters. Unlike a shot from Jackson’s regular gun, this one did leave a mark on that pristine armor – a massive blast mark that smoked at the edges.

      The soldier twitched but did not get up.

      Jackson pressed himself to his knees, getting ready to stand and check the man was down.

      He didn’t get the chance. Something slammed into his back, knocking him forward.

      As stars swam through his vision and blood splattered over his lips, he saw a dark shadow loom from behind.

      Rolling, Jackson kicked blindly at the ground behind him. His feet struck out wildly, but they glanced off the soldier’s legs. It was like kicking a wall.

      He saw the man draw up his knee, getting ready to stomp. In the slices of moonlight penetrating the clouds, it was like flashes of a dream.

      Jackson lashed out one final time, his foot connecting with a rock beneath the soldier’s feet.

      It dislodged, and the soldier stumbled to the side. Overbalanced, he fell to his knees, sliding down the slope.

      Jackson immediately clutched at his gun, shooting the soldier before he could right himself.

      The blast from his gun sent the man flying back, smashing into the slope, causing yet another rockslide to drag him even further along the incline.

      Three down, one to go. This one had Ki, though.

      Bringing a hand down, he checked his pocket as he stumbled to his feet. Gasping against the pain that seemed to fill his entire form, he felt the device.

      It was the only reason they weren’t shooting at him. How they still knew it was on him, he didn’t know. It probably had something to do with those scanners Ki had talked of.

      Scanners. Machines that could read and measure the natural world, picking up impossible details from great distances. Technology like that did not exist.

      Letting his hand fall from the device, he pushed forward. Forcing his bucking and pain-riddled knees to walk, he stumbled over the loose scree, heading back for the house.

      The soldier inside would have the advantage. If he had one of those scanners, no doubt he would be able to see Jackson’s approach.

      With an enemy that could watch your every move, how were you meant to fight? The element of surprise was the only weapon he had against them.

      No, not the only weapon. He still had the crystal. He’d seen what had happened before when he’d broken one. He could do it again, though he hoped he wouldn’t have to; it was the only evidence he had. Its properties needed to be analyzed, its abilities ascertained. The whole future of his people could depend on it.

      With national survival weighing on his shoulders, he searched for an advantage.

      The moon handed him one.

      As the clouds parted above, he saw something glint by his foot. Leaning down, he plucked something out of the rocks.

      It was one of those devices the soldiers kept in their armor. He’d seen the lead soldier pluck one out and use it to scan Ki back in the farmhouse.

      Bringing it closer, he watched in amazement as the screen lit up. Images, like movies, were flickering over it. They were not real footage, but approximations of scenes made up of moving outlines.

      He’d never seen anything like it.

      He did not have time to stand in wonderment. If this was one of their scanners, he had to find a way to use it.

      Trying not to touch any buttons, lest he accidentally turn it off, he waved the device up. As he shifted it, the image on the small screen changed. At once, he saw the outline of the incline below and every tree, despite the fact they were all hooded by shadow. As he moved it towards the cabin, it blipped, a white form appearing. The form was human-shaped.

      It had to be Ki.

      Shocked that this device could show him the inside of a building, he didn’t have long to feel his surprise.

      He saw something else within the cabin – another figure, taller and broader than the first. Low to the ground, it headed for the door.

      Jackson immediately crouched, his knees creaking at the torture he’d put them through, but still managing to anchor him so he didn’t slip down the treacherous slope.

      Getting quietly to his stomach, he waited. Adrenaline pumping through his form, he somehow managed to control his breath, bringing the gun up before him as he still watched the image on the scanner.

      The soldier would be watching his own scanner, Jackson was sure of it. As the soldier rounded the side of the cabin slowly, like a lion pressing through the long grass, he would know exactly where Jackson was.

      For the first time, they were evenly matched. Though the soldier had the added advantage of that incredible armor, Jackson knew it could not withstand a blast from his gun.

      What would happen next would be down to reflexes, skill, and cunning, not technology.

      Shifting back as carefully as he could, trying to minimize the sound of his movements despite the fact the soldier would already know where he was, Jackson ignored the bead of sweat that dripped from his forehead down the bridge of his nose. He did not bring up a hand to wipe it off; he concentrated only on a patch of the cabin’s roof.

      He would aim for one of the logs, hoping to repeat his earlier performance by getting one to roll off the roof and squish the soldier.

      He did not get the chance.

      Just as the man moved to where Jackson needed him to be – the flickering outlines on his scanner showing him directly under the shadow of the house – the man threw something.

      Round and sleek, it sailed through the air.

      Grenade.

      Jackson had time to think the word, but he did not have time to act.

      The grenade sailed into view then impossibly changed direction. It did not move in a straight arc – it hovered and shifted with the grace and speed of an insect, not a machine.

      Heartbeat pounding against his clamped teeth, his fear surged as he waited for the explosion.

      It didn’t come. Instead, it zeroed in on him, zooming forward and latching onto his shoulder.

      Desperate, he tried to pull it off, but he could not move it. It burrowed down, forming some connection with his flesh that was stronger than magnetism or the most powerful adhesive.

      His eyes wider than they’d ever been, his moves more frantic than his tired body should have been capable of producing, he thrashed at it.

      With a pneumatic hiss, it released something, a pin shooting out and stabbing through his shoulder.

      His legs fell out from underneath him. Darkness trickled in at the edges of his vision.

      He was blacking out.

      Seconds. That’s all he had.

      With a roaring in his ears and his skin numb, he reached for the device in his pocket.

      It was his last hope. If those soldiers could not use their guns near a broken crystal, then hopefully this grenade was the same.

      Eyes rolling into the back of his head, he pulled the device out, throwing it down with his limp arm.

      It came to a rest a meter from him. With his last breath, he shot it.

      The crystal exploded with an intense, blue blast. It picked him up, but it did not let him fall. That water-like light caught him and kept him aloft.

      Instantly the grenade dislodged from his shoulder and fell, only to float up past his face. The lights that had flickered along its surface blinked off, and there was a soft whir-down of some power source.

      His gamble had paid off.

      Barely.

      Despite the fact he was floating, his body had never been heavier. His limbs felt encased by a deep, bone-shaking lethargy. To keep his eyes half open felt like traversing the greatest mountain range.

      Whatever that grenade had pumped into his system, it was obviously meant to knock him out. Luckily it appeared he’d dislodged it just in time; though he teetered on the edge of sleep, he had not succumbed yet.

      He could barely move, though.

      He’d let go of his rifle, and it floated by his side. Its butt no longer glowed with that distinctive blue light. He knew it would not work.

      The temptation to fall into the open arms of unconsciousness was impossibly strong as he floated so easily. It was such a relaxing sensation to be weightless, freed from the burden of gravity, hovering effortlessly.

      Something kept him awake. That something was not the pressing imperative to bring these soldiers and their technology to the awareness of his government. It wasn’t even the need to pay them back for what they’d done to his house.

      It was Ki. Meters away in the hut, he needed to get to her before the remaining soldier did.

      She filled his mind in that half-awake state. There was no reason for it; she was Tarkan. But still, she did. Perhaps he guessed how important she was, perhaps it was more. It didn’t matter.

      Forcing his eyes to open fully, he blinked past the bleak moonlight, trying to spy the soldier.

      Rocks floated around him, rubble, even branches that must have been ripped loose by the explosion.

      With all that mess, it would have been hard to spot a floating body on a normal night, let alone when his mind was reeling from a failed anesthesia.

      What he’d do when he found the guy, Jackson didn’t know.

      As the clouds above separated to reveal a full slice of silvery moonlight, he finally saw something – the white glint of armor.

      Over to his left, the soldier was floating directly above the hut. His limbs were moving up and down, hands clutching as he tried to move forward.

      Unlike in the house, there was nothing to grab onto out here. There were no walls or door frames to use as purchase to maneuver through this floating world.

      Though the soldier tried, it took him a long time to finally push himself low enough to latch a hand onto one of the wooden beams of the roof. Using it as purchase, he twisted himself around, no doubt aiming to push himself through the hole in the ceiling and down to Ki below.

      He didn’t get the opportunity; the log he held onto suddenly dislodged and began to float up, taking the soldier with it.

      As it did, it dislodged yet another plank, soon the whole roof broke free and floated up.

      Seconds later, the contents of the hut followed it – the bed, the wheel of cheese, even some of the flaming planks from the fireplace.

      Breath pressing against his chest, he waited to see Ki. She drifted up, surrounded by a halo of hay as it spilled free from the mattress.

      Instantly the soldier tried to get down to her, grabbing onto one plank and thrusting off it to catch another. It was as if he were climbing down a ladder.

      Jackson moved. His body still fighting the numbing effects of the drug, he focused on Ki.

      It was almost impossible to direct his movement, but he did manage to latch onto a passing branch. He did not use it to pull himself closer to her. He pushed himself away towards one of the pine trees to his left. Though the effects of the levitation field were pulling up its needles like an upward draft, its branches were sturdy enough that they hadn’t been snapped free.

      Desperate, he reached out his hand to latch onto the tree. He could feel the pine needles brush through his lethargic fingers, but he could hardly make them move enough to clutch hold of them. Letting out a frustrated shout, he stretched out as far as he could.

      He caught hold of a branch.

      As he moved, he grabbed at the gun that still floated near him. Hooking his arm around the branch, he used it to pull his body closer to the tree.

      He had to get away from the effects of the field. Then his gun would work.

      Groaning and ignoring every feeling of crippling pain, he moved from branch to branch.

      He dared not look over his shoulder; he knew what he would see.

      The soldier would have her by now.

      The further he moved through the trees, branch by branch, the heavier he felt. It was not the delayed effects of the drug – it was gravity returning.

      Moving faster now, he scrabbled as hard as he could, clutching at the branches, not caring the rough bark cut easily through his desperately groping hands.

      After several more meters, he felt the effects of the field all but disappear. Hanging off a branch, several meters from the ground, he turned around, bringing his legs up and around the trunk to steady himself.

      Craning his neck, he stared through the trees towards the clearing. Though it was hard to see, it wouldn’t be in a moment; he lifted the gun, depressed his finger on the trigger, and watched that continuous pulse of light sear through the trees, blasting off the branches and chunks of trunk impeding his view.

      He could see the hut. Rocks and logs still floated around it.

      Straining, frantic to find her, he scanned the area. All he could see was the debris.

      Cursing, he leaned further out from the trunk. Not wanting to waste time or his vantage, he had to spy that soldier from up here.

      Heart pulsing through his chest, body filled with a strange mix of heavy fatigue and pounding adrenaline, he finally found what he was looking for.

      A glimmer of white armor.

      Hooking his arm over the thick branch above him, Jackson groaned loudly as he climbed. Shifting up another level, he reached a height that afforded him direct line-of-sight.

      The soldier was moving with Ki down the slope, no doubt towards his ship.

      Jackson secured the rifle against his shoulder, steadying it against a branch directly in front of his face. With concentration drawing his lips thin and stilling his breath, he lined up the shot.

      He had to get the soldier and only the soldier.

      He would not take the shot unless it was a clear one. He couldn’t risk hitting Ki.

      As the soldier moved with her, drifting down, moving only with considerable effort as his limbs pumped against the powerful levitation field, he kept hold of Ki.

      Swearing, starting to panic, Jackson shifted the gun around as the soldier moved out of view.

      Dammit, he needed a clear shot.

      Realigning his gun, he waited. It was one of the tensest things he’d ever done.

      Just before the soldier drifted out of sight again, something happened. He lost hold of her, and she drifted up above him.

      Jackson shot. He didn’t hesitate. The blast seared out and landed true against the soldier’s back, knocking him forward, sending him spinning further up into the sky, his body cart-wheeling and dashing against the rubble floating around him.

      Letting out the biggest sigh he could manage, Jackson allowed himself to close his eyes.

      He indulged in the briefest moment of victory.

      Then he climbed down from the tree, stashed the gun, and went to go and get Ki. Fighting against the levitation field, he managed to latch onto her and pull her back from it. It took time, but with the other soldiers out of the equation, he had it. On the way back to his gun, he managed to scoop up his scanner too.

      When he had her safely out of the field, he did not rest. He fumbled her onto his back and fled as fast as he could.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      Ki woke to someone pawing at her face.

      She screamed, the noise barely making it out of her sore and scratchy throat. With the precious little strength she had, she tried to fight them off.

      “Ki, Ki, it’s me. Jackson. It’s Jackson.” He caught her hands and held them there. His fingers were soft around her wrists, barely brushing up against her bruised skin.

      Mind still spinning, she shook her head, trying to dislodge the fog that surrounded her.

      “We’re fine. We’re fine. Those soldiers are gone. We’re safe for now.”

      She had lost consciousness too many times that day, and the effect of it was like a virus in her mind. She could hardly pay attention, but what little scrap of concentration she could grab, she used to focus in on his voice.

      “We’re fine,” he tried to assure her again. “Just lie back. The effects of whatever they drugged you with will wane with time... hopefully.”

      Despite the fact she had no idea whether she could trust him yet, she lay back down. Her body was simply too weak not to.

      For the next several minutes, she drifted in and out of a half-awake state. She heard him breathing, felt his body not far from hers, and eventually even noted the sensation of the sun warm against her cheeks.

      It had to be day. So where had the night gone?

      As her mind finally sharpened, she blinked her eyes open, a deep groan pressing through her throat.

      “Don’t try to push yourself,” he warned, one of his hands pressing down lightly into her shoulder.

      It was warm, and despite the fact she knew who he was and what he’d done to her, it reassured her.

      She almost wanted to bring up one of her own hands and lace her fingers through his, just to bask in the sense of that welcome reassurance.

      She of course did not. She lolled her head to the side to see him sitting a half-meter away, legs pulled up before him as he sat with his back pressed into a tree.

      There was a gun by his feet, and she recognized it instantly as belonging to the Zeneethian scouts. In his hand, he played with a white-backed device that sent a flickering blue glow over his face and hand as he played with it.

      It too was Zeneethian. She had seen such devices before. The scientists that had held her captive for the past year always used them.

      It made her shudder.

      He looked up sharply. “I said don’t move. You’ve been through a lot.”

      She waited for him to call her a Tarkan in a dismissive voice and tell her she’d deserved what she’d received. He did not. His gaze darted back to the scanner in his hands, and he continued to poke at it with a concentrated and thoughtful expression. “It’s incredible,” he muttered under his breath.

      “You can use it?” she hazarded, watching him with as much attention as she could muster.

      He shook his head after a pause. Then he met her gaze, his expression keen. “But I’m working on it. I think I am beginning to understand this interface. It uses vectors to display incoming information. I’ve been able to change the radius of these scans using the controls.” His lips spread into a smile as he laughed. “I’ve even been able to scan inside things. I can see inside that tree. I can even see inside the leaves.”

      There was a glow about him, an energy she had never seen. Wildly at odds with the usual anger he’d displayed, it buoyed her. Despite her best attempts to stop herself, she smiled along with him.

      “I can even see inside you.” He brought the scanner around and waved it between them.

      Now she recoiled, fighting against her lethargic limbs to bring up a hand to block him.

      “It’s okay. It can’t hurt you... I think. No, I’m sure; those soldiers wouldn’t have used it on you unless it was safe. They’ve been prepared to go to extraordinary lengths to get you back alive.”

      “Put that thing down,” she croaked.

      “It looks like you’ve got heavy bruising to your left leg, around your middle, and over your feet,” he gulped as he spoke, his face flushing under the stubble radiating up his jaw.

      Was that guilt at the bruises he’d helped to cause?

      He shifted up, getting to his knees, still staring at the scanner.

      She tried to hide behind her hand, even though it was painful to raise her arm.

      “You show up as white, while everything else shows up as blue...” he trailed off as concentration crumpled his brow. Shifting towards her, still on his knees, his lips parted slowly. “It’s not you though... it’s something inside you.”

      “What are you talking about?” Alarm spiked through her, almost giving her enough energy to clamber to her feet.

      “There’s something inside you. Some kind of device, no bigger than a fingernail, just under the skin of your left forearm. I think it’s releasing a radio signal. Something they’ve been using to track you. That’s how they found you at the farmhouse.”

      “They saw the explosion.” She shook her head.

      “No, they tracked you there, just as they tracked you to the cabin. It’s the only explanation that makes any sense.”

      She shivered back, her gaze drawing towards her left arm. Now she had no sleeves, she could see the flesh easily.

      She didn’t want to believe him. Her whole escape plan had been predicated on the hope that by using the crystal, she could get away from them. If they’d always been able to track her, it had been an empty and foolish hope.

      Jackson finally lowered the scanner. His gaze shifted quickly to her arm then back to her face. For a man who usually bridled with anger, he looked hesitant and unsure. “We should remove it,” he hazarded.

      She gave a quiet gasp, her breath shaking through it. “But—”

      “If we don’t, they’ll continue to track us. If you ever want to get away, we have to remove it.”

      She went to shake her head but stopped. She took a painful swallow, squeezing her eyes closed.

      She brought her trembling fingers up and pushed them along her left forearm, looking for any hint of what he spoke of.

      A device implanted within her arm that could let the Zeneethians track her. Years ago, she would have thought such a tale wild and impossible. The last year had taught her how true it could be.

      Wincing as she opened one eye, she nodded briefly.

      He shifted forward. “It’s just under the skin, I promise.”

      “Do you have a knife?”

      He shook his head, his expression so clearly filled with remorse, it was as if he was a different man from the one who’d tied her to a chair. “I’ve found a sharp stone.” He produced a long, thin, sharp-edged rock from his pocket.

      With unsteady hands, he brought it down to her arm. His skin was so pale he looked as though he was about to throw up.

      How curious that the thought of dragging her barefoot through a hayfield and lacerating her feet was nothing to this man, yet he now shook at the prospect of delivering another cut to her body.

      Was he changing?

      She wanted to stare up into his eyes to check, but with his face so close to hers, she felt too confronted, too exposed.

      He lay the scanner beside him, staring at the picture on the screen as he grabbed her arm with the slightest, most tender of touches. Sucking his quivering lips in, he brought the rock down.

      She tried to control her reaction, tried to block out the pain. A normal priestess could do it. Skilled in emotional suppression, this would have been child’s play.

      She was no longer normal, and the past year had left its scars. Screwing up her face, she jerked her head to the side and tried not to scream. She felt the stone dig down and couldn’t help but flinch against it.

      Jackson tightened his grip, bracing her arm against his knee. “Nearly there,” he promised in a quaking voice.

      With one more scrape, he yanked the stone back. “Got it.”

      She pulled her arm out of his grip and instantly closed her fingers around the wound. Though blood trickled easily through them, she shifted to face him.

      He was staring down at something in his hand. That look of deep concentration was back on his face, pulling down his lips and narrowing his eyes.

      Gulping, he shook his head sharply. “Hold on to that wound. I’ll be back to tie it up. I just have to get rid of this first.”

      “Jackson.” She tried to get to her feet to follow.

      “I have to get rid of this. There’s a ravine a few meters to the west. I’ll throw it down there. It’s a pity to get rid of such incredible technology, but we need to get them off our tails.”

      He turned and ran forward. Though his lope was uneven, he kept a healthy pace.

      He would be injured, she realized as she leaned back, peeking down at the wound under her hand. Last night he must have fought the soldiers off all on his own.

      Zeneethian scouts... how had he done it?

      Before she could process that thought, he was back. Nodding at her, he leaned down beside her. “I’m going to rip off a section of your robe to tie the wound up. It shouldn’t bleed for long, but we need to keep it covered.”

      Though her first reaction was to push him off, just as she’d done last night, she contained herself. At least he’d warned her this time.

      Turning her head to the side, she did not watch as he used the same sharp stone to cut through the hem of her robe and pull off a long section of fabric.

      She was aware that her move made him puff out a slight laugh. This time he did not follow it up with any insults though.

      Maybe he really was changing.

      Once he was done, he saw to her wound. He dabbed at it with some excess fabric, then produced some herbs from his pocket, crushed them, then packed them against the wound, wrapping them down with the long strip of her robe.

      He was efficient, quick, and looked as if he’d done this multiple times before. She opened her mouth to say something but stopped herself. Of course he’d done this before; he’d been in the war.

      Resting back on his haunches, he took a deep breath, wiping his bloodied hands on his pants. “Those herbs are a natural analgesic. They also have antiseptic properties. You should be fine.”

      Slowly she nodded.

      A lot had just happened.

      Jackson did not pause to catch back his breath though; he grabbed up the scanner and waved it in front of her again. Soon a satisfied smile spread his lips. He turned the scanner to his side in the direction he’d gone to get rid of the device from her arm. “It’s worked,” he spoke through a laugh. “You’re no longer glowing white, which I assume is a real good thing. The scanner is locking onto the device all the way down that ravine instead. Let’s hope those boys in white make the same mistake.”

      As he spoke, his accent became thicker. That twang that was so distinctive of the Ashkans deepened. It was almost as if he was letting himself go. As if he was finally dropping his guard around her.

      “You strong enough to stand?” He nodded down at her, cheeks pushing up in a concerned smile.

      Could she trust him? Would he turn on her again like he had last night when he’d been ready to force wine down her throat?

      She watched him warily, and it was obvious he picked up on it. He stiffened, that smile drawing down slowly. “Look... I’m sorry about... everything.”

      “I’m still a Tarkan,” she interrupted.

      He nodded, not meeting her gaze. “I know.” He hesitantly looked up at her. “And I’m still an Ashkan. And those soldiers are still,” he ticked his head to the side, “whatever the hell they are.”

      She still stared up at him cautiously.

      “I fought in the last war.” He stood up and stepped back.

      Feeling her cheeks pale, she readied for another volley. “I know that—”

      “No. That’s not what I meant. Hear me out. I fought the Tarkans. I lost my fiancée to them.”

      She felt cold as he spoke, and brought her hands before her, lacing her fingers tightly. “I’m not a soldier. I’m a priestess. I am not involved—”

      “I said hear me out,” he interrupted again. “I have every reason to hate your people, and I do. But I’ve never had a reason not to... until now.”

      She could have fallen over. If she hadn’t been seated, she would have stumbled. Feeling her face slacken with shock, she waited for him to take back what he’d just said.

      “I know you’re not a soldier, Ki. I hope like hell you’re not a spy and this whole thing hasn’t been an act,” sighing heavily, he crossed his arms, “but I just don’t see how it could be an act. I’m a scientist now, not a soldier. I have to go on the facts as I see them, not what I’d like them to be.”

      “Jackson, what do you mean?” she asked, her voice quiet and hopeful.

      “That I’m going to trust you. For now. Don’t go selling me and my people out though, because—”

      “You’ll drag me through a field and tie me to a chair?”

      “I’m sorry about that. And no, I’m not going to tie you to any more chairs. I’m trying to hold out an olive branch here, but you’re not making it very easy.”

      She raised an eyebrow but stopped herself from snapping at his insult.

      Something far too important was happening here. If it could be trusted, it appeared Jackson was softening to her.

      She’d been almost entirely alone for the past year. The thought of having someone to rely on....

      A tear pooled at her eye and trickled down her cheek. She hated herself for being this emotional, but she did not have the energy to fight it. Bringing her hand up, she clamped it over her eyes, hiding behind her crooked fingers.

      “Ki,” he whispered, the surety gone from his voice, “why are you crying? Are you still in pain?”

      “No. But you’ve given me an ultimatum, so it’s my turn to give you one.” She let her hand drop, not caring that her tears flowed freely and obviously. “If you make me trust you and you turn on me again....”

      She couldn’t come up with a threat; she had no power to follow through with anything. All she could do was lock him in her watery gaze and try to make him understand how easily he could hurt her.

      It was one of the most intense experiences of her life. Neither of them shared a word, but their expressions were enough.

      Trust, or something like it, began to grow.

      As the wind blew through the trees around her, bringing its biting chill along with it, she felt something shift. That tight energy of suspicion that had filled her gut since she’d fallen to earth yesterday morning began to loosen. It would take more, so much more, for her to fully trust this man. Yet for now she would try.
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      Ki had slept most of the morning. He’d made her do it. Considering what had happened to her over the past 24 hours, she’d barely been able to walk, let alone keep up the pace they needed to reach the pass.

      It had been a strange experience to watch over her as she’d slept. His own weariness weighing down his limbs, he’d taken up post with his back resting against an old pine tree. Half closing his eyes, he’d been sure never to let himself nod off.

      The scanner had been too much of a distraction anyway. He’d analyzed it carefully as she’d slept.

      Learning to use it properly would no doubt take years, but for now he was confident he could at least use it to assist them through the ranges.

      When she finally woke, she snuffled for at least half a minute, shifting restlessly before she pushed herself up. It was a strangely cute move.

      When she opened her eyes to stare his way, he was already smiling.

      “Where—” she began.

      “We’re still in the mountains. You had to sleep, remember? It’s a little after midday. If you think you’re up to it, we should start moving. If we’re quick, we can make it to the pass by tonight.”

      She propped herself against a large, jutting stone behind her. She rubbed at her arms, obviously feeling the chill wind against them. Unfortunately neither of them was properly equipped for this trek. The higher they went, the colder it would get. Their only other option was to head back to the town, but he knew that would be suicide.

      “How’s your arm?” He pulled himself up, ignoring the stabbing pain in his legs. He’d really pushed himself last night. He was sore all over, with more than a few cuts and bruises. At least the effects of that drug had worn off though.

      “Did you get any sleep?” her voice croaked harshly.

      She still hadn’t had a drop of water.

      He’d been productive whilst she’d slept and had found a river close by. She’d get her drink soon. “We should get you something to drink.”

      “Did you sleep, Jackson?” she adamantly repeated her question.

      “No.”

      “Shouldn’t you try to get some? If you need someone to stand guard, I can.”

      He shouldn’t have, but he laughed. He hadn’t intended for it to be callous, just light-hearted. She was a priestess, she was very injured, and she was offering to stand guard.

      “I won’t kill you.” She pushed her lips into a frown.

      “I don’t need to sleep, yet. We’ve got to keep on moving. If we can make the pass by nightfall...” he trailed off.

      “We aren’t equipped for travel through the mountains,” she said, mirroring his own thoughts. “Isn’t there some other way? What if we come across more of those wolves? What if the soldiers come back? They may not be able to track me anymore, but I know they can distinguish between different biological readings with their scanners. They’ll be able to tell two humans are up here, and they’ll take a wild guess that it’s us.”

      He’d thought of all these things already. Nodding, he grabbed at the scanner, bringing it up. “You said these things have a range of 3km? I think it’s more like 5.”

      Her cheeks slackened, his despair obvious. It was hardly reassuring news, after all. “Jackson... what do we do? Isn’t it just a matter of time before they come back for us?”

      He nodded resolutely. Of course it was. Soldiers like that did not give up easily. “There might be another way. I’ve been playing with this thing while you were sleeping. It’s got an optimum range, but different things affect it.” He walked over to show her the device.

      “What do you mean?”

      Leaning down, he plucked up several stones by his feet. Placing one directly in front of the scanner, he tipped the screen so she could see. “Some of the mineralogical deposits in these rocks appear to affect its range. I tried it against one of those large boulders, and the scanner could only just penetrate beyond. There are heavy ore deposits all the way through these mountains.”

      “So we stick to where the ore is most concentrated?”

      He ticked his head to the side. “I wish it were that easy. Though there are heavy deposits, they aren’t everywhere. Whole sections of Paladin’s Pass will leave us exposed.”

      She deflated, her long eyelashes brushing against her cheeks as she half-closed her eyes.

      “Don’t give up though. There’s another way.” He winced as he mentioned it.

      He really, really didn’t want to have to take it.

      “What do you mean, Jackson?”

      He shifted his jaw from side to side, a habit of his whenever he was uncomfortable. If Ki had known him for more than a single day, she would have recognized it as a powerful sign something was up with him.

      “Jackson?” She got to her feet. Still pressing a hand into the rock behind her to steady herself, her lips puckered with concern.

      “There’s a cave system. It’s long, goes all the way underneath the pass and pops out under Paladin Mountain. It opens on the Hydra plains. And from there, it’s a simple walk onto the highways that feed the Capital.”

      Despite how wary his tone was, she smiled instantly at his words. “That’s fantastic news. Let’s take the cave system. It will be warmer in there. Presumably we’ll always have access to groundwater, and the Zeneethian scanners won’t be able to penetrate down that far.”

      “Ki... it’s dangerous.”

      She clearly did not understand, because she dropped her head to the side and shrugged her shoulders easily. “And the pass isn’t?”

      “That cave system is treacherous. It moves. There are heavy limestone deposits. Whenever there’s rain in the ranges, it floods. There are cave-ins all the time. Plus, neither of us is equipped properly.”

      “I would prefer to take my chances with the cave knowing the Zeneethians can’t find me there than Paladin’s pass,” she answered.

      Her voice was so quiet he could hardly pick it up. He understood the sentiment though.

      Perhaps she was right too. The caves could flood, the rocks could move, and they could run into a dead end. But at least the stones would not shoot at them, scan them, or throw futuristic concussion grenades their way.

      “Those cave systems are geologically active.” He tried to underline his point by nodding stiffly. “We could get halfway through only to find our path blocked.”

      She pointed down at the gun by his feet. “They don’t run out of bullets easily. They have several charge settings. If we’re careful, we could use it to blast through rock.”

      “I....” He wanted to tell her that would be too dangerous, but he found himself stopping. In conjunction with the scanner, that gun could cut them a path if it had to. The scanner would have a limited range down there, but a few meters or so would be enough to tell them whether a path opened out beyond a section of rock wall.

      Turning from her, clamping his hand on his stubble-covered chin, he tried to think this through.

      “Jackson, it sounds like our only hope.” Her voice wavered on the word hope.

      Looking up, he cast his gaze through the pine trees above and beyond to the sun. It was still shining bright, but through the dense canopy, he swore he could see dark clouds gathering at the edges of the ranges.

      Even in autumn those peaks could attract a fell snowstorm.

      Could they really risk going up there? If they got beyond the pass, that was. It had been hard dealing with the wolves last night, without a cabin wall to hide behind, it could be impossible in the open.

      He nodded hesitantly. “Okay. We’ll give it a try.”

      She dipped her head and brought her hands together. “Great. Then let’s get going.” Turning, she limped forward. Though he’d made her those ramshackle shoes, no doubt they aggravated her already swollen and cut feet.

      Again a pang of guilt sailed through him for what he’d done to her. It would, no doubt, take a long time to make up for it.

      He was up for the challenge.

      As soon as he realized that, one single thought resurfaced.

      She’s Tarkan.

      Despite the promises he’d made to her, and to himself, he felt the old stab of rage at what they’d done to him and his people. That keen hatred resurfaced like a whale from the ocean.

      He did not act on it this time.

      He pushed his hands into fists, letting the nails dig freely and deeply into his palms. The pain cut through the rage.

      He knew enough about psychology to realize that he could not change his beliefs overnight. Any attempt to alter something so fundamental about oneself took time. He had spent his whole life hating her people; he couldn’t click his fingers and reverse that. Neither did he want to. Yet he promised himself he would try not to take it out on her.

      For now, that was all he could do.

      He hooked the gun over his shoulder, firmed up his grip on the scanner, and nodded at her to start moving. As he walked past, he caught her looking at him curiously. Her neck was lengthened, her head cocked to the side, her eyes filled with interest.

      “What are you looking at?” He cleared his throat cautiously.

      “Nothing.”

      “Come on, you were staring at me like I had a sign painted on my head.”

      “Priestesses are meant to be skilled at empathy,” she began.

      He snorted.

      Her once light and curious expression soured, and she turned away.

      “Sorry. Sorry, ah... continue.”

      She flashed him a warning glance. “We are skilled in emotional reading and techniques. I was simply noticing the confusion playing across your features.”

      He rolled his teeth sharply over his bottom lip. He’d always hated feeling exposed.

      “I apologize, I shouldn’t have said anything. I’ll leave you to your thoughts.” She tried to walk ahead, though her labored hobble could not take her far.

      “And what else do you priestesses do?” He tried to quickly change the conversation.

      “Meditation, prayer, looking after the monastery.” She smoothed her hand down her middle, a far-off smile spreading her lips.

      She had a very distant quality about her in that moment.

      “You mean you stay holed up in the hills away from the distractions of modern life?” he asked, faltering as he realized his question sounded far worse than he’d meant.

      “Not at all. The priestess clan of Tarkan is meant to serve the people. We offer any who seek us out our aid in quelling their emotions and healing trauma.”

      Again he wanted to laugh, but he stifled it with a strange gulping cough. “What do you mean?”

      “We’ve always safeguarded powerful techniques, handed down through the ages.” She took an enormous breath, not staring at him as she spoke, but glancing ahead at the mountains beyond. “Meditation, massage, pressure point techniques.”

      “I... see.” He didn’t know how to respond. This conversation had taken him somewhere he’d never expected to go.

      Just how much did he really know about Ki? Apparently he knew nothing about Tarkan priestesses. He’d assumed she’d have just spent her days locked up in some room reading old dusty texts.

      “People would come from all over Tarkan to see us. From simple farmers to heads of state. I once helped General Arcadus with his insomnia,” she noted through a far-off laugh.

      He didn’t join in.

      She finally turned to him. “Oh... sorry.”

      “I can’t say I ever helped Arcadus sleep, but I have fought against him on the battlefield.” Grinding his teeth, he tried not to sound too harsh.

      Arcadus was a legend to the Tarkans – the general who had won more battles than any other. To the Ashkans, he was a monster.

      Ki dropped back, brushing at her arms distractedly as she tried to look anywhere but at him.

      He had to change the subject. If he let himself be pulled into a discussion about Arcadus, he would end up losing his temper. Old wounds would resurface all too readily, and he’d likely go back on his earlier promise not to turn on her again. If he wanted to give this a chance, he had to find a way to suppress or divert his natural rage towards the Tarkans.

      “I’m sorry, I—” she began, her voice soft.

      “Hold on, I thought you said it was not permitted for Tarkan Priestesses to touch men, how exactly do you give a man a massage then? Do you do it with a broom?”

      It was the perfect way to change the subject; instantly her demeanor changed, and she lost the withdrawn edge to her body language.

      Twisting her neck up in that haughty way he’d come to recognize, she shook her head. “No, we are permitted to touch. Others must ask for our permission though. Especially men.”

      He enjoyed a laugh at that. “Oh, of course. Does it have to be in writing?” He laughed harder at his own bad joke, or perhaps more at the way her gaze hardened with alarm and indignation.

      “You may find our traditions humorous, but priestesses are a respected part of Tarkan society.”

      “I’m sure they are. I’m... sorry.”

      “I really don’t think you are,” she challenged him. “Remember, I said I’m skilled at reading emotion. I know when someone is lying to me.”

      That shut him up. Instead of pushing her further, he cleared his throat and tried to concentrate on their trek instead.

      He led her to the river, waited for her to drink as much as she needed, and looked away as she washed her feet. They were very red and swollen.

      Once she was finished, they headed for the nearest cave mouth.

      They reached it just as the sun began to dip below Paladin Mountain above them.

      As they entered the large and daunting cave mouth, a chill raced down his spine. It was not just at the prospect of the dark cavity before them; he swore he heard a hissing, humming sound from behind.

      Far off, it appeared to be drifting along with the wind from the east, back in the direction of the town.

      Turning with the scanner held tightly in his hand, he waved it in the direction of the sound.

      Nothing appeared on the screen, but that did not quell his nerves. “We should hurry up.” Nodding at the entrance, he all but pushed Ki through.

      Though this cave mouth was large, after several steps, they were deep within its dark shadow.

      He’d been caving occasionally, and every time he’d taken the right equipment – ropes, harnesses, and powerful head-mounted torches.

      This time all he had was a scanner, a futuristic gun, and a hobbling priestess.

      Staying at the back as he pushed Ki in front of him, one hand on her shoulder to encourage her pace, he waved the scanner behind them.

      With every step, the device’s range reduced; those blue outlines darting over the screen became less complicated as they visualized a shorter range until all that was displayed was several meters in every direction.

      It was only then that he let out the tight breath trapped in his chest.

      “I think we’ll be safe from their scanners now.” He wiped at the sweat over his brow, drying it before it could chill. The cave system was always cold.

      The low temperatures, however, would not be their primary concern.

      The further they went, the less the light from the entrance would reach them. Though his gun and scanner let off a faint glow, navigating by them alone would mean painfully slow and treacherous progress.

      As if to prove his point, Ki tripped sharply to the side with a gasp. Though she righted herself, she was lucky not to have cracked her knee on the jagged rocks below.

      “This might not work,” he cursed. “We just don’t have enough light. If only I’d managed to keep that lamp from last night....”

      “Just turn up the setting on the gun. I used to watch the soldiers in my compound. There should be some kind of pressure pad just above the barrel. It sets the power rating... I think. Anyway, the higher it is, the more the barrel will glow.”

      Pulling the gun’s strap off his shoulder, he turned the weapon up, careful to point the muzzle away from Ki as he explored it.

      “It’s just above the barrel,” she repeated, leaning close to him to point it out.

      The slight blue glow from it played against her fingers, lighting up those delicate tattoos on each of her fingertips. It also shone up against her throat, emphasizing the line of her neck.

      Momentarily distracted, he let her work. After seconds she found the pad she was talking about and pressed it down. The gun gave the slightest kick in his hand, and he almost dropped it from his surprise.

      “It’s okay. I’m pretty sure it’s fine,” she said.

      Twisting the gun away from her, he sought out the pad and pressed it himself. It was uniquely sensitive. He’d never touched a mechanism like it. Just a light press up towards the top of the gun, and it would kick slightly as the power setting hummed up, the glow from the barrel brightening measurably. At the top setting, it sent out so much light that he could easily see the cavern around him for at least three or four meters. If he pressed towards the base of the gun, the setting dropped, the gun’s glow going so low he could hardly see his own hands as he clutched it.

      “How long will this thing last at full illumination? Several hours? Minutes?” He returned the gun to the power level that offered the best visibility and shifted closer to Ki, nodding at her.

      “I don’t think they run out... inside is a fragment of a levitation crystal. That’s why it’s so light.”

      “Fragment? How large?” He couldn’t contain his sudden enthusiasm. At the thought he’d lost another of those strange devices last night, he’d been ready to condemn himself. They would hold the secret to what those soldiers were and where they came from.

      “Nothing more than dust really. The crystals are very powerful. It takes one the size of my palm to lift a scout vessel. It takes one the size of a man to lift a city.”

      His features screwed up in disbelief. “A city?”

      “I know you think I’ve made this all up and the Zeneethians aren’t real. But I know where I’ve been...” trailing off, she took an audible swallow, “I remember where they took me.”

      A city... in the sky.

      “Why wouldn’t we have seen them? The Zeneethians with their floating cities, why wouldn’t we have spotted then with our telescopes?”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “They move the cities. They hardly ever keep them over land. Though I can’t be certain, I think they are nearly all over the massive southern ocean.”

      “Why wouldn’t a vessel have noticed them?”

      “They can control the weather around them. They can also land them back into the ocean... though I never saw that actually happen, I only overheard the scientists talking about it. They can even take them higher.” She tipped her head up, reaching a little above her.

      “How high? You don’t mean to space, do you? Because that’s preposterous. They wouldn’t have any atmosphere. The ionizing radiation would soon kill everyone if they didn’t run out of air first or float off to have the vacuum of space pop them like a blood-filled balloon.”

      She receded at his colorful description, turning her nose down. “I don’t have all the answers. I can’t say for sure why no one has ever seen one of those floating cities from the ground. I just know what I saw. I also know that those legends must have come from somewhere. Maybe long ago they could not shield their cities from view, but as Tarkan and Ashkan technology has developed, so has Zeneethian. Maybe they are always several steps ahead of us.”

      What she was saying sounded plausible, if you could ignore every law of physics in the natural universe, that was. Gravity could not be locally turned off. Neither could a city move into space.

      “I know this is hard to believe. But look at what you are holding.” She gestured at the scanner in his hand. “Can you explain that? It is decades beyond any technology we have.”

      He snorted. “Decades? Try centuries. This device can calculate and measure like a human brain but over impossible distances. It possesses visualization capacities that I can’t describe....”

      “Is it so hard to believe that a race that possesses devices like these could float a city?”

      Frustrated, he frowned deeper. “That’s not the same thing. The power involved would be astronomical.”

      “Yesterday, you floated into the air with nothing more than a crystal. Have you forgotten that?”

      About to reply, he stopped. She had a point.

      “I don’t understand how it all works....” She sighed carefully. “All I know is I don’t want to go back.” She turned and began to head further into the cave, anchoring her hands on the large rocks around her and moving over the rough terrain as best she could.

      Her statement was poignant, and it still rang in him long after she’d walked away.

      He couldn’t imagine what she’d been through. Probably because he argued with every fact she shared.

      Drawing into a long and pensive silence, they headed deep into the cave. Their trek should take no more than two days. They would have to find water, and he was confident they would. As for food, they would have to do without. It was not ideal, but considering what they were up against, it was the best he could hope for.

      Moving side by side where they could, sharing the illumination of the glowing gun barrel, they clambered over the stones. Their shadows were cast long over the uneven walls and ceiling. Distorted and elongated, they gave the cave a dark, ominous feeling.

      Though perhaps it was not the shadows that set his teeth on edge, igniting his nerves. It was the prospect of what would happen when they reached the other side.

      How would he get Ki to the city? When he was there, then what? Would he swan into the Royal Academy, take apart this gun, and easily glean its secrets? No doubt it would take a large, dedicated team decades to understand it, let alone reverse engineer one.

      Worse than that, what would he do with Ki? If he took her to the authorities, those futuristic soldiers would appear hours later. Though it was just a theory, he assumed they were capable of monitoring all forms of radio communication, possibly even telephony. If a message was sent anywhere, using any technology more sophisticated than a carrier pigeon, those soldiers would find out about it. So it was imperative that he kept Ki a secret.

      A Tarkan woman... by showing her around the capital city and into the Academy, he’d be committing an act of treason. Had that really dawned on him yet? Could he live with that? Technically betray his own people for her?

      As he thought deeply, battling with his conscience, he noticed Ki slow down to glance at him. She had that same look of concentration condensing her brow and smoothing out her pink lips.

      Was she reading his emotions? At least she couldn’t read his actual thoughts. No doubt she would ditch him if she found out he was still undecided about what he’d do with her once they reached the city.

      Trying to control his expression, he continued to press on. Try as he might, he could not control his thoughts, though. His mind ran over every possibility, entertaining each strategy he could take. In truth, he liked none of them, but when he reached the capital, he would do something.

      If he reached the capital.
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      It was hard going. Her feet throbbed. Every step sent shooting pain up her ankles and high into her legs. She desperately wanted to stop, rest, and find a cool pool to soak her swollen and hot heels and toes in. She did not say a word about it though. She doubted he would notice even if she did; he’d spent hours with his face twisted up in deep thought.

      Battling his demons – she’d seen men with expressions like that before. She recognized how heavy and thoughtless his movements were. His body walked while his mind was elsewhere. All too often, he stumbled, only to curse, right himself, and continue on with more alertness. But his attention would slip, and that tight frown would return.

      She tried not to watch him, but often she couldn’t help it. She would find some excuse to glance his way, whether it was to check her feet, to tuck her hair behind her ear, or to pause to catch her breath.

      Though she was terribly hungry and a pounding headache was marching through her forehead, his obvious emotional turmoil was enough to distract her from all that. She couldn’t help but feel he was thinking about her. More to the point, what he would do with her once they reached the other side of this cave system.

      Though he’d promised he would help her through this, she understood it was likely an empty offer. She’d watched him carefully whenever he’d spoken of the war and his hatred of her people – memories and feelings like that do not ebb easily. They would be deeply rooted in his identity. He would see himself as a warrior who had fought against the Tarkan threat, who had kept their evil at bay.

      A few days with her could not change that, no matter how hard she prayed for it.

      Their trust would have to be a tentative one for now. If either of them lived long enough, maybe one day, given time, it would become more.

      As she thought, she brushed her hands up and down her arms, warming the skin. It was frigid cold in this cave system. Though she was thankful that her feet weren’t bare anymore, she would have cherished having her long and thick sleeves back.

      A few times he’d offered her his shirt, but of course she’d declined. Not only would it leave his torso exposed to this fell chill, but it would also be entirely inappropriate.

      After several hours of solid walking, she began to trip more and more. The pain from her feet had warped into an insidious, numb feeling that crawled up her legs, sabotaging her balance. Trying to be more careful, she secured herself with one hand on the cave wall whenever she could. It was not enough though, and soon she slipped down hard, slamming her right thigh into a jagged rock below.

      Jackson had wandered a step or two ahead, but he snapped around immediately, trying to catch her. It was too late, though.

      Gasping in pain, she pushed herself up, but could hardly stand.

      “Damn it, we have to stop. You can’t go on tonight. We’ll have to try to make camp somewhere.”

      “I can go on,” she lied.

      He crossed his arms and shook his head, expression disbelieving yet somehow charming. There was an amused edge to it. “Sure, if I carry you?”

      Flushing, she tugged at the collar of her robe, ensuring it was as high as she could pull it. “That won’t be necessary. I’ll be fine.”

      “You aren’t fine. Now come on, we’ll try to find a wider cavern, somewhere with some flat ground. We might even be lucky and get some groundwater or an underground stream,” as he spoke, his voice became distracted. Pulling up the scanner, he fixed his attention on the screen. “I think I understand this thing sufficiently to program it... if that’s the right term. I should be able to track some water, if we’re close enough.”

      “How long will that take?”

      One cheek puckering as he flashed a half-smile, he shrugged his shoulders. “I thought you said you could go on?”

      “I just... wanted to know how long it would take.”

      “Of course you did.” That half-smile still fattened one of his cheeks. “Well... let me just....” He began to manipulate the scanner, prodding it experimentally as he flicked his gaze from the controls to the view screen.

      “Do you know what you are doing with that?”

      “I’m a scientist.” His voice had a hard edge to it.

      “Perhaps I should have a look? I may be only a priestess, but I’ve seen enough people use those things over the past year. I’m sure I might be able to...” she trailed off. It was clear he wasn’t paying attention to her.

      “There might be water... just ahead of us. To the left, down a side shaft... or it might be rock. I’m not sure what I’m looking at.”

      “Give me a look.” Lifting her robe, she tried to clamber around the large boulder that separated them.

      She did not get very far. As soon as she put weight against her left foot, the ankle buckled. She fell forward.

      She did not fall this time. Jackson stumbled forward, catching her, the scanner slipping from his grip and clattering to the ground.

      There was a moment where he held her there. She could feel his arms around her. Despite the fact she knew exactly who this man was and where he came from, she could not deny it reassured her.

      “Be careful,” he hissed through a breath. It pushed out against her cheeks, tantalizingly warm considering how cold this cave had made her.

      Nodding, unable to speak, she waited for him to prop her up against a large boulder to her side. Immediately he turned and plucked up the scanner. Turning it around, he checked it thoroughly before letting out a rattling sigh. “This thing is a lot hardier than it looks.”

      “It does lodge into a scout’s armor.”

      He conceded her point with a nod. “I guess you’re right. Still, I better not throw it around too much. I’m going to need something to study when I get back to the Academy.” Though his voice had started out even and casual, towards the end, it dipped lower.

      Shifting back, he turned around.

      Was he hiding his expression from her?

      Perhaps. But it was a useless move; she could still sense the tension washing off him. All that indecision was eating him up from the inside.

      She knew several techniques that would help him alleviate it, but she would never suggest them. He would no doubt take it as an opportunity to tease and degrade her further. They also involved certain neuro pressure points, and for some reason the prospect of touching Jackson’s back and neck sent chills up her spine. She was a skilled and experienced masseuse, but that was not enough to make her feel comfortable with the prospect of laying hands on him.

      Feeling uneasy, she flattened down her robe. Patting at her cheeks, she was irritated to find them hot and flushed.

      “I think I’ve spied some water this way,” he mumbled, still with his back to her. “I’ll just see if I can reset this scanner.”

      She watched his shoulders shift as he manipulated the scanner. She could see them easily even under his thick shirt. Though they were clearly strong, she could note the tension turning them in, the same tension that translated down his back and into his legs. He would need a week of rest and relaxation to heal all that stiffness. He would not get it.

      “I think this is it—” he began,

      He did not get the opportunity to finish. Immediately a high-pitched, keening sound erupted from the scanner.

      Jackson dropped it, clutching his hands to his ears.

      She screamed, falling off the boulder she was seated on.

      The sound was so high it felt like it was shaking her in two.

      Jackson was close, though, and he doubled over, clutching at the scanner, fumbling with it, obviously trying to find a way to shut down the sound.

      The gun clattered out from his grip as he thrashed. His hands scrabbled so wildly that he knocked the scanner away too.

      As the noise built, the rocks above and below began to shake. Dust erupted from the ceiling, rubble showering down on them.

      Above the noise of the shrill screech, she heard a rumble.

      She didn’t have time to act.

      The ceiling above gave way, huge chunks of stone raining down.

      The scanner was knocked towards her. She scooped it up, using every scrap of emotional control she’d ever developed to stop herself from dropping it just to get away from the sound.

      Hands shaking wildly, she forced her mind to focus.

      She recognized the buttons. Frantic, she pressed them in sequence.

      There was a soft beep, not that she could hear it. Immediately afterward the shrill noise ended.

      Her ears ringing, her senses confused, she let the scanner topple from her grip as she turned.

      “Jackson!” she screamed, ignoring the lungful of dust she sucked in to shout his name.

      Several small stones tumbled down from the ceiling in a cloud of rubble, but that was it. The cave in, it appeared, was over.

      But she couldn’t see him.

      Fraught, she scrambled forward, her breathing frantic as she grabbed at the rocks, pulling them back with strength she shouldn’t still possess.

      “Jackson.” Tears washed down her cheeks, tracking through the caked dust.

      Trembling, she grabbed at a large stone, not caring it sent a twinge deep into her back.

      She saw his face.

      Beyond desperation now, she moved as fast as she could, pulling, yanking, and grabbing at the stones.

      Time lost all meaning, she had no idea how long it took her, but she uncovered him.

      Pressing two fingers into his neck, she waited in abject horror to find out if he was dead.

      She couldn’t feel anything.

      Yanking her hand away, letting out a powerful, gut-wrenching whimper, she stumbled back. Falling onto her behind, she scuttled backward. Robe falling between her exposed legs, she couldn’t stop staring at his still form.

      He couldn’t be dead.

      God.

      He couldn’t be dead.

      Crying, her body rocking back and forth as the sobs racked her, she shifted back further until her hand knocked the scanner.

      Her lips were open, and salty tears kept trickling around them and mixing with the harsh taste of powdered dust. She grabbed the scanner up.

      She turned it towards him.

      Despite the fact the air was still choked with dust, she forced her eyes to open against it, thumbing the scanner’s screen until it was clear enough to see.

      She’d seen the so-called doctors in her compound use these devices against her. They could register someone’s state of health. Jackson had been able to do it that morning. Just by setting it correctly, he’d been able to tell where she’d been injured.

      It could do more though. She’d seen Zeneethians use them to emit some kind of healing field. She didn’t have the requisite knowledge to understand how it worked, but she could remember when they’d used it against her. Once or twice, their experiments had gotten out of hand. Another time she’d slipped coming down the stairs into the laboratory.

      Rarely had they used more than a scanner to fix her injuries.

      Fear gripping at her stomach, she tried to manipulate it. With her heartbeat so wild it thrust her body back and forth, she panted through the dust-filled air.

      “Come on, come on.” She clutched at the device, pressing every button she could, burning through her memories, trying to recall the sequence she’d seen those doctors use.

      With tears misting her vision, she finally watched the screen change. Those blue outlines zeroed in on Jackson’s still body, somehow visualizing his insides. Areas of his body flashed white: his right shoulder, his left leg, a section of his stomach.

      She had no idea what it meant.

      “Please,” she prayed, tears clearing her muddied cheeks and catching over her lips as she spoke.

      The scanner began to vibrate, now emitting a warm, glowing, shifting field.

      She almost dropped it.

      The field traveled around her in a perfect sphere.

      It was familiar; she’d felt this same glowing energy lap at her skin before, searching out her injuries and healing them.

      It was intoxicating feeling it travel deep into every center of pain and dulling the sensation into nothingness.

      Intoxicating, yet she had to move away.

      She pushed herself up and back from the scanner, placing it gently on Jackson’s chest and moving back until she was out of the field’s effect radius.

      As soon as she left it, her heavy, biting agony returned.

      She hardly paid attention to it. She sat, her gaze transfixed as she stared at him and waited.

      The field would likely sap up all of the scanner’s power. Even if it did not manage to heal his injuries, it would soon be useless.

      Those minutes were some of the most fraught she’d ever experienced. Time became meaningless. Her own symptoms were nothing but a distraction. All concentration and attention she could muster, she focused on his chest. She wanted it to move up and down. Take in a single breath, anything to let her know he was alive.

      As she waited, alarm trickled in, breaking up what hope the scanner’s field was giving her. Rocking back and forth, she burst into heavier tears. Dropping her head, she cupped it in her hands.

      She had not liked the man, but for it to end like this....

      She gave up. She crumpled in on herself, truly succumbing to defeat.

      Then she heard the gasp.

      She snapped up, pushing to her feet and teetering at the edge of the field, staring past it.

      He was breathing.

      God, he was alive.

      Kneeling, a hand reaching up and brushing against the edge of the field but never going through it, she watched.

      He breathed.

      There she waited until the field gave out completely. She had no idea how long it took, but eventually it flickered and died. Seconds later, the distinct blue glow of the scanner disappeared. With barely a click, it shut down.

      Moving forward, still on her knees, not caring that the sharp rocks cut into them, she placed a hand flat on his chest. It moved up and down. Fingers spreading, she could feel his warmth.

      Brushing at the dust that had covered his face, she shifted him out of his bed of rock, finding a flat place to lay him on.

      Then she did what she could.

      The priestess clan was skilled in many healing techniques. She would now have to pick up where the scanner left off.
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      He woke with a start. Something wasn’t right.

      His body lagged behind his mind. It was filled with a distinct and unusual warmth.

      It was the strangest of feelings. It felt like every part of him, every limb, every cell even, was lifting up, floating on high. It was as if he were being dragged into heaven, piece by piece.

      He basked in it.

      It did not last though.

      After a while, his body seemed to catch up with his mind. He began to distinguish between his senses. He felt something hard underneath him, his stomach and cheeks were cold, and the air around him smelled of a strange, stagnant musty dankness.

      It scratched at the insides of his nostrils, making his throat itch.

      Coughing, he rocked forward a little. Instantly a small, soft hand pushed into his shoulder, guiding him back down.

      It made him realize something still wasn’t right. It made him remember.

      He tried to snap forward.

      She wouldn’t let him. Ki locked him in place.

      “You’ve been injured,” she said gently. She was close, her breath soft against his cheek.

      He opened his eyes.

      She was sitting behind him, her head coming into view above, her hair trailing over one shoulder and brushing against his arm.

      Concern ran deep through her brow, pushing her lips into the thinnest frown he’d seen her show.

      Her eyes were rimmed with red. Right now they seemed to shine though. “You’re alive,” she croaked.

      “You sound surprised,” he managed through a heavy breath. He tried to get up.

      Again she wouldn’t let him.

      He could feel one of her hands on his shoulder while the other was on his neck. Her fingers were pressing tenderly into the muscle.

      “You died.” Her head darted back out of view.

      He laughed. She had to be joking. He felt a little light-headed and was having trouble moving, but other than that, he felt great. The longer he was awake for, the more control he was getting back over his body. He’d be up on his feet in a minute or so.

      He most certainly had not died.

      “What happened? I remember the scanner...” he trailed off as he tried to put together the real sequence of events from his currently fragmented memories.

      “You accidentally activated some kind of sound on the scanner. It caused a cave-in.” She swallowed, the move loud and heavy. “You were caught in it. I was thrown clear, so was the scanner. I had to use it to induce some kind of healing field. It brought you back.”

      She had to be joking.

      He pushed himself up now, throwing off her hand.

      As soon as her fingers fell from his neck, that feeling of light warmth cut out.

      Immediately he felt how cold the cavern was; the chill washed back over him with no warning. Shuddering, he brought his arms up and closed them around his chest.

      “You shouldn’t make any sudden movements; the effect of the field will take some time to wane. It usually took a couple of hours with me.” She let her hands drop into her lap.

      “What, what do you mean? What field?”

      “Those scanners are capable of producing more than just noise and advanced sensor readings. They produce some kind of healing field.” She brought up her hand and considered it, brushing at her fingers and palm. “I once fell down the stairs in my compound and broke my wrist. Within an hour, the pain was gone. So was the break.”

      He stared at her in disbelief. “Come on, Ki, you can’t expect me to believe that.”

      She grabbed at something by her side. At first, he thought it was a rock.

      As she brought it into the light, he recognized it instantly. It was the scanner, except it seemed completely dead.

      “What did you do to it?” he snapped, grabbing it from her.

      She did not resist, and neither did she react in any way. Her expression was still, her gaze deadened. She looked as though she’d just been through some taxing emotional turmoil.

      He couldn’t believe her story, though.

      Yet as he stared at the scanner, virtually pawing at it in his desperate attempts to turn it on, he soon realized it wasn’t going to work.

      A cold sweat trickled down his brow. The scanner was their only hope of getting out of here. Without it, they would be walking blind. If they came up against a section of rock wall, they’d have no idea whether they could shoot through or not.

      What had she done to it?

      Trying to control his anger, he curled his free hand into a fist and knocked it hard against his leg. As soon as he did, a shooting pain erupted from his shoulder and traveled down into his back. Gasping, he grabbed at it.

      “You should be careful with your arm. It isn’t properly healed. The scanner cut out before it could heal your soft tissue injuries, I think.” She didn’t look at him as she spoke. She stared down at her interlocked fingers, her voice slow, her words slurred.

      “Do you really expect me to think I died?” He stood up, snatching at the scanner protectively.

      She tipped her head up sluggishly. Though her gaze was still deadened, there was a slight flicker of anger. “What, you think I knocked you out and broke the scanner so we’d be stuck down here? Is that easier to believe?”

      She’d just voiced a suspicion that had been growing within him. It made that cold sweat pick up quicker across his brow and collect between his shoulder blades.

      His memory was still fragmented. He couldn’t really recall what had happened. He vaguely remembered the scanner suddenly producing a high-pitched shrill, but that was all.

      Suspicion bloomed within him like blood from a bullet wound.

      Her cheeks slackened further as she looked up at him, that numb expression shifting. Chest and arms visibly stiffening, she swallowed. “Jackson, what are you—”

      “What did you do to the scanner?” he repeated his question. The light edge was gone from his voice, if it had ever been there. It was replaced with deep doubt and distrust.

      She shifted back, her arms and legs pressing hard against the boulder she was seated near. In the reflected glow from the gun barrel that sat between them, he watched the shadows under her eyes and neck darken as she dipped her head down, drawing her arms and shoulders in protectively.

      “Ki, what did you do?”

      “There was a cave-in.” She pointed a shivering hand at the rocks around her. They were covered in rubble and dust. “You got struck by it. I pulled you out, and then I used the scanner on you. I’d seen the Zeneethian doctors and scientists use them as healing devices before. I just mimicked what I’d seen them do.” Her voice and body shook as she spoke, her trembling form casting a flickering shadow onto the wall behind her.

      “Then I guess if your story is right, there should be blood on those rocks,” he said darkly. Walking over to them, he expected to see nothing but dust.

      He was wrong.

      He could see blood splattered all over the rocks. A lot of blood. Not enough to believe someone had been killed, but enough to indicate someone had been seriously injured.

      He could see it, even though his body obstructed the light. Leaning down, he trailed two fingers through it. It was full of dust, but still slightly wet.

      Taking several steps back, he shook his head sharply. Suspicion still burned hot in his heart, but at the edges, reason began to break its way in.

      Turning sharply, he stalked up to her.

      “If your story’s true, shouldn’t your hands be covered in scratches from lifting all those stones?” He leaned down and yanked up one of her hands.

      She did not resist. Her arm was limp, her head turned down to the ground. She didn’t even look at him.

      He turned the palm around.

      It was cut, the flesh torn and ripped, each wound covered in dried up blood and caked with dirt. Her fingernails were nothing but tatters, broken and fissured, caked with rock dust.

      Those tiny tattoos were red and raised, her fingertips swollen and inflamed.

      He let her hand drop.

      It slammed hard against the rock behind her; she did nothing to stop it. Either she was too weak to try, or she didn’t want to.

      He shuddered back.

      Guilt began to all but smash through his suspicion and frustration.

      What had he done?

      No, he couldn’t give in so easily. This could still be an act. She could have knocked him out – the blood could still be his. And as for her hands, she could have made them look like that herself.

      His teeth ground together, so much tension translating through his jaw that he almost popped his neck muscles.

      He didn’t know what to believe.

      She did not move while he stood there, indecision bursting through him. She stared at the floor, her head on the side.

      Had he done it again? Had he turned on her? Or did she deserve it?

      He had every reason to be suspicious of her, because he had every reason to be suspicious of the Tarkans. He’d once seen an enemy patrol fill a kindergarten with explosives. He’d witnessed their soldiers gun-down the sick and elderly indiscriminately. Then they’d sniped his fiancée after the cease-fire.

      They were a duplicitous, untrustworthy, and violent people. Every experience he had ever had served to confirm that fact.

      Was it enough to condemn Ki, though?

      She still didn’t move, and neither did he.

      The only sound that disturbed their silence was the slight trickle of rock dust from the ceiling above.

      “I...” he began. He stopped, because he had no idea what to say. He just didn’t have enough information to come to a conclusion. Ki could very well be a spy, or she could be the innocent she had claimed from the beginning.

      “Pick up the gun,” she finally spoke. She still didn’t turn to him.

      “What?” Surprise paled his skin.

      “Pick up the gun and shoot me. You obviously don’t believe me. You think I knocked you out and broke the scanner. Why? Because I’m Tarkan, because I’m a spy, because I want you to die down here. Well, that doesn’t make any sense, but that doesn’t matter, does it? You still don’t trust me, because deep down you don’t want to. You’d rather I be some nefarious spy. Well fine, then do what a good soldier should do. Pick up the gun and shoot me. You’ve made it clear that no matter what happens, you won’t trust me. So go ahead.”

      “I’m not going to—”

      “Yes, you are.” Her eyes flashed, and finally she turned to him. “Maybe not now, but eventually you will. No matter how much I do to prove otherwise, that seed of suspicion is always going to be there. You’re always going to fear I’m evil and out to get you just because I’m Tarkan. Maybe you’ll overcome your paranoia for now, but it will resurface. You aren’t going to change, Jackson. At the next excuse, you’re going to do the same thing. It doesn’t matter that you’ve met the Zeneethians, that you’ve seen their technology, that you’ve fought their advanced soldiers. You won’t change. So kill me now. You’ll find a way to rationalize it and feel good about it later. I’m sure your government will give you a medal too.”

      He no longer simply felt cold; he felt frigid, frozen to the spot, every trace of warmth gone from his face, hands, and arms.

      “Pick up the gun,” she said, breath puffing loud through each word, making them sound like the percussive beat of a drum.

      “No.”

      “Then I’ll do it.” She lunged forward and grabbed it up.

      He tried to get there first, but she was closer. Collapsing to his knees, he thrust forward, groping at it before she could get off a clear shot.

      She did not aim the barrel at him. She twisted it up towards her head.

      He got a hold of the butt, ripping it backward.

      It was too late. She squeezed a shot off.

      It slammed from the gun but did not collect her face; it shot up and ate into the ceiling with a boom.

      Collapsing over her, he yanked the gun fully out of her grip just as the rocks began falling from the ceiling.

      They slammed into his back, but none of them were big enough to shatter his spine. Fine stones no bigger than coins, and tumbling rubble, cascaded down from above, but that was it.

      Still crouched over her, cradling her head in his arms, he waited until it was clear it was over.

      With the last breath of powdered rock brushing against his face, he turned up to stare above him.

      It took some time for the turgid, dust-filled air to settle enough to see clearly. When it did, his chest bucked forward with a gasp.

      He could see bent and misshapen metal tracks hanging from the hole in the ceiling.

      Though the metal was warped and burned from the blast, he could tell what they were.

      Still clutching tight onto the gun with one hand, he tucked it under his arm and stood back.

      As a child, he’d heard that they’d tried to mine the Paladin Ranges. They were a rich source of various important minerals, after all. They’d had to suspend their operations though; the peaks above were too geologically active. With all the caverns dotted through the mountains, cave-ins were a frequent occurrence. It had simply become too dangerous for the mining to continue.

      “I don’t believe it,” he mumbled, not caring that dust collected against his lips as he kept his head directed up towards the hole.

      “Just shoot me,” Ki snapped up to her knees, lunging for the gun.

      He darted back out of her reach. “I’m not going to shoot you, Ki. Not when we’ve just found a way out.”

      “What are you talking about?” Tears collected around her red-rimmed eyes.

      He pointed up, careful to keep one hand locked over the gun as he did.

      She didn’t move her head. She simply stared at the gun.

      “Look, I’m sorry,” he tried.

      “You aren’t. You promised this would never happen again. And it has. You don’t trust me, and you are always going to look for the next excuse to condemn me. So just get it over with. I’d rather be dead than go back to the Zeneethians.”

      “I’m not going to kill you,” he snapped loudly, his voice wavering but insistent. “We need to concentrate on a way to get out of here. And I think we’ve just got one. If we can get up to that shaft above, we might be able to follow it. They once tried to mine these mountains. Though I’ve never been in any of the shafts myself, I’ve heard stories there are miners’ stations, and if we’re lucky, they haven’t been picked clean. We might be able to get some gear.”

      “Jackson, I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      He snapped his head down to look at her. “What are you talking about? Look, I’m sorry—”

      “Sorry? I pulled you out of those rocks,” she choked through her words, “and saved your life. Then you turn around and accuse me of trying to kill you. You think sorry is good enough? You think I’m happy I had to run that scanner dry?”

      “Look... let’s just try to find a way to get up there.”

      “No. You can find a way. Take the gun and scanner but leave me here. You can go and run your experiments on them. You can find out their secrets. You can use them to make your army stronger. You can do whatever you want to. But I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      What little trust they’d had was now clearly broken.

      “Ki, I’m not going to leave you here. You’ll die—”

      “What the hell do you care?” She slammed her hands into the rocks behind her. It was the first time he’d heard her swear.

      “I’m not going to let you die,” he repeated firmly.

      “Unless you kill me yourself, right? Put yourself in my shoes, Jackson – if the thought of pretending you’re a Tarkan doesn’t turn your stomach, that is. Do I have any reason to trust you anymore? Despite all the things you’ve seen, you continue to find any excuse to attack me. If sophisticated soldiers right out of a myth can’t convince you that something out of the ordinary is happening here, nothing will. Your mind will continue to clutch onto old fears and hatred.”

      “Ki, I’m not going to leave you here to die,” he repeated yet again, his voice grating even harder. Out of all his swirling indecision, at least he was sure of that. No matter what else happened, he wasn’t going to abandon her down here.

      “Why? So you can take me back to your Royal Academy like a trophy? Experiment on me then throw me in jail when you’re done? I would rather die. Plus, you’ll never get away from them. The Zeneethians will never stop tracking me down.”

      “You’re not a trophy. Look, if we want to get out of here, we need to work together.”

      “Take the gun and go.” She turned from him resolutely.

      “Ki, Ki,” he tried to get her attention, but she just ignored him.

      Drawing in a frustrated, hard-edged sigh, he swore bitterly.

      He was so conflicted, so damn pulled between the extremes of loyalty to his people and Ki.

      “Fine, put yourself in my shoes then. I’m working in a field one day only to see a Tarkan fall out of the sky. I’ve lost more people than I can count to your kind. I’ve seen what your weapons can do. I know how desperate you are to get your hands on Ashka—”

      “I thought you were a scientist,” she interrupted.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      She looked up, features drawn and dark. “You keep looking for rare, outlandish explanations to obvious phenomena. That’s the mark of the religious and dogmatic, not the scientific. You’ve seen a race with technology you know is centuries beyond anything the Tarkans possess. If we did possess it, you know there’s no chance we wouldn’t have used it against you – you already admitted that. So if I’m really a spy and this whole thing has been an elaborate trap, where the hell does all their technology fit in? Do you think the Tarkans have kept their levitating crystals, particle weapons, and advanced scanners in reserve until now, just so they could use them to ensnare some random ex-soldier? How much sense does that really make?”

      His cheeks reddened despite the cold. “That’s not what—”

      “You believe? Then what do you believe? Have you actually bothered to think any of this through? Or do you keep on getting distracted by the fact I’m a Tarkan? Do you keep listening to that little voice in your head that tells you trusting me would be treason?”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “Then what’s it like?” she spat, passion twisting her tone and making her hands shake. “I’ve watched you, Jackson, and whether you believe me or not, I can read emotions. Every time you start to warm to me, you withdraw, you become dark. It’s like there’s two of you. The Jackson who acts around his own kind and the Jackson who acts around Tarkans. What’s it like having two distinct moral codes in your head? Manhandling an Ashkan woman is unthinkable, but a Tarkan woman is a different story.”

      Her words began to bite deep. Straightening, his lips stiffened. “It’s not like that. My life has taught me to be suspicious of your kind. Time and time again, I have had to protect my family from Tarkans. I am now in a position of responsibility. The stakes are higher for me. I can’t make a mistake on trusting you. I need strong evidence—”

      “Which you have. Legendary beings from the sky with flying ships and ray guns. But it’s still not enough for you. Admit it, Jackson, this is not about being sure whether you can trust me. It’s about not wanting to trust me in the first place. Race has become more important to you than science.”

      “You’re wrong. I’m no bigot. Life has just taught me—”

      “To hate.”

      He locked his teeth hard. His face was hot, arms tense, breath tight. She was wrong. She was dead wrong about him.

      “Don’t tell me, you think you’re a moral man, right? You look at yourself and think you’re a proper gentleman? You tied me to a chair, Jackson, how does that mesh with your beliefs?”

      “Shut up,” he spat.

      “Angry? Pick up the gun—”

      “I’m not going to shoot you.”

      “And I’m never going to leave this cavern with you. I will never trust you again.” She snapped her head to the side, tipping her chin up at that familiar haughty angle.

      More than anything, that made him give a sharp, frustrated laugh. “You think I’m a bigot? Fine, I’ll admit the wars have twisted me. Try fighting to protect someone, priestess, and you’ll see it changes you. The world blurs, and you have to struggle to make it clear again. So maybe my views about the Tarkans have become black and white, and maybe that’s a defense mechanism. I’m not proud of what I had to do, but I did it, and because I did, I saved people. And right now, whether you want to believe it or not, I’m still trying to save them. I can’t get this wrong. If I do, people could die. Of course I have to be suspicious... but maybe I need to....”

      Her eyes flicked up, and they were hesitant and slow.

      “Maybe I need to...” he couldn’t push the words out, but he had to say something. If he didn’t manage to convince her to get up and give him another chance, he was going to have to... what? Tie her up? Drag her behind him through the tunnels with her trying to shoot herself at every chance she got. This situation was already hard – if she fought him, it would become impossible. “Try harder to trust you. I am sorry.”

      Still wary, she did not leap up and hug him. She just sat there.

      “But maybe you need to try harder too. At least I know I have something to fight for,” he looked down pointedly at the gun, “I’ve got people to protect. So there’s no way I’m going to shoot myself just to get out of here. I might keep on looking for excuses not to trust you, but you keep on looking for reasons to give up.”

      “I can’t walk because my feet are swollen and cracked. I haven’t eaten in days, I’ve barely drunk, and what little energy I had, I used on those devices. The Zeneethians are after me, and there’s no way I can fight them. I have nothing left.”

      “You got away from them. I dealt with those soldiers last night. They aren’t impossible to defeat. I’ll admit, your chances are slim, but if you give up just because you think there’s no way to fight, you’ll be proving yourself right.”

      She didn’t respond.

      “I don’t know how long it’s going to take me to trust you. I can’t promise anything. I think I believe you, but I’m not going to put anyone at risk over this. My duty is to my people first. All I can promise is that I’ll try to figure out what’s going on. But there’s no point if you give up.”

      She wouldn’t look at him.

      Locking the gun strap over his shoulder, he shifted it around until it was safely behind him. Then he got to his knees. He was still a meter or so away from her, and he doubted it was a good idea to get any closer. “Ki. I’m sorry. Please, can we put this behind us and try to find a way to get up into that shaft?”

      “Do you believe I used the scanner to save your life?” she whispered.

      Taken aback, he shook his head. After all, it was a preposterous idea. How could a mechanical device like that be used to heal a man after he’d been crushed by a cave-in? There would have been significant blood loss – he’d seen it. How would the device have rectified that? How could a field reach inside him and fix his injuries? It just didn’t make any sense.

      She appeared to watch him carefully. She would be waiting for his reaction.

      “Do you believe me?” she challenged again.

      He brought a hand up and pressed it into his shoulder. It was tender as hell. He looked down at her hands as she held them loose in her lap; they were definitely scratched up and tattered.

      He wanted more evidence, but he wasn’t going to get it.

      He nodded his head. “I guess I have to.”

      Her lips scrunched up. “You guess you should?”

      “Okay, I do. I can’t come up with a better explanation right now, and I really doubt you knocked me over the head, scratched up your hands, and found a way to shut down the scanner.” As he said it, he couldn’t help but laugh as he realized how stupid it all sounded. Had he honestly thought she could do that? Apparently. When that suspicion had taken him, anything had seemed possible. Now reason was returning, and he felt a hot twist of guilt return with it.

      Standing, he shrugged his shoulders awkwardly, gasping half way through as his shoulder locked up in pain.

      “I told you, the scanner cut out before it fixed your soft-tissue injuries. Your shoulder, right leg, and side will be sore for days.”

      Poking his side, he suddenly realized she was right. He almost doubled over in pain.

      “Or you could jab your finger into your side and bruise yourself further.” She shook her head, her exasperation obvious.

      Before he could point out he was just checking, he stopped himself. Her mood seemed to be improving. Her gaze had stopped darting down to the gun, which was a very good thing.

      “Right... should we go?” he tried.

      She didn’t move.

      “I said I’m sorry. I let my suspicions get the better of me. But I’m not going to leave you here. And neither should you give up on yourself. We’ve escaped from the Zeneethians before. We can do it again. They might be centuries ahead of us technologically, but that doesn’t make them any smarter. Give us a chance.” He held his hand out to her.

      She still didn’t move.

      “Ki, please—”

      “I can’t move,” she snapped. Stiffening, blinking hard, she pulled up her robe, revealing her legs.

      They were swollen and bright red.

      He’d seen infections before. He knew what to look for. Dropping down, not caring that she flinched, he pushed the back of his hand up against her calf.

      It was burning hot.

      “Damn... why didn’t the scanner heal that up? If it brought me back from death—”

      “I stepped out of the field. If I’d have let it heal me, it would have sapped it dry quicker.”

      In other words, she’d ignored her own injuries allowing only his to heal.

      If guilt had stabbed at him before, it plunged deep into his heart now.

      He’d been on the battlefield too many times before to ignore what was happening to her legs. Infection would be rising through them, and if it wasn’t stopped soon, it would kill her.

      Now he wasn’t arguing with her or looking for a reason to clap her in irons, he could see how labored her breathing was, how dilated her pupils were, how slow and sluggish her moves had become.

      He swore bitterly, searching desperately for something to do. He needed water to cool down her legs and drugs to fight the infection that was likely slowly poisoning her. She needed help, and she probably had less than an hour or two to get it.

      He’d lectured her on not giving up on herself, but he’d failed to see what was happening right in front of him.

      “Damn it,” he spat bitterly, shifting back as he stared up at the ceiling again. Bringing the gun around, he held it up, trying to force the light as high as he could to see further into the hole above.

      “There’s some kind of sight on it,” she croaked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve just seen the scouts use it before. Some device that pops up and helps them aim.”

      “You mean a scope? Where is it?” He was about to hand her the gun, but hesitated.

      “I’m not going to shoot myself.” She reached her arms out.

      Wary, he made a quick decision. Hovering over her, he handed the gun down. He did not drop his guard once. If she twisted that muzzle towards her head, he would act.

      She did not. She fumbled with the butt, twisting it around, cheeks flushed with concentration. Finally her fingers depressed over a hidden button near the rear of the gun. Immediately and almost silently a scope popped out, locking into place.

      It was unlike anything he’d ever seen. It was not a simple red cross-hairs over a magnifying lens. It was electronic. Blue and white lights zipped around on a seamless glass screen.

      It reminded him of the scanner, albeit a small version.

      Grabbing the gun as she handed it back to him, he shunted it into his shoulder and looked down the scope.

      Somehow it showed the wall before him and beyond, penetrating several meters into the rock.

      Buoyed, soul soaring, he turned it up to the roof. He could see the cavern above. It was huge. He could also detect more metal tracks.

      That was not all the gun allowed him to see though. It showed how dense and interconnected the sections of rock were.

      He came up with a quick and hopefully not suicidal plan. “I’m going to try to shoot us a way up there. If I get it right, I’ll be able to bring down just enough rocks for us to climb up on.”

      “If you’re wrong?”

      He answered with a cautious cough rather than words. Turning to her, he looped the gun back over his shoulder and held out his hands.

      She watched them warily, lips thin with concern.

      He kept them there, despite the fact his shoulder ached.

      Finally she grabbed them.

      He pulled her up, and instantly she gasped, the sound loud in his ears. He wrapped an arm around her and supported her before she could fall back down. He helped her forward, propping her against a stone more than thirty meters away. He wanted to be cautious here.

      When he was satisfied she was far enough away, he walked back to the hole in the ceiling, toting the gun, settling it hard against his shoulder as he stared through the scope.

      Quickly growing accustomed to those blue outlines, he assessed the whole ceiling with the scope’s scanner. If he’d known it had one of those last night, it would have taken the guesswork out of shooting that floating soldier at the cabin.

      It was yet more evidence that Jackson really had no idea what he was up against. He was going about this whole thing wrong. He was jumping to conclusions instead of searching out more facts. He needed to spend less time looking for a reason to condemn Ki, and more time finding out what was going on here.

      Steeling himself, stiffening his shoulder and ignoring the pain, he backed off. Saying a short, quick prayer, he fired.

      Holding his finger on the trigger, a beam of hot blue light slammed into the ceiling. Jumping back before the ceiling could cave in, he ducked behind a stone to survey the damage.

      Huge chunks of rock fell down from the ceiling, slamming into the ground and making the whole room shake.

      After several anxious seconds, he realized the whole roof was not going to fall on his head. Letting out a trapped breath, he stumbled to his feet.

      Somehow he’d done it. He’d shot the roof in just the right place. Now there was a path of boulders and rocks leading up to the cavern above.

      He checked the mound experimentally, climbing up it and darting his head into the room above before he went to get Ki.

      One problem had just been solved, but a far greater one was looming. If he didn’t get Ki some proper medical help soon, she would likely die.
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      He’d carried her up the mound. Locked in his arms, they’d slipped with every step, but somehow he’d done it.

      He’d also been right about the cavern. It was a shaft, with mining tracks dotted through it. More than that though, there was a ramshackle hut of sorts at one end. When Jackson had seen it, he’d placed her down and sprinted towards it.

      Resting on the thankfully flat rock underneath her, she’d waited. Jackson had taken the gun with him, and the further away he’d run, the more the shadows had loomed over her. In the dark, she’d dared to pull her robe up and run her hands over her legs. They were painfully hot.

      Seconds ticked on into minutes, but she couldn’t go over to find him; she could not walk. Any pressure on her legs felt like standing on white-hot coals.

      So she waited.

      Eventually he returned, that swinging blue light heading towards her through the massive cavern they were in.

      It was far colder up here. Unlike in the caverns below, air moved through this shaft. It forced the bitter cold to bite harder at her bones. At least it served to cool down her legs though.

      It also served one other purpose. It gave her hope. If the air was moving, it had to be going somewhere. Which meant this cavern could not be blocked off. There had to be a way in and out.

      “Ki, you okay?” Jackson called out to her before he reached her.

      His voice was so obviously filled with compassion that it made her want to choke.

      How could this be the same man that had turned on her in the cavern just below them?

      He seemed so different.

      Warming her frigid fingers against her throbbing, hot legs, she tried to make sense of it.

      Was she meant to trust him? Was it foolish to hope he could change?

      Before she closed in on herself, before she yielded to her suspicions, a single thought stopped her.

      This was not meant to be easy, and she should stop pretending it should be.

      They were two people from two warring races, thrust together by nothing but circumstances. Trust would take time to build. It would also take sacrifices. It would be all too easy to conclude from his brutish behavior that he couldn’t be trusted. She would have to ignore all the times he’d saved her though.

      Forming a bond with Jackson would not be like forming a friendship with an ordinary Tarkan. She would have to start accepting the trauma her people had inflicted on him. She would have to realize she couldn’t wipe it all away with a smile and a tale of legendary soldiers.

      He finally reached her, his breath heavy and punctuated, echoing through the enormous cavern around them.

      “I’ve found a map. It shows the shafts. I’ve also found some strong alcohol.”

      “Jackson, I’ve told you—”

      “I’m not going to make you drink it. It’s for your feet. We need to treat them. There’s a table back in the miners’ hut. There are other tools and supplies too. Come on.” He leaned down to help her up.

      His cheeks were flushed from action, his breath sharp and percussive from sprinting back to her. As she accepted his hand, she felt how warm it was compared to hers. Instead of yanking his fingers back, he laced them further into hers, supporting her as he turned around, leaning down. “You’ll have to get on my back; I won’t be able to carry you in my arms. It’s too far away.”

      Awkward, wanting to say no, he told her to hurry up.

      Pressing her lips together, she shifted forward, falling against him.

      He grabbed hold of her legs and heaved her up. She yelped with surprise, locking her arms around his throat.

      “Hey, I can’t breathe.” He pulled her arms back.

      “S-sorry.”

      He didn’t say anything more. Just held onto her legs and pitched forward, jogging as fast as he could towards the mining hut.

      She could see the ramshackle building more clearly as the light from the gun reached out to it.

      Why they needed a hut underground, she didn’t know, though she guessed it would be a handy place to lock up supplies and keep the dust off any documents or supplies the miners would have to bring down with them.

      As Jackson ran towards it, footsteps heavy and jolting through his body and into her tender legs, she distracted herself from the pain by staring up at the ceiling above. It had to be almost fifty meters away. This room really was cavernous.

      Soon Jackson reached the hut, kicking open the door with his foot. The rifle swinging at his side, it sent waves of light washing over the room, illuminating snatches of a table, dusty documents, chests, and several broken oil lamps.

      Jackson did not hesitate. He brought her to the table and let her down, turning and ducking over to one of the chests.

      Her feet dangled over the edge as she watched him.

      He ripped open one of the chests, using the butt of the gun to knock off an old rusted lock that was chained around it.

      Rooting around, he snatched up a pick.

      She shivered as he brought it towards her.

      “Ki, I’m not going to hurt you.” He looked at her seriously.

      “I know that,” she whispered back.

      Nodding, he got down on his knees, clutching one of her legs securely. He brought the pick down and used it to try to cut through the fabric binding her feet.

      “Why don’t you just untie them?” She tried to keep her leg as steady as she could. She could see how sharp that pick was, its edges glinting in the light.

      “Your feet have swollen too much. They are pushing against the knot. It will be impossible to untie. Just try to hold as still as you can.”

      Gripping her hands onto the edge of the table, she did as he instructed, looking away so she didn’t have to watch.

      Biting her lips as hard as she could, she waited for him to finish. The pain was unbearable.

      As he managed to unwrap one foot, she heard the stone that had been her shoe fall to the ground.

      Her leg immediately throbbed harder.

      Digging her fingers into the table, the nails bending against the hard wood, she waited for him to untie the other.

      He did it. Then he dropped the pick, jumping to his feet as he grabbed a bottle of light-colored liquid from on top of one of the many chests that dotted the room. Opening the cap, he smelled it, coughing suddenly. Wiping a hand against the back of his nose, he nodded. “That should do it. Those miners definitely knew how to drink.”

      Pulling down one of his rumpled sleeves, he made a cut in it with the pick and ripped off a large section. Then he doused it in alcohol. “This is going to hurt like hell.” He shifted towards her hesitantly.

      She managed a nod.

      “Okay....” Taking a deep, fortifying breath, he brought the cloth up to one of her feet. Wincing, he started to dab at it.

      She screamed. She couldn’t help it. Blasting hot pain ripped through her legs.

      “Just hold still,” he begged, locking her leg under his arm as he continued to clean the foot. “God, I’m sorry for dragging you through that field,” he added under his breath.

      She couldn’t reply. She could hardly breathe. Crumpling her body in, squeezing her eyes shut, she waited for it to be over.

      When it was, she felt him rise beside her. “It’s okay. It’s done....”

      She winced her eyes open.

      His expression was muddled and anxious. “We need to find a way out of here quickly.”

      She looked down at her legs. They were pink and round. She couldn’t shift them up to look at the feet, despite the fact she was usually flexible. They were too turgid and stiff to move.

      She understood what he meant.

      “How are we going to...?” She couldn’t finish. There was nothing worth saying. They couldn’t get out of here, not soon enough. She was no doctor, but she understood basic biology and first aid. Her feet were infected. Combined with her fatigue, other injuries, dehydration, and lack of food, her chances were preciously slim.

      It was a miracle she was still awake. If it hadn’t been for her desperate fight with Jackson, she would probably have slipped into unconsciousness long ago. She could feel its promise dulling her senses. Her mind was foggy, her body tied down by pain, her senses blunted.

      It looked as if Jackson had been wrong after all. Giving up down there had been the sane thing to do. She was going to die anyway.

      Shifting back, she struggled to bring her legs up onto the table. Then she moved to lie down.

      Jackson snapped forward and caught her shoulders before she could. “No, no, don’t give up.”

      “It’s over, Jackson. I can’t move anymore. Just go. Leave me here. Save yourself,” her words became long and slurred as the promise of sleep drew closer.

      “No.” He shook her gently. “Stay awake, stay with me. We have to find a way out of here. You see that map on the wall?” He turned her, shifting out of her way as he did.

      She blinked its way, but her bleary eyes could hardly register anything.

      “Ki, it’s a map of the tunnels, it will show us a way out of here.”

      “Then what? No Ashkan hospital is going to treat me.”

      She felt his grip falter as he held her. Then it firmed. “I’ll find a way to treat you. Just don’t give up.”

      It was no longer an option. She began to black out.

      The last thing she heard was Jackson calling her name.

      Then she slipped away, back into the arms of a dreamless sleep.

      Whether it would be her last was no longer up to her.

      Like it or not, Jackson was her only hope.
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      He’d tried to rouse her. She would not wake.

      “Come on, Ki,” he begged one final time.

      She lay there, body limp, head lolled to the side. She didn’t even stir.

      Mouth and throat suddenly dry, he took a step back, stumbling into the pick by his side. Tripping, he barely righted himself.

      Yanking his gaze off her, he turned to face the chests by his feet. He virtually fell towards them, grabbing the pick and using it to pry back the locks. Frantic, he sought through the contents.

      What did he expect to find? Antibiotics? Pain medication? Even if he did find them, they would no doubt be out-of-date.

      Drugs would not be the solution. They needed to get out of here.

      Stumbling to his feet, a wave of desperation hit him.

      It would likely be too late for her. Even if he could snap his fingers and get her to a hospital, it would still be a battle to save her life.

      There would be little the doctors could do for her but fight the infection and hope for the best....

      He grabbed at his pocket, pulling the dead scanner from his belt where he’d fastened it. Turning it over in his grip, he jabbed at the buttons.

      It did not turn on. At least it gave him an idea though.

      A wild and frantic one.

      If Ki had been right and she’d used one of those scanners to bring him back from the edge of death, then couldn’t he do the same for her? If he found another one of those devices, couldn’t he use it to heal her?

      She was not at death’s door yet, or at least he prayed she wasn’t. He likely had a margin of several hours before her body gave up completely.

      That gave him some time.

      He could use the shafts, his gun, and the miner’s map to get back out to the ranges. Then he could head back to the cabin. It was a long shot, but if no one had come searching for those soldiers, they would still be there. Hell, as far as Jackson knew, they may still be trapped in that floating field. As long as no one had found them – either from the village or from their own race – Jackson might be able to locate one of their scanners.

      It was a huge risk, but what else could he do?

      Making his decision, he continued to search through the chests until he found some old cloths and rags. Propping up her head and covering her arms, he tried to make her as warm and comfortable as he could. Ripping the map off the wall, he walked backward out of the door, turning from her only when he had to.

      Then he ran. He didn’t care that his right leg throbbed with pain. He just ran.

      Every time he tripped or slowed down, he cursed his own fragility. It didn’t make him go any faster, but he couldn’t help it.

      He blamed himself. There was every reason to. He’d handled this situation beyond badly; he’d acted like an emotional fool. Whether she was trustworthy or not, he should never have subjected Ki to such cruelty. If only he’d been smarter and better prepared, he would have got her shoes, forced her to take his own, even insisted on carrying her.

      He hadn’t done any of those things. Now she’d likely die because of it.

      Hating himself, he pushed forward, thankful the floors of the mineshafts were much flatter than the cave system below. Periodically he would pause to check his map, even swing his gun up and check through the sight.

      It was when he stopped momentarily to catch his breath that he swore he heard something. Narrowing his eyes, he lifted his face, noting with dull panic as tufts of rock dust drifted down from above.

      Toting his gun immediately, he stepped back as he stared up through the sight.

      He tried to make sense of the readings, tried to figure out if the outlines on the screen meant that something was moving up there.

      More and more dust filtered down from above.

      If the ceiling was about to fall, there was only one thing he could do. He would have no chance of out-running the cave-in. He would have a chance of out-gunning it though.

      Ensuring the gun was set to its maximum energy setting, he brought it up and pointed it at the jagged rocks.

      Shooting at an unstable rock ceiling was not usually recommended, but with this gun, he could turn the stones and boulders to dust. Dust would not kill him.

      Checking through the scope one last time, his body took over. Finger twitching over the trigger, he shot the ceiling.

      An impossibly powerful, continuous blast erupted from the gun, pulsing into the rocks above and all but melting the stone.

      Tracking backward, Jackson jerked the gun down, waiting for the worst.

      He did not get what he expected.

      Instead of a hail of rock slamming into him, something large and white fell from above. He’d obviously blasted a hole through the ceiling into another shaft, and whatever had been up there had just fallen down.

      He had less than a second to recognize the shape.

      It was a soldier – one of the scouts that had been hounding his steps for the past day.

      Though the man fell down from a considerable height, and though the floor had been shot right out from underneath his feet, he still jumped up, rushing towards Jackson with break-neck speed.

      Jackson didn’t have time to react. The soldier slammed into him, knocking him hard against the rock wall of the shaft behind.

      Breath punched from his lungs, Jackson spluttered, trying to clutch at the soldier’s face and push him back.

      The man was stronger. He elbowed Jackson hard in the middle, then brought his arm up.

      As he did, Jackson managed to squeeze his gun up, angling it between them. It was locked flat against his chest though, and he didn’t have the room to turn it around to face the soldier.

      Jackson was out of time.

      Ready for the inevitable, he stiffened.

      The soldier clutched his hand into a fist, one of those glinting white blades slashing out of his armor. He stabbed it towards Jackson’s stomach.

      All Jackson could do was move the gun up.

      The soldier’s blade slashed right into it. Not into Jackson’s stomach, but the glowing blue barrel of the gun.

      Surprise rippled through the soldier’s stance, his shoulder jerking back, the gun stuck against his blade.

      Jackson instinctively dropped to his knees, rolling to the side, scrabbling forward as fast as he could.

      He heard a high-pitched whir from behind him.

      Dashing forward, he jumped behind a boulder, crumpling his arms over his head.

      The gun exploded with an ear-shaking blast.

      Crumpling further, Jackson curled up into a ball.

      The shaft shook, dust hailed down from above, but that was it.

      Peering up, he leaned past the boulder to see the soldier lying limp on the floor, at least five meters from where he’d forced Jackson against the wall.

      Heart pounding in his ears, it took Jackson far too long to realize what had just happened.

      He’d been handed a miracle.

      He moved over to the soldier, poking him with his foot.

      The man did not move.

      Snapping down, Jackson grabbed at the soldier’s wrist, trying to pull the scanner from his armor.

      With much effort, he eventually found a hidden button, and the thing sprung forward. Snatching it up, he instantly turned it towards the ceiling above. Though these things had a limited range around all this rock, it still penetrated the roof above far enough to confirm there was nothing else moving up there. Obviously this soldier had been scouting out that tunnel on his own.

      Jackson doubted the other soldiers would be far off though.

      Grabbing at the gun that had been knocked from the soldier’s grip, he secured the strap over his shoulder. He stood, his head swiveling towards the ceiling and back down to the soldier.

      Jackson had to get back to Ki, but he needed to ensure no one would follow. He had to get this soldier out of scanning and visual range. If his buddies came along, they would know something was up if they saw the smashed-up gun and the comatose form of their comrade.

      Latching a hand onto the soldier’s arm, Jackson heaved him back, out of sight of the hole above.

      He wasn’t as heavy as he looked. With armor that thick and sophisticated, Jackson had thought the guy would weigh a ton.

      Clenching his jaw, he dragged the soldier for several meters until he had to stop for breath. As he did, the soldier’s head lolled to the side. His neck banged lightly into Jackson’s boot. There was a sudden hiss, and that faceless helmet released.

      Doubling back, releasing the soldier’s arm in shock, Jackson quickly leaned down, grabbed the helmet, and pulled it off.

      He was shocked to see a normal man underneath. Or maybe he wasn’t. He’d had no idea what to expect.

      Probably the same age as Jackson, he was clean-shaven with a dark, short crop of hair.

      Marveling at the helmet, Jackson turned it around and looked inside. There was a sophisticated screen that showed a perfect view of the tunnel around him with strange readings and symbols displayed alongside and over the top.

      It was incredible.

      It was so incredible that he did not notice the soldier stir by his feet until it was too late. The man snapped up again, launching himself at Jackson. But his moves were slower than before.

      Jackson dodged to the side, swinging the gun around and shooting the soldier instantly.

      Though a beam lanced out, it was lighter in color and did not sear the air. It struck the soldier’s chest and knocked him to his knees, but it did not fell him.

      “It’s not set to kill, idiot.” The soldier leaped up.

      Jackson doubled back, digging his fingers into the power button Ki had shown him. Instantly the gun whirred hotter and brighter, its light reaching out far into the shaft around them.

      Staring down the barrel, he blasted a shot just in front of the soldier, eating out a chunk of ground and making the man trip into it. “It is now.” Jackson shifted back, bringing the gun down and aiming it at the man’s head.

      The soldier did not jump to his feet. He paused, only his eyes shifting as he stared up at Jackson warily.

      “Get up.” Jackson kicked at the ground, sending a cloud of dust towards the soldier.

      Turning his head and closing his mouth, the man didn’t shift his gaze.

      “I said get to your feet.” Jackson shot the ground again.

      Finally the soldier moved. He brought his hands up, that white armor stark against his now dirty skin.

      He immediately glanced at the helmet.

      Jackson had dropped it in surprise. Now the soldier couldn’t keep his eyes off it.

      He looked like he was about to make a move for it.

      Jackson got their first, he turned his gun and shot it.

      The thing exploded.

      The soldier swore loudly but withdrew into silence when Jackson shot near his feet again.

      “I may not understand your technology, but somehow I feel you need that to stay in contact with the rest of your team,” Jackson guessed.

      His guess was confirmed when the soldier paled and swallowed stiffly.

      “Move.” Jackson swept the rifle towards his side.

      “Why? You think you can take me prisoner?” The soldier had a deep, croaky baritone.

      “No. I think you can help me operate this scanner though.” Jackson walked over to the scanner and plucked it up protectively, jamming it into his belt.

      “Our technology is beyond you.” The soldier’s lips stiffened into a cold smile.

      “I don’t care. Now move.” Jackson indicated the tunnel with a swipe of his gun.

      “We’ll find her.” The soldier, still with his hands up, rested them behind his head.

      “Shut up. Just move.”

      Standing a full two meters behind the man, Jackson forced the soldier forward at gunpoint.

      His heart beat so fast and hard in his chest, it felt as if he’d shatter his ribs. He held on though, shepherding the soldier all the way back into the main shaft and towards Ki.

      The soldier didn’t say a word, and hopefully he wasn’t using some silent form of communication to radio the rest of his team. It was a gamble taking him back to Ki, but Jackson had no choice. He had no idea how to make the scanner heal her, and he doubted he could rouse her long enough to make her show him.

      The soldier would do it. Somehow Jackson doubted the guy would mind either. Ki was what they were after, so they weren’t going to let her die.

      When they entered the mine hut, his suspicions were confirmed. The soldier let out a harsh swearword, his head snapping towards the comatose, still form of Ki. Her legs were bright red while her exposed arms and face were white.

      “What the hell have you done to her?” The soldier turned, hands dropping from behind his head, face plastered with sharp anger.

      “Stay back.” Jackson pointed the gun at the man’s chest.

      “You have no idea what you’re meddling in,” the soldier spat louder. “If she dies—”

      “She’s not going to die. You’re going to save her. She said you could use these scanners to create some kind of healing field.” Jackson plucked the device from his belt, sure never to drop his gun.

      The soldier looked down at it, his gaze flickering.

      “I’m no idiot. I know if I give this to you, you’ll find some way to use it against me.” Jackson propped the gun into his shoulder, damping down on the pain that surged through his back as he aggravated his injuries.

      “Give me the scanner.” The soldier held out his hand.

      “I’m not going to let you—”

      “You haven’t thought this through, have you?”

      “Shut up,” Jackson snapped, sweat starting to track down his brow and back.

      “She’s going to die unless you give me that scanner. Now hand it over,” the soldier spat, his gaze darting between Ki and Jackson. While there was a nervous edge to his look, his jaw was still locked with hardened rage.

      Though he hated to admit it, Jackson clearly had not thought this through. He’d been too distracted by the soldier and his scanner falling from the sky to come up with a sound plan.

      “She’ll die,” the soldier repeated, shifting forward. “If she’s not already dead. Do something.”

      Jolting back, Jackson blanched.

      He had to do something. He’d risked it all to get one of those scanners, and providence had seen one land in his lap.

      It would cost him to use it though.

      Probably his life.

      The second he gave the scanner to the soldier was the second he’d be condemning himself. If that scanner could produce a field that could heal someone, no doubt it could do the opposite, too.

      “Every second you waste, you’re killing her.” The soldier held out his hand further.

      Yes. Jackson knew that.

      “Hand me the scanner,” the soldier shouted viciously.

      Jackson had no choice. If he wanted her to live, he had to hand it over.

      He lowered his gun slightly.

      The soldier smiled.

      Just as Jackson got ready to hand him the scanner, Ki moved.

      He almost dropped his gun. If its strap hadn’t been hooked over his shoulder, he would have.

      Restless, she shifted her head, bringing her hand up and pushing into her face.

      “Ki,” he shouted at her, backing off, keeping enough range between his gun and the soldier so the man couldn’t jump him. “Ki, Ki, for the love of God, wake up.”

      She stirred further, then drew quiet.

      “Ki,” he shouted as loud as he could.

      She opened her eyes. “What... what...?”

      “You need to use this scanner to heal yourself. Ki, listen to my voice.” He shifted towards her, gesturing at the soldier to move right back. Never turning from the man, Jackson reached behind and grabbed at her arm, shaking it.

      “What are you doing...? Jackson?” she mumbled, her voice slurred and hardly audible.

      “You need to use the scanner to heal yourself,” he repeated, handing her the scanner without ever turning from the soldier. “Ki, you can do this. You’ve done it before.”

      He heard her drop the scanner against the table. Instantly he grabbed it and shoved it towards her again.

      She took it from him.

      Pressure building in his chest, he never shifted his gaze from the soldier. The look of imminent victory was gone from the man’s face. Eyes narrowed, he looked desperate.

      “Ki, please.” Jackson clutched behind him, finding her hand, trying to guide it to the controls of the scanner.

      “She gets that wrong, she could kill us all.” The soldier nodded down at Ki, his move sharp, his neck muscles tight and bulging. He shifted his arm up as he did.

      Jackson flicked the power level on the gun to half-way and shot just at his feet.

      The explosion startled Ki, and she dropped the scanner again. Jackson grabbed it and forced it against her immediately, keeping his gun and gaze locked on the soldier.

      “Put your hands up. Not behind your head. Where I can see them,” Jackson snapped at the man.

      A dark look drawing down his eyes, the soldier complied with a frustrated, bitter chuckle. “How long do you think you can keep her from us? We’ve got dozens of scout-ships out after her. We won’t give her up without a fight. You’ve got one stolen gun and a scanner you don’t know how to use. How long do you think you’ll last?”

      “Shut up.”

      “Why are you helping her anyway, didn’t you tie her to a chair?

      “I said shut up.” Jackson redoubled his grip on the gun. It was torture trying to divide his attention between Ki and the soldier. He kept one hand on the gun, the other on the table close to her, ready in case she dropped the scanner yet again.

      “I’m telling you, she could kill us all with that thing. She’s half-dead – she has no idea what she’s doing. Do you want her to die? Think.”

      Jackson didn’t reply this time. He just locked a deep breath into his lungs and tried to keep control.

      If Ki blacked out again, he would have to do something.

      That something would be to hand the soldier the scanner. There would be no other way.

      “Ki, how are you going? Are you still awake?” He leaned back into the table.

      She didn’t answer.

      “Ki?”

      He heard the scanner drop against the table. His heart dropped with it.

      Before he could snatch it up, he felt something warm push against his skin.

      It wasn’t Ki. Some kind of energy field erupted out from the scanner, encasing the room.

      As it washed over him, he instantly felt warm. Every sensation of pain or disquiet lifted and floated away.

      It was intoxicating. He’d never felt so comfortable in his life.

      As he relaxed into it, relishing it, he remembered something.

      Ki had told him she’d removed herself from the effects of the field. The field sounded as though it would heal anyone within it. By remaining here, he’d be sapping energy from it, energy that could be used to heal her.

      He nodded at the soldier, gesturing towards the door. “Get outside. Move slowly.”

      Half turning, ensuring both the scanner and Ki were still safely on the table, he followed the man outside.

      Then he waited.

      Safely away from the radius of the field, he told the soldier to sit. Never dropping his guard and never lowering his gun, he hunkered down.

      “How long will it take?” he tried to ask the soldier.

      The man would not answer.

      “Fine. We’ll just wait.”

      So they did.

      Fortunately the field hummed, and he could monitor it just by listening. As time wound on, its distinctive buzz became quieter and quieter.

      It took almost an hour, but finally the field cut out completely.

      Pushing up, his knees crunching, he moved back. “Stay there,” he warned the soldier. Backing off, he reached the door of the hut. “Ki,” he called out, not turning to face her. “Ki.”

      She didn’t answer.

      Gritting his teeth, he took another step back. “Ki? Are you alright?”

      He couldn’t help it – he turned to see if she was there.

      The soldier moved, like damn lightning, quicker than Jackson could react to.

      Before he could get off a shot, the soldier rammed into his side, knocking him against the door.

      Jackson fell to the ground, the wind knocked out of him. He watched the soldier jump down, saw his arm yank back, his fist slam closed, and that blade plunge out.

      Jackson had seconds.

      As the soldier stabbed his hand forward, something moved in from the side.

      Ki. She collapsed over Jackson.

      The soldier’s blade stopped just before her back.

      Jackson acted before he really understood what had just happened. He kicked out at the blade knocking it up. As he did, he brought his gun around and shot the soldier.

      The blast slammed into his chest plating, sending him scooting back across the floor.

      He doubted the shot was enough to kill the guy, but he was certainly down.

      “Ki.” He grabbed her up.

      Still scrunched up over him, her face was close enough for him to see every detail of her expression.

      The light was back in her cheeks, that twinge of fire once again burning in her eyes.

      “You’re alive. God, the scanner worked.” He brought a hand up to rest against her cheek and barely stopped himself in time. Swallowing at how instinctual the move had been, he shifted back, staring down at her legs.

      As they popped out of the bottom of her robe, he saw they were no longer swollen and turgid.

      They looked almost normal, though a little pink. The infection seemed all but gone.

      She was very much alive.

      He wanted to hug her, clutch her close, even though several hours ago, he’d thought she’d tried to kill him and had sabotaged the scanner.

      She had just saved him. By throwing herself in front of that soldier’s blade, she’d gambled her own life but saved his.

      “I can’t believe it.” His hand still hovered close by her face. He had to continually fight the urge to touch her cheeks and cradle her close. “The scanner healed you. You were so sick....”

      “Do you believe me now?” She pushed up and sat on her haunches, still close enough that he could hear her every breath.

      “Yeah, yeah, I do,” he spoke through a heavy sigh, a genuine smile spreading his lips.

      She held his gaze for a moment. Her expression was warm at first but quickly grew awkward as her cheeks flushed. Turning sharply, she stared over at the soldier. “Is he—”

      “I doubt it. They seem to be able to live through anything. Plus, the gun was at half power.” Jackson got to his feet, reluctantly moving away from her.

      She followed him, standing easily.

      She didn’t waver. She didn’t stumble to the side. She stood effortlessly.

      It was as if she’d never been injured.

      It had cost them another scanner, but it was more than worth it.

      Walking over to the soldier, Jackson toted the gun and stared down the scope.

      “What are you doing?” She latched a hand on the barrel, forcing it down. “You can’t kill him—”

      “Relax. I’m just using the scope’s scanners to check on him. If these are right... and if I know what I’m doing.” Jackson shifted past her. “I think he’s fine. Out, but alive. We’re all alive, apparently,” he added through an emotional laugh.

      “Thank you,” she said after a long pause.

      He looked at her, but he couldn’t hold her gaze. Staring at her feet, he nodded. “I guess that makes us even.”

      There was another long pause.

      “How did you find this soldier?”

      “I prayed for a miracle, and I got him. He fell out of the sky and into my lap.”

      “What?” Her face screwed up with confusion.

      “Long story. Basically, he was in the shaft above me.”

      She tensed, her once-loose shoulders locking up. “You mean there’s more?”

      “Probably. I think I managed to stop him from getting off any kind of distress call. I shot his helmet. I’m pretty sure his communications were embedded in it. Plus, the composition of these tunnels has not changed. They’re still way too dense for their scanners to penetrate far. Perhaps it affects their comms too. I don’t know. I’m prepared for anything, but so far we’ve had no company.”

      “We should get out of here.” She jerked her head along the tunnel, the move nervous and quick.

      “Yes, we should.” He didn’t move.

      “Jackson.” She jerked her head harder in the direction of the tunnel.

      “We can’t just leave him here. We’re going to take him with us.”

      “What?” Ki dropped her hand from the muzzle of his gun and lurched back. “That’s suicide. They’ll track us down.”

      “Not if we take his armor off. Listen, I’m not stupid. I’m sure they have some way of tracking him. As soon as we get him out of these tunnels and into the open air, the Zeneethians will catch us in their airships. I’m sure his armor is probably riddled with tracking devices. We’ll have to take it off, leave it behind. But we need to take him with us. The information he’ll be able to tell us will be invaluable. Without it, we’ll have no idea who we’re up against...” he trailed off.

      Ki’s expression had completely changed. With a flickering look of vulnerability misting her eyes, she brought a hand up to her lips and locked it over her shaking smile.

      “What?”

      She shook her head, her hair twisting and playing over her shoulders.

      “What? Ki, this is a serious matter.”

      “I know it is, Jackson. But it’s the first time you’ve used their name. It’s nice that you finally believe me.”

      “Used whose name? What are you—” he stopped. Playing back his words, he realized what he’d said.

      The Zeneethians.

      “I still don’t believe,” he began. Then he stopped again, eyes instinctively drifting down to the comatose soldier by his side.

      She waited for him, not saying a word, her gaze keen and expectant.

      Straightening his shoulders and locking a hand on his jaw and pushing the crooked fingers into his chin, he finally nodded. “Maybe I do believe it’s the Zeneethians. Maybe I don’t have any other explanation for a group of soldiers with guns that can shoot through mountains, ships that can hover in the sky, rocks that can make you levitate, and hand-held devices that can bring you back from the dead.”

      She was smiling, but it was unlike any expression she’d shown before. It was a complex, uncertain move.

      It cut away at his indecision like an ax at a tree. “Alright. I believe you,” his voice was firmer this time, because his belief was. “I’m not sure I can stomach the fact the Zeneethians have whole flying cities they are keeping from us, but I’m willing to be proved wrong.”

      She almost looked proud of him. With the color back to her cheeks, she glowed, her smooth skin pushing up against her dark eyes.

      “Right.” He cleared his throat suddenly. “Let’s get going. I want you to lean down and try to take that guy’s armor off. He’s going to think twice about harming you. Me, he’ll just stab in the heart the first chance he gets.”

      Her glowing cheeks slumped, and she raised her eyebrow in disgust. “Stab me through the heart?”

      “No, stab me through the heart. Now I imagine there’s some kind of latch behind his neck, turn him over and see.”

      “Are you sure this is a good idea? Shouldn’t we just leave him here? Won’t they be more likely to come after us if we have one of their own captive?” She got down on her knees and hesitantly placed her hand on the soldier’s shoulder. When he didn’t move, she flicked Jackson a nervous look then finally shifted the soldier over, searching his back with a quick and delicate hand.

      Watching her move, Jackson instinctively pressed his fingers into his shoulder. She’d been holding it when he’d woken from the cave in. Whatever she’d been doing had felt like heaven.

      The thought making him uncomfortable, he cleared his throat again, trying to concentrate on her words instead. “They are going to come after us regardless of whether we bring him along or not. They’ll do anything to get their hands on you, that isn’t going to change. But if we have him, we can try to find out what’s going on here. If we hand him over to the Ashkan High Command—”

      Ki stiffened, jerking her hands back. “You’re going to torture him?”

      “I didn’t say that. But you need to understand that the information this man has could mean the difference between us winning a war or losing—”

      “We aren’t at war, Jackson. The Zeneethians have no interest in us.”

      “They had enough of an interest in you to track you down and kidnap you. How do you know there aren’t more like you? Were there others in the facility? Even if there weren’t, that doesn’t confirm anything. We don’t know anything about their intentions, and until we can find that information out, we need to be prepared for everything. And yes, that means we have to expect a war.”

      She didn’t look happy; her eyes narrowed, and she sucked her lips into a thin and tight frown.

      “I won’t let them torture him though. We’re not monsters, Ki.” Jackson swallowed, wiping a hand over his sweaty top lip.

      He’d just lied. Whether this man would be tortured or not was not up to him.

      Watching him warily for a moment, she finally continued to inspect the soldier. After several seconds, she placed her hand onto the middle of his back. With a sharp hiss, something released, the armor suddenly coming loose in large sections.

      “Be careful.” He nodded down slowly, checking the scope’s scanners again just to ensure the man was still unconscious.

      “I think he’ll be unconscious for some time yet.” She placed a hand on the man’s shoulder as she pulled away a section of the armor. He was wearing a thin gray shirt, and as Ki removed the white panels from his leg, she revealed black pants.

      It was a relief. If the man had been wearing some futuristic silver skin-tight suit, it would have been hard to get him to the capital city unnoticed.

      “Throw the armor over there.” He nodded to a patch of rock several meters away. It was sufficiently out of reach that if the soldier suddenly woke, he wouldn’t be able to run to it before Jackson got off a shot.

      When Ki finished, she kneeled down, turned the comatose body of the man around, and straightened up his limbs, clearly trying to make him comfortable.

      Jackson stopped himself from pointing out that soldier had been hunting her relentlessly and did not deserve her compassion.

      She would fight him on that fact.

      Standing, she took a slow breath and turned. “What do we do now? Wait until he wakes? Won’t that leave us exposed?”

      “What we do,” Jackson’s jaw twitched to the side, “is you pick up the pick from the hut behind us.”

      “... What am I going to do with it?”

      “Relax, like I said, we’re going to keep him alive. But we need to check something first. While I’m pretty darn sure that armor of his is rigged with tracking devices, I wouldn’t put it past those Zeneethians to have embedded one of those small chip devices in this man either. Just like they did to you.”

      She bristled, cheeks turning so pale they looked like new snow. “I’m not going to mutilate this man looking for one of those.”

      “Just check the arm. That’s it. I don’t want you to cut this guy up either, but we need to check. I don’t see why they would implant those things in different places. If it was just under the skin of your left forearm, maybe it’s the same for him. Just check.”

      Frowning deeply, she got down to her knees and pulled up the soldier’s arm tenderly. Pushing her fingers into his forearm, she checked it thoroughly.

      “I doubt that’s going to work. That thing was small—” Jackson began.

      She put up a hand quickly in a commanding move. “I’ve found something. It’s in the same place, same size.”

      “Right. Well....”

      Without another word, she got up, retrieved the pick, and nestled down next to the soldier.

      Taking a calm breath, she found the chip again, then brought the pick up.

      “Careful, the shock might wake him.” Jackson spoke through a locked jaw, his voice muffled.

      Working quickly, she made a small cut, prying back the flesh and removing the device with her fingers. Her hands didn’t tremble, and her gaze was steady and calm.

      She placed the pick next to her, carefully dropping the chip next to it. Wiping her bloodied hands on her robe, she proceeded to use the pick to help her rip off yet another section. If she kept on squaring off chunks of it like that, she’d soon have nothing left.

      Leaning down, she propped up the soldier’s arm and began to wind the bandage around the fresh, oozing wound.

      She didn’t get to finish.

      The man woke with a start, jolting up into a seated position.

      Ki gasped but did not scream. Neither did she scuttle back and try to get away from the man. Instead she snapped her arms up, locking her fingers deep into the man’s shoulders.

      “Ki, get back from him.” Jackson tracked to the side, trying to get a clear aim. When Ki had moved forward, she’d gotten in the way.

      The soldier, wide-eyed, did not snap forward and grab Ki. Instead, a vein in his head began to throb, his neck and face stiffened.

      It was as if he couldn’t move.

      “Ki, get back,” Jackson snapped again, desperate.

      “It’s okay.” She tensed her fingers further, her knuckles white.

      The soldier was still frozen, that vein in his head raised and throbbing.

      She moved off carefully, hands hovering around his shoulders as her gaze searched him.

      “Just get back.” Jackson leaned down and pulled her away, even though he was risking it by coming in so close to the soldier. The man could have lashed out, kicked, or tackled Jackson to the ground.

      Yet he didn’t. The soldier sat there, back ramrod straight, arms locked beside him.

      “What... what did you do to him?” Jackson’s mouth dropped open as he realized the soldier was not acting. The man couldn’t move.

      Ki wiped her hands on her robe and neatened her hair over one shoulder, holding onto it with a tight grip. She looked uncomfortable at what she’d just done, but after a deep breath, she loosened up. “I activated certain pressure points. They are usually used for relieving pain. But if you over-stimulate, you can lock the muscles up.”

      Jackson’s brow twitched down as he stared at her uncomfortably. “What—”

      “I told you, the priestess clan safeguards powerful and ancient techniques.” Her head straightened, her neck elongating.

      “I thought you just meant massage and a bit of meditation. Not... whatever you just did to him.” Jackson scratched at his neck and gave a harsh breath.

      “You should try harder to believe me then. You’ll find yourself having fewer nasty surprises.” She wouldn’t look at him. Her head was still held up proudly.

      “Is he... going to be like that forever?”

      “Of course not. The effects should wear off very soon.” She took a neat step back.

      Jackson followed, damping down on his surprise and raising his gun. “Alright, you try anything,” he pointed the muzzle at the soldier and nodded sharply, “and I’ll shoot you.”

      The soldier’s eyes shifted to the left slowly, his gaze dark.

      Perhaps this would not turn out to be a good idea. While Jackson could appreciate how important this man’s information might be, it would come at a risk. The man was still a highly trained soldier, and given the opportunity, would finish Jackson off and kidnap Ki.

      As promised, after a short time, the man began to move. At first, his muscles twitched, his body convulsing forward uncontrollably. It quickly stopped though, and with a measured, short breath, he stretched out his broad shoulders and cracked his neck.

      “Get up.” Jackson gestured at him with the gun. “You’re coming with us?”

      The soldier didn’t stand. He turned and set his gaze on Ki.

      The man’s expression was unreadable. It made her shudder back though, pushing her hands up her arms and locking them around her middle.

      “I said get up.” Jackson kicked at the ground.

      “I heard you.” The man stood. Though his muscles twitched, he controlled himself, his expression one of cold, over-trained malevolence.

      “What’s your name?” Ki asked in a quiet voice.

      The soldier would not answer. Jackson knew that. He was going to give nothing away, not unless he was compelled to with force. Her quiet voice and soft demeanor would not be sufficient impetus.

      “Max,” the soldier answered.

      Jackson’s eyes narrowed. “Why are you telling us this?”

      “Because she asked.” Max did not look at Jackson as he spoke. He simply smiled at Ki.

      “A good soldier doesn’t give up information unless he has to.” Jackson ground his teeth.

      “What do you know about being a good soldier?” Max turned his head towards Jackson but only slowly shifted his gaze.

      It was a patently threatening move.

      Bristling, Jackson stiffened his grip, ready for anything.

      “Jackson, we should leave.” Ki kept on rubbing her arms, her eyes no higher than the soldier’s knee.

      “There’s no point. Don’t go anywhere with this man. He’ll get you killed.” Max shifted his attention back to Ki, his demeanor altering dramatically. There was a cowed, almost awed edge to his gaze, yet he never lost his professionalism.

      She didn’t reply.

      “Get up and shut up.” Jackson snapped his head forward. “Ki, go find something in the hut to tie this guy’s hands with. Rummage around for supplies too. We have a long trek ahead of us.”

      “It won’t be that long. These mine shafts are riddled with other scouts. You’ll never make it out.”

      “Riddled, ha? How come they haven’t found us yet?” Jackson growled. “Ki, hurry up,” he called out for good measure. While he really didn’t want to trust Max, Jackson could still appreciate how perilous their current situation was.

      “What’s your interest in this, Jackson Walker? You’re nothing but a small-time scientist working at the Royal Academy. You fought in the last Ashkan and Tarkan war. You despise those people. You know she’s one of them, right?” Max casually picked at the bandage around his arm, fiddling with it before tightening it easily with one hand.

      Jackson’s skin chilled, a numb sensation spilling through his chest. “How do you know all that?”

      Max ticked his head to the side, that infuriating, arrogant smile still twisting up his cheeks. “Who do you think you’re dealing with? We know everything about you. Ki,” he called out, his voice deep and rumbling, “do you know Jackson Walker here once stormed a Tarkan Monastery? His unit left nine dead. Now, what else? Oh yeah, you marched in the rallies against handing the Torta Province back to the Tarkan Government. Those rallies disabled the peace talks that led to the last war. Ki, do you know who you’re dealing with here?”

      Jackson barely stopped himself from snapping forward and smashing the butt of his gun into Max’s smug face.

      “Are you just going to stand there and let me drive a rift between you two?” Max laughed callously. “I thought you knew what a good soldier was? Face it, you’re losing hold of this situation already. Let me go, I’ll take Ki, and you’ll never hear from us again. You won’t like your other options.”

      “Really? I kind of like the idea of gagging you; I think that’s a great option. Ki, if you find anything in there that can be used as a gag, bring it on out.” Jackson smiled, twitching his top lip up until his teeth showed.

      “You have no idea what you’re doing—” the soldier began.

      “But I’m still the guy holding the gun. So unless you want me to knock you out again, I suggest you shut up. Keep all your talk for the Ashkan Government.”

      “You want to make enemies of a superior race who outstrips you technologically, physically, and intellectually, go ahead. But shouldn’t you ask the rest of your people first? You realize any war with my kind would be over in less than a day? We’d black out your communications, shut down your power stations, take out your highways, and disable your ships within an hour. You would be worse than helpless; you’d be entirely at our mercy. Think about who you are making enemies with here, Jackson Walker.” Max straightened up, bracing his shoulders and shifting his neck from side to side. His expression was one of calm, smug superiority.

      “Ki, you almost done in there?” Jackson deliberately did not react to Max’s taunts. He shifted back, leaning on one foot as he peered over into the open doorway of the hut. He was sure to keep his attention split, half of it focused on Max, half of it on her.

      “I’m almost done. I’ve found a pack,” mumbling, her voice muffled, she appeared at the doorway, hefting an old canvas bag. It was covered in dust, and as she dragged it along the ground, it kicked up a cloud of it. Batting at it, coughing heartily, she tugged it over to him.

      It looked heavy. She’d obviously packed away everything she’d found. One of his eyebrows twitching up, he watched her uncomfortably as she tried to heft it up but failed.

      “It’s kind of heavy,” she admitted.

      “Yeah, he can carry it.” Jackson pointed at Max.

      “You really are a good soldier – letting your enemy carry all your supplies. Tell me, how did you even make it through the last war? Your fiancée didn’t, did she?” Max’s words were slow and clear. He obviously wanted Jackson to hear every one of them. “You couldn’t protect her from a Tarkan sniper, how are you going to protect yourself from me?”

      Before he could react, Ki dropped the pack and ran in front of Max. Not close enough that the soldier could snap forward and grab her, but near enough to Jackson’s gun that he wouldn’t be able to get off a clean shot.

      She put her hands up slowly. “Jackson, he’s going to try everything he can to destabilize you. He’ll know everything about you. They knew everything about me. Just don’t... do anything stupid.”

      His cheeks were burning red, his hands slicked with sweat. All he wanted to do was dodge to her side and tackle Max to the ground.

      She held his gaze though, her hands still reached out before her. “You want this guy alive, remember?”

      “Gag him and tie his hands up now. If he tries anything, paralyze him like you did last time.” Jackson stood back, flicking his gun down to one of the lower settings. Then he watched and waited as Ki followed his orders. His shoulders were so tense, that the twinge in his back and side stabbed and throbbed.

      He ignored it, a bead of sweat dripping down between his eyes as he stared along the scope of the gun at Max.

      Ki worked quickly. She fixed the straps of the pack over Max’s shoulders, standing as far back from him as she could, a thankfully wary look on her face. When it came time to tie the guy’s hands, Jackson walked over and practically rested his gun against Max’s head. If he tried anything, he wouldn’t have long.

      Max stared up at Ki as she worked, that strange, awed expression back. From the reflected light of the gun, Jackson could not see too much because it was set to one of its lowest settings. He recognized that tight, expectant look though.

      Just why were these Zeneethians after Ki? What could she do for them that they would risk so much to get her back?

      After she’d finished tying the man’s hands with a strip of long, dusty leather, she bit into her lip and scrunched her nose up.

      She clearly did not want to gag him. As a priestess, it was unlikely that kind of thing had ever come up before.

      “It’s fine. Find a strip of fabric or something. He’ll be okay,” Jackson assured her softly.

      “Nothing’s clean enough. They’re all covered in grease or blood or decades of rock dust. Just don’t let him get to you.”

      “Ki,” Jackson forced his teeth together, the enamel grating loudly through his jaw, “I can’t put up with him talking.”

      “Thanks for letting me know. Getting rid of you is going to be easier than I thought,” Max chuckled.

      Ki took a step back. She did not look happy, but she leaned down to the backpack. Rummaging through it, she produced a strip of fabric. Cleaning it against her robe fastidiously, she tied it around Max’s mouth. Her movements were slow and timid. Through it all, Max watched her closely.

      That keen attention of his made Jackson want to throw up. He doubted the man could fake the reverence smoothing his brow and stiffening his jaw. It felt too organic to be an act.

      On edge, Jackson waited until Ki had finished before he gave the order to move out. Despite the manifestly heavy pack on Max’s shoulders, he stood easily. He didn’t wobble to the side; neither did his knees crunch as he forced them to pivot forward. He simply straightened as if the weight were nothing more than a feather lightly touching his shoulder.

      With one last look back up the shaft, Jackson turned. Without an operable scanner, he would have to chart his path using nothing but the map he’d ripped from the hut’s wall. He grabbed it out of his pocket periodically, propping up the tattered back with his other hand as he tracked a scratched fingertip over the path they’d have to take.

      As they walked, he never let his guard drop. He didn’t let the gun drop to his side either; he kept it locked into his shoulder and only lowered it when he had to use both hands to navigate through a narrower section of tunnel.

      They had to be very careful. Who knew how many other Zeneethians were dotted through these tunnels. While he hoped they had not penetrated this far, he had to be prepared for anything.

      They traveled in near silence. Their footfall and the occasional drip of water were the only sounds to filter around them.

      At their current pace, it would take them a little over 24 hours to make it to the other side. When and if they did, the next stage of their journey would begin. If packs of wolves, Zeneethian scout parties, and two near-death experiences were bad, Jackson knew what would await them next could only be worse.
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      Their trek through the mineshafts had been long, dark, and arduous. Despite the fact she had only recently been healed by the scanner, all too soon, dehydration and hunger descended. There was something uniquely hellish about being stuck so far underground with no food, no water, and hardly any light. She had spent most of the journey praying, simply to keep her mind off the close, gloomy touch of the walls around her.

      It had also helped her to ignore him. The Zeneethian scout, Max as he called himself, could not keep his eyes off her. Though Jackson made him walk between them, at every opportunity, the soldier turned to face her. With an unreadable expression, his gaze would dart all over her, as if he was continually checking that she was alive.

      Every time he did it, quick and sharp nausea would wash over her. She would have to clutch a hand firmly onto her stomach to calm her nerves.

      Jackson hardly let them stop. They rested for only brief spurts, and though he let her sleep, he would never allow himself a second to close his eyes.

      After untold hours, she saw and felt a change in the shafts. The dank, musty smell that had itched her nose and throat since entering this cave system lifted. The tunnel they were in started to rise too, subtly at first, soon it led to a dramatic incline.

      With an almost fresh breeze playing at her cheeks and forehead, she smiled for the first time in days. After a little less than an hour, their tunnel suddenly widened, and after a sharp turn, they walked into the light.

      It spilled in from a large opening ahead. Though she wanted to run out and embrace the sunshine beyond like a long-lost child returning home, Jackson hadn’t let her.

      “Keep down, stay low, keep quiet. We need to ensure there’s no one around the entrance. The Zeneethians might have left scouts there.” Jackson crouched, lodging the gun against the side of a jagged rock as he peered around the wall.

      Though she wanted to ignore him, she followed his command and pushed her back up against the rock behind her.

      She doubted the exit was seething with scouts; they hadn’t seen a single sign of them since Jackson had found Max. She appreciated the need to be careful though.

      Cautiously, Jackson had given the all-clear after thoroughly assessing the cave mouth with the scope of his rifle. In single file, they’d moved forward, Jackson at the lead.

      They were not leaving through one of the common exits. According to Jackson, who had studied the mine map obsessively, this cave mouth had hardly been used. Though it would not lead them straight onto an accessible Ashkan road, they could easily follow to the capital, at least it offered them less chance of walking straight into the arms of a unit of Zeneethian Scouts.

      As soon as Jackson had given the all-clear to exit the tunnel, Ki’s heart had soared. The oppressive, smothering feel of being locked up underground burned up in the sunshine as it warmed her cheeks and face.

      “Stay low,” Jackson reminded her several times as they walked out onto the side of a hill.

      The sun was high in the sky, darkened by only a scant number of fleeting white clouds. There was a glorious light breeze pushing its way up the slope towards them, rushing into the cave mouth behind.

      While the other side of the mountain had been nothing but scrubby foliage, pine trees, boulders, and screes, the land opening up before her was lush and green. Grassy hills rolled down to a town, a network of gray roads curling around it and out of sight.

      Turning behind her, she stared into the cave mouth, almost wincing at the dark shadows within. Though she’d hated every second of it, she could appreciate how far they’d come.

      “It looks like there’s no one around,” Jackson surveyed their surroundings with the scope of his rifle, only letting it drop to his side after several sweeps of the hill around them, “yet. We need to be very careful. Ki, I want you to grab some fabric from the backpack and tie it around your hands. There’s a town just at the foot of this hill, and we should reach it within the hour.”

      Ki did not ask questions; she knew full well why Jackson wanted her to hide her hands. They were artfully covered in Tarkan sacred symbols. While the images were beautiful and she loved them dearly, she appreciated they would reveal who she was in an instant.

      She was about to enter an Ashkan town. The thought of it made her shiver, a quick and prickling chill drawing up her back.

      While she had trusted her life to Jackson in the tunnels, everything was about to change. As soon as they set foot in an Ashkan city, she would be at his complete mercy. With a single word, he could have her taken to jail, perhaps even shot. Not to mention Max.

      “We have a couple of hours left of daylight, but I want to make it down there as quickly as we can. We need to arrange transport to the city, call the Guards, and, more importantly, find some food.” Jackson patted his stomach, a kinked smile fattening one of his cheeks.

      “What do you mean call the Guards?” Her boots crunched against the grit and stones that were littered outside the cave mouth. Jackson had given her his shoes back in the tunnels. No, he’d practically forced them onto her feet. Though she’d tried to protest, secretly she’d been thankful. The thought of going barefoot through those caves again had been torture.

      “Don’t worry, I mean for Max. We need to get him in a secure facility as soon as we can—” Jackson began.

      She frowned, the move dramatic and pronounced. “Jackson, won’t he just tell them about me?”

      Max, despite being gagged, nodded. He even tried to speak around the gag, his muffled words almost recognizable.

      “We can’t take a bound, gagged man around with us. Someone will call the police. Plus, we’ll be faster without him.”

      “But the other scouts will come for him. As soon as they find out where he is, they’re going to swoop down in their ships. This town won’t stand a chance.” That frown marched deeper into her cheeks and chin. “The Zeneethians will be monitoring all Ashkan communications, waiting for any mention of him.”

      “What do you want me to do, Ki?” Jackson clamped his hands on his hips, manipulating his shoulder back and forth as he did. She could see how tense it was. His whole body looked tight and sore. His head was still held high though.

      “I don’t know... it’s just... shouldn’t we be very careful with what we do with him? As soon as someone removes that gag, he’s going to tell them who I am and where we’re going....”

      “I doubt that. Remember, he’s not going to do anything to put you in danger.” Jackson didn’t look at her as he spoke – he locked his hardened, aggressive glare on Max and didn’t shift it once. “If he admits to the Guards that you’re Tarkan, he could risk them over-reacting. He’s not going to do anything to harm you.”

      “Maybe, but that doesn’t mean we’ll be safe.” She scratched at her arms distractedly. She had more to say, but she couldn’t sort her thoughts out.

      Fear was returning to her. Being out of the caves and mineshafts was all very well, but as she stared past Jackson at the cute town below them, she realized how much of a threat it could be.

      There was no easy move from here. Whatever they did next would be risky, and if they didn’t think it through, it would cost them.

      “We’ll make it to the town first. We need to get you some food. And hell, I need a shower. Then we’ll make our decision.” Jackson exhaled deeply, his chest punching forward, his red-rimmed, shadowed eyes staring at her warily.

      He was entirely worn out. Nothing but adrenaline would be pushing him forward. Though he appeared to stand easily, on closer inspection, she could see how stiff and locked his knees were as his body swayed slightly back and forth, tension arching his back and spreading his cheeks thin.

      He looked about ready to collapse. If he did, she was sure Max would take advantage of it immediately. While they’d all been subjected to the same laborious trek through the tunnels, he was the only one whose face was not darkened with bone-weary fatigue. He also stood taller than Jackson, his muscles showing no visible strain despite the heavy pack still weighing down his shoulders.

      He would simply be waiting for his opportunity. Ki could appreciate that. At the first chance, Max would make his move.

      “Look, we need to get down there as quickly as we can. We can decide what to do on the way. But we can’t just stand here and keep on talking about this. We are exposed up here. We should head down to the dip in that grass hill.” He pointed below them, his arm shaking a little from the usually simple strain of such a move, “the grass is taller there, and there are some oaks and birches dotted through the meadow. It’s not much, but it will give us a little cover. If we were smart, we wouldn’t move until night. But I don’t want to wait that long.”

      She stepped forward and nearly reached a hand out to him. He was taxed and fraught. “Okay, let’s go.” She did not say another word. Turning, she headed down the incline, aiming for the grass hill below them.

      Jackson was right; they could discuss this en route. She could also appreciate that the longer they argued outside that cave mouth, the riskier their situation became. They may not have seen any scouts in the tunnels, but with the sophisticated equipment the Zeneethians had, it would not be long before they scanned the surrounding area and spotted the group.

      That realization brought a hot and biting flush to her cheeks. The scanner may have healed her injuries, but it had not touched on the fear still burning through her heart. With every step, her emotions surged as her mind ran through the possibilities before them. It looked almost certain that she would be re-captured. She simply couldn’t see a way around it. While she could appreciate how important Max could be to finding intelligence on the Zeneethians, perhaps he wouldn’t be worth the risk.

      The wind picked up the further they walked, and soon it pulled at her hair and the hem of her robe, blowing them around her with every step. She had to lock her hands over her thighs to pin the fabric to her body, lest her hem blow up with one of the gusts of wind. At least her feet were warm and secure in Jackson’s boots though. He’d stuffed them with strips of fabric to accommodate the size of her petite feet, and they’d been a thankful cushion against the jolt of her every step.

      Now she had to be very careful not to trip on them though.

      As they neared the town below, her anxiety peaked. Her heart started to reverberate in her ears, her hands cloying with sweat.

      “Jackson, are you—” Before she could finish her sentence, she watched Max snap his head to the side. His muscles were rigid, his expression alert.

      “Sure? Yes, I’m sure,” Jackson finished off her sentence and answered it in a single, stuttering breath. “I’ll figure this out, trust me.” He was walking several steps ahead, and he clearly hadn’t seen Max.

      Alarm swelling, Ki stopped. Max’s nostrils flared as he sniffed the air, his brow wrinkling like crumpled paper.

      “J-Jackson, Max is—” she began.

      She didn’t get to finish her sentence. Max barreled into her with no warning. He changed direction, pivoted on his foot, and plowed her way with the speed of a car.

      She screamed, her voice high-pitched and wavering, her throat constricted.

      “Get off her—” Jackson roared, but his voice cut out as a loud whine echoed overhead.

      It sounded like the rotors of a plane.

      Before fear crippled her at the prospect of the Zeneethians returning, she heard something zip overhead.

      Max pushed her into the ground, his shoulder and chest covering her head. Though he was heavy, she wasn’t being crushed.

      There was another zipping sound. This time she recognized it.

      Bullets.

      Someone was shooting at them.

      “Stop, stop,” Jackson screamed. “I’m a member of the Royal Academy. I have a prisoner. Stop shooting.”

      Ki screwed her eyes closed, drawing her body in as Max still covered it with his own.

      As every second passed, she felt like it could be her last. But as they ticked by into a minute, she started to hear the sound of footfall.

      “My name is Jackson Walker. I work at the Royal Academy,” Jackson called out. His words were desperate and slurred, ringing with passion. “Stop shooting.”

      Max still didn’t move. If anything, he pressed his shoulder down further.

      “Stand up, put your hands behind your head. Move slowly,” a man said, his voice a low, baritone growl.

      It sent a shiver down her back and over her arms. It did not sound like a Zeneethian Scout; their voices were always distorted by their armor. Plus, the bullets that had zoomed past them had sounded like the ordinary variety.

      That all meant one thing; Ashkan Guards had just assaulted them. Before Ki could truly come to terms with that fact, she felt Max being yanked back. She had to twist her head hard to the side as the sun suddenly shone into her eyes. Squinting, she was grabbed and pulled to her feet.

      Overhead an Ashkan warplane made a low pass. She recognized the blue and red of their flag painted over the tail and nose.

      She’d only seen one of those plains once before. Her monastery had always been so far from the battlefronts that she’d been thankfully far from the fighting. Yet on a pilgrimage to Pandaya Shrine, she’d come across the wreckage of such a plane covered by moss and creepers in the woods. The memory of its smooth, metallic body had stuck in her mind.

      Flinching, she tried to duck down as the sound of the plane roared overhead. She could not move far. A man had her by the arm, his stiff and crooked fingers digging into her flesh. He was wearing a uniform she had seen before. While Ki had been all but protected from Ashkan warplanes, she knew the uniform of their Guards well. All Tarkans did.

      Black with red collars, cuffs, and strips up the outside of the legs, it instilled instant and palpable fear in her. Sickened by the sight of it, she tried not to quake.

      “My name is Jackson Walker.” Jackson stood a little down the hill, his face awash with surprise and fear. “That man is my prisoner. You need to—” he began.

      “You need to shut up,” a man said. He was standing close to Jackson, a handgun held easily and loosely in his grip. He was older, maybe in his late 40s, with a brush mustache and pockmarked cheeks. One look at his steely gaze, and you could see he suffered no fools. You could also see the deadened, almost pathological vacant edge to his smile. “I know who you are. You called the Guards in Varka City to your farmhouse approximately 58 hours ago. None of them ever returned.”

      Jackson’s face paled in a snap, his cheeks practically slipping down his neck.

      “You claimed to have captured a female Tarkan spy.” The man turned briefly and nodded at the man who held Ki. “Is she it?”

      Without warning, Ki was pushed forward roughly. Stumbling, she didn’t have a chance to right herself before someone grabbed her and ripped the fabric from around her hands. She watched in horror as her tattoos were revealed.

      “I see.” The man turned back to Jackson, though briefly he stared up at Ki. The quality behind his gaze went beyond frightening. It was horrific. It promised rage Ki had been kept from all her life.

      Without warning, she began to cry. Once such an emotional reaction would have irritated her, now she submitted to it, the tears trailing their brief warm kiss down her cheeks. At least she managed to stifle her sobs though as she half closed her eyes and stared at the ground.

      “Look, you don’t understand what is going on, I have captured—” Jackson began.

      “Hand over your gun,” the man snapped. “I am Major Victor Bradshaw, and I demand your full cooperation.”

      Jackson didn’t immediately move. He looked frozen on the spot, every trace of warmth gone from his pallid cheeks and hands.

      Things had happened quickly, and now they were moving at a pace Ki could not keep up with. She found the time to meet his gaze though. Sadness and just a hint of compassion seemed to swell within him.

      “Hand it over,” the Major snapped again.

      “You need to know what you’re dealing with, Major. That man,” Jackson pointed at Max, “is from a previously unknown—” he began.

      “I know exactly what I’m dealing with. A traitor. Now hand over the gun before we’re forced to shoot.” The Major brought up his own weapon slowly.

      Jackson somehow paled further. If there was any blood left in his cheeks, it now drained away completely as shock seized him. “I’m not a traitor.”

      “You harbored a Tarkan spy. You led a group of Guards into a trap. And you kidnapped a senior intelligence official. How else do you define traitor?” The Major’s cold, harsh voice deepened further.

      “Kidnapped a senior intelligence official? What the hell are you talking about?” Jackson backed off.

      As soon as he took a step, every Guard snapped their guns up quickly, pointing them all his way.

      You did not need to be skilled in emotion to recognize Jackson’s full-bodied shock.

      “Put your gun down,” the Major growled once more.

      With one last flickering look her way, Jackson complied. Instantly one of the Guards snapped forward and plucked it up.

      “Handcuff him.” The Major flopped a hand Jackson’s way and turned neatly to face Ki and Max.

      Ki tried to jolt back, but she was grabbed immediately.

      “Leave her alone. She’s not your enemy. This man is—” Jackson began.

      “Archer Reed, a valued member of the intelligence community, apparently.” The Major nodded quickly at one of the Guards. The man snapped over to Max, pulling a flip knife from his pocket and cutting him free with swift moves.

      With the remains of the rags that had once bound him falling from his wrists, Max reached up and ungagged himself. Through it all, he kept an even, unreadable look on his face and all of his attention centered on Ki.

      “We apologize it has taken us this long to track you.” The Major cleared his throat, straightening up. “We only received the message you had been kidnapped by this traitor less than half an hour ago. We acted as quickly as we could.”

      Max nodded silently. Then he reached out a hand and shook the Major’s.

      “God... you can’t trust him. Listen to me, this might sound crazy, but someone has accessed your communications and—” Jackson swallowed wildly, eyes plastered open as he choked through his words.

      “Shut up,” the Major growled. “Silence him if he speaks again.” He gestured dismissively at one of the Guards.

      “Thank you for your prompt assistance.” Max pulled the pack from his shoulders and let it fall with a heavy thump onto the grass beside him.

      “We will secure the prisoners and arrange transport into Valia City for you immediately.” The Major latched his hands behind his back and nodded harshly at Ki.

      One of the Guards stepped in beside her, yanking up her hands as he pulled some cuffs over them.

      “No,” Max snapped. “She’s mine. She is integral to an operation we are currently running. I am afraid I need to claim full jurisdiction here.”

      “She’s a Tarkan spy—” the Major began.

      “True, but she is my Tarkan spy.” Max rubbed distractedly at his wrists and fixed the Major with an untroubled look. “This is a matter of national security. She is providing us with integral intelligence.”

      Grinding his teeth, the Major eventually nodded, though he did not drop his gaze as he did. “Very well.”

      “As for your traitor, you can do what you like with him. Though be advised that he will attempt to come up with outlandish and wild excuses to explain his actions. Don’t heed them.” Max patted at his shirt, removing some of the dust and rubble from his shoulders.

      She didn’t dare interrupt. All she could do was stand there in abject horror as she realized what he was doing. Obviously the Zeneethians had found some way to interfere with Ashkan military communications and had manufactured Max an alias. One that was working perfectly. He would get exactly what he wanted with no questions asked.

      “Also, you will have to hand the gun over.” Max nodded at the Zeneethian particle weapon that was still in the arms of one of the Guards. “It’s experimental, and we can’t run the risk of those designs getting into the hands of our enemies.”

      “We seized the weapon—” The Major bristled.

      “And we designed it and own it,” Max interrupted casually. He had an air of unchallenged authority about him. It was at odds with the snide, nasty way he’d been treating Jackson, and different yet again from the awed way he looked upon her.

      He was clearly more than a simple soldier. Deft in manipulation and acting, it all made her fear him and the Zeneethians even more.

      “This is not up for discussion, Major. If you would like to clarify that fact, please call your superiors. They will confirm that the experimental weapon and the Tarkan spy must be released into my custody.” Max finished cleaning off his shirt, and shifted around, appearing to get comfortable. “Go ahead. I’m in no hurry.”

      “We will head back to the Guard station in the nearest town. I will make some calls, and then you and your property will be released into your care.” The Major nodded sharply down the hill, indicating a car that was parked down the steep incline. It was large and had the familiar red and blue crest of the Ashkan Royal Family painted on the side.

      The plane overhead had stopped making passes, and with several more short interchanges between Max and the Major, the group moved down towards the vehicle.

      Ki tried to catch Jackson’s attention, but he was wedged between two large men, both with their arms hooked over his. Occasionally she caught flashes of him though. His shoulders were dropped in defeat, his face directed at the ground, an unfathomable devastation crumpling his features.

      He should never have tried to help her. She’d warned him about that all the way back at the farmhouse. Despite all the pain and hardship he’d put her through, she felt nothing but compassion for him in that moment.

      He’d offered hope where no one else had. Even if it had only been a glimmer.

      By the time they made it to the vehicle, the wind had picked up to a gale. It whipped at her exposed arms, chilling the flesh and sending shivers through her back and legs. Whilst the Zeneethian scanner had healed her of her injuries, the euphoric feeling it had left her with had long ago worn off. Now the cold and her persistent hunger and thirst were back to haunt her.

      When they reached the car, she was piled in the back. One of the Guards pushed her roughly towards a seat, and she fell against it with a bang.

      “Hey,” Max snapped, “you need to be careful with my prisoner.”

      “Your prisoner or not, she’s going to need to be handcuffed and blindfolded until we deliver her to a holding cell. We can’t afford to have Tarkan spies observing everything we do.” The Major grabbed at a simple brown hessian bag and threw it at the Guard closest to Ki. Immediately the man snatched it up and pulled it over her head.

      She wanted to scream as the rough fabric scratched against her cheeks. Cutting out the light almost completely, it reminded her of the cave system with its tight, dark walls that seemed to press in at you from every direction.

      She held onto her emotions though, squeezing her eyes shut and pulling her hands into fists.

      “If anything happens to her, you and your men will be held directly responsible.” Max lost the casual edge to his voice. Now it bridled with authoritative anger.

      “She will be fine,” the Major dismissed him.

      Someone grabbed her wrists and handcuffed her, and soon after she felt the vehicle’s engine rumble, her seat vibrating as it set off down the hill.

      The ride was horrendously bumpy, and if two Guards hadn’t been seated firmly on either side of her, she would have probably fallen from her seat.

      It would have been the least of her problems though. Soon she would be back in Zeneethia, on one of their floating cities, never to return to earth again.

      Succumbing to defeat, she withdrew inward. There was nowhere else to go.
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      The unimaginable had occurred. He’d been labeled a traitor. Without a chance to explain himself, the Guards and Major Bradshaw had turned on him.

      Jackson couldn’t believe it. After all those years of dedication and loyalty to his people, his good service and character had been completely forgotten.

      All because of Max and the Zeneethians. Jackson had underestimated them wildly. Not only could they manufacture ships that could fly without wings, guns that could shoot without bullets, and devices that could scan without eyes, they could evidently interfere with governments from on high.

      Somehow they’d manufactured Max an alias so believable that the usually wary and paranoid Guards had accepted it easily. Without the use of weapons or war, they’d meddled in internal politics at a frightening level with incalculable speed.

      As the group finally arrived at the Guard station, those thoughts virtually crippled Jackson. While Ki had assured him that the Zeneethians did not interfere with the Tarkans and Ashkans, because there was nothing such an advanced race would need from such dullards, that did not blunt this blow. He was starting to realize there was something far more insidious and threatening than all-out war with a race like them – it was being manipulated silently from afar.

      He very much doubted this was the only time the Zeneethians had meddled in the affairs of his Government; with the speed and efficiency they’d shown, it was reasonable to assume they’d done it before. Which left Jackson with one frightening question to ponder – how often did they do it? Did they monitor election results and change them to serve their purposes? Did they intercept military communications? Did they monitor scientific discoveries and stifle any they didn’t like?

      Their abilities seemed countless and undetectable. They were like silent puppet masters, or worse than that – gods.

      Moving like a zombie, Jackson did not fight as the Guards rushed him to his holding cell. Shoving him in and not bothering to remove his handcuffs, they slammed the door closed.

      He was alone, cold, thirsty, hungry, tired, and again completely in the dark. His room was internal to the building, had no window in the door, and they had not bothered to turn the light on.

      Questions burned in his mind like embers in the hand – searing and eating away at him with crippling pain. One burned brighter than the others though. It was not what he would have expected either. Despite what could be happening to his Government and people, Jackson desperately needed to know where Ki was and what Max would do with her next.

      She was the key to this. She had to be. If only Jackson could find out why the Zeneethians were so desperate to get her back, and why they had taken her in the first place. She’d admitted they’d done experiments on her, and he’d seen the marks on her arms. What had they been though? Did it have something to do with her ability to activate the levitation devices?

      Allowing his body to go limp, he flopped onto the cold and hard floor. Shifting his hands up until they rested on his chest, he pried at the cuffs with his fingers. They were sturdy and tight. There would be no breaking into them without a sledgehammer or a saw, neither of which were in this simple cell.

      He was trapped. There would be no escape. Presumably Max would use his influence to lean on the Guards and order an execution. By the morning, Jackson would likely face a firing squad.

      Several days ago, he’d been worried about cropping all the hay before the first autumn rains. Now it was a distant speck in comparison to his current problems. Tonight he would spend his last few hours lying on a freezing, chipped concrete floor while his thoughts rioted in his mind.

      Though he could easily succumb to the obvious and give up, a single thought stopped him.

      They were arrogant. The Zeneethians. They were undisputed, unchallenged, and unhindered. They did what they wanted and answered to no one.

      Which gave Jackson an advantage. War had taught him one simple fact more than any other: arrogance leads to oversight, oversight to mistakes. It is inevitably when you feel at your strongest that you let your guard down. As soon as you treat your enemy as less than yourself – less intelligent, less capable, less desperate – you become a prisoner to your own perspective. Jackson had once been a keen student of military history, and he could easily remember battles and whole wars that had been lost because one General was foolish enough to think he could not lose.

      The Zeneethians were the same. Now all Jackson had to do was use that to his advantage.

      As the day gave way to night, and Jackson continued to lie there on that barren floor, he formulated a plan. It came to him slowly in flashes of insight.

      He was acutely aware, however, that unless he received a miracle, there was no way he would be able to put that plan into action.

      At five minutes to midnight, he got that miracle. There was a knock on the door, and before he could answer, it was pushed open roughly, the metal hinges groaning from the assault.

      In walked the Major. Two guards were at his side, but with one flick of his head, the men walked outside and closed the door behind them.

      Jackson slowly got to his feet, body crunching underneath him from his days of straining and misusing it. With a wary, careful edge to his stare, he straightened up and locked his attention on the Major.

      The man was standing tall, one hand held at his side, the other locked on his hip. “You will be executed tomorrow morning, 8 o'clock. You will not get any last wishes. Traitors do not deserve them.”

      Ignoring his suddenly dry and itchy mouth, Jackson swallowed. This was his miracle, his opportunity. He would not get another. “I admit it, I’m a spy.”

      It was murder to say those words. They felt like barbs sticking into his skin or spikes sliding deep into his flesh. It was self-mutilation on an unfathomable level to pretend he was a traitor of the country he loved so much.

      Right now he did not have any other choice. Strengthening his determination, he let a sharp breath out of his clenched teeth. “But Max is a double agent.”

      The Major's eyes flashed. “I am not accustomed to listening to traitors. Every word you say will be a lie.”

      “Shouldn't you try to interrogate me?” Jackson stood as easily as he could. He wanted to get rid of the ache in his back, the strain across his shoulders, the clicking, tensed feeling to his jaw. He wanted to appear as casual and in control as he could. Weakness would be interpreted as a sign of lying. Jackson needed the Major to buy his story without question.

      “You are no longer my concern. An official decree has come in from the intelligence community, and your sentence has been handed down by them. A firing squad, tomorrow, 8 o'clock in the morning.”

      Before the Major could turn to go, Jackson stepped forward. He watched as the Major's eyes darted to the side, following the move. If Jackson tried anything, the Major would call for the Guards, or, more likely, barrel into him and deal his sentence out then and there.

      “Doesn't that seem strange to you? That a traitor be put to death without any questioning? What about all of the secrets I know? All the secrets I've sold to the enemy. Don't you want to know what they are so you can clean up after my mess?”

      The Major's nostrils flared, his cheeks stiffening as his lips pulled back to reveal his white, clamped teeth. “Archer has already assured me that you have been interrogated.”

      “I assure you, I have not. The man is a double agent. He works for a group... who control our Government from the shadows. Hawkes, their only agenda is to continue instabilities. They trade information with the Tarkans for that end. Major, how many men have you lost? How many boys have laid down their lives for you and your country? Wouldn't you like to know if their efforts were in vain?”

      The Major turned sharply, his boot jerking over the concrete floor and making a high-pitched squeak as it did. He took a violent step towards Jackson. Jackson did not move back.

      His face stiff with rage, the Major shook his head. “I will not listen to your treacherous words, traitor.”

      “Then listen to reason. I've seen the way you look at Archer – you know something's up. Are you really going to let him walk away with a Tarkan spy and a sophisticated, experimental weapon? Don't tell me, you've already made the calls, and you've been assured passionately that you are to do everything this man says. Tell me, Major, has that ever happened to you before? Has your authority ever been undermined by a random intelligence officer you've never heard of, purporting to be on a mission that makes no sense, yet holding authority that goes above and beyond that of a General? You are the head of this unit, and you have jurisdictional oversight over any operations that occur in your area. Who is this man to walk in and undermine that rule? Ask yourself, does any of this make any sense?”

      The Major now stood close enough that Jackson could see the broken capillaries in his cheeks and each hair of his kempt mustache. He could also see the barely contained malevolence and tension straining at the man's features. “I will not take advice from a traitor.”

      “I'm not giving you advice. I'm giving you reason. I'm simply voicing thoughts you have already had. This makes no sense. This man is going above your head. It doesn't matter who's telling you to give him that woman and that gun; it's your choice, this is your jurisdiction. And it will be your responsibility if you make a mistake. Think.”

      Never in his life had Jackson lectured a superior. He had always shown keen and unwavering loyalty. He’d been the model soldier. Now he was trying to be the model traitor.

      “I will not discuss this with you,” the Major began.

      “Really? Because I am ready and willing to tell you everything. I will admit to you all of my plans, all of my contacts. I will even give you the information I have on the Tarkans. Are you actually going to walk away from that simply because Max has told you to? Is that how you win a war?” Jackson finished with a growl.

      The Major lurched forward, grabbing Jackson by the collar and pulling him closer. “You are a scourge upon your country. To think you were ever put in a position of power. People trusted you. Now your name will be spread across the press, your treason publicized. Anyone who ever knew you will know you lived a lie.”

      Jackson controlled himself. It was one of the hardest things he'd ever done. To watch the hatred spilling forth from the Major like blood from a wound made him realize how serious this was. There would be no going back. His actions here would be final.

      Swallowing dramatically, commanding his hands not to shake, Jackson narrowed his eyes. “And you will be labeled as a fool if you let a spy and a powerful, experimental gun walk away without following the proper protocol. Treason is one thing, ineptitude is another. At least they’ll remember me as efficient. They'll remember you as the idiot who let a gun that could change the course of history walk out of his grasp.”

      The Major shook him, the move strong and sharp. “I have followed the correct procedure. I've made the proper phone calls. It's been confirmed that Archer is who he says he is.”

      “And you don't believe them, do you?” Jackson's expression was open to begin with, but crumpled with obvious suspicion. Perhaps he was overacting; he didn't have the smooth, suave ability to manipulate people like Max did. All Jackson had was passion and a desire to do whatever it would take.

      That would be enough. He'd already gotten the Major's attention, stirred up his ire, and sapped his control. He'd planted the seed of doubt. Now he had to feed it enough suspicion to see it grow. “They have been monitoring your communications,” Jackson almost whispered.

      “We spoke on a secure line.”

      “Nothing is secure if you’re dealing with people in positions of power. Do you remember the Falcon Plot from the last war? Do you remember the mutiny of Captain Balcon? Do you remember any of the history of our great military, Major?” Jackson’s eyes were locked open, the skin tight to the point of ripping. “Do you really think it’s impossible to monitor communications in this day and age?”

      “I have no reason to doubt my superiors—”

      “You have every reason to doubt them; their orders make no sense. You want proof that Archer is a double agent, I can give it to you.” Jackson forced himself not to blink. He held the Major’s gaze as if his life depended on it. Likely because it did.

      The Major did not immediately respond. Stepping back, he let his hands drop from Jackson’s collar. That dark, malevolent, dangerous look was still spread over his face, but something new flickered deep in his eyes. Doubt.

      Jackson pounced on it. “You want proof? Then you have to listen closely and do everything I say.”

      Through fortune alone, the Major did not leave the room until Jackson had finished.

      Jackson would need more than fortune for the Major to heed his plan.
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      She was seated on a cot pushed up against a wall. She’d pulled her legs close to her body. Her head rested on her knees, she shook back and forth, the cot bumping into the bricks behind her with a soft and repetitive thump.

      It was over. No, it was worse than over. Soon Max would contact the Zeneethians, if they weren’t already on their way. She would be taken back, and Jackson would be left here to rot.

      Rocking back harder, she tried to regain even a scrap of emotional control. As a priestess, it should have been easy. Yet she could not stem even a single tear.

      The Guards had brought her food and water, but they remained untouched by the door. Though her throat felt swollen and hot from dehydration, she wouldn’t take a single sip. Neither would she lie down to rest.

      As the hours wore on, several Guards came in, and they attempted to make her eat. When it became clear she would not, they cursed her and walked out. The expressions on their young faces were always the same: distilled, bottomless hatred.

      It made her feel far more alone than she could have fathomed. It stirred up the hopelessness until she felt she’d drown under it.

      Though she’d resolved not to sleep, soon she could not help it. Crumpling down on the bed, a wave of deep exhaustion washed through her. Shivering, she tried to swallow but ended up causing a coughing fit loud enough to wake the gods.

      As she closed her eyes, the door opened.

      She tried to pay no attention.

      She heard someone walk in, lean down, pick up the glass of water, and stand by her bed.

      “You need to drink,” Max said.

      Despite her resolve, her eyes snapped open, her back buckling back and slamming into the wall.

      “Hey, it’s okay. I’m not going to let you get hurt.” Max handed her the water. When she didn’t accept it, he reached down, picked up one of her hands lightly, and closed her fingers around it.

      When she tried to throw the water away, he stopped her, fastening his hand around hers until she could not fight back.

      “Go away,” she choked, her throat so damaged she could hardly speak.

      Max’s cheeks paled, and he quickly darted his calculating gaze all over her. “You are weak. You need sustenance immediately. Drink, or I will have the doctors put you on a drip.”

      Reluctantly she took a sip. It produced yet another coughing fit. As she doubled back and forth, spluttering and wheezing, Max looked down at her. His face was cast into shadow, his tall, broad back facing the dim light from behind. Though she could only see his eyes and the line of his bottom lip, it was enough to read his expression.

      He was deeply worried, his concern obvious as he slowly pumped one of his fists.

      Despite outward appearances, perhaps he was not in complete control of this situation. Maybe the Zeneethians were not on their way. Maybe he didn’t have any more tricks up his sleeves.

      “Keep on drinking that. I’ll try to find something with electrolytes in it. The effects of the biomedical field that healed your wound in the mine won’t last forever. We should be out of here before then, but you have to rest.”

      Placing a hand over her mouth as her fit ceased, she squinted up at him. He was talking to her as if they were comrades, as if they were companions stuck in here together.

      “I know it is improperly manufactured, but you have to eat.” Max whirled on his foot, grabbed up the plate by the door, and returned. He did not hand it to her, but instead broke off small pieces and handed them down one-by-one.

      She tried to throw the first few away, but he grabbed her hands when she tried again. “I don’t want to hurt you. Please, just eat.”

      She shook her head, the move causing a sudden wave of nausea to spread through her.

      Sitting down beside her, she watched as he took a pressured, sharp breath. That patina of control that usually masked his features cracked up with frustration as he clutched at the plate harder. “You have no idea what you mean to my people. You are so important.” He kept staring ahead, not facing her, simply focusing on some scratch on the opposite wall. “We need you. You can save so many lives. Please, just eat.”

      She’d never seen him show emotion like that. It felt real. His cheeks crinkled into his eyes. His body drooped as he sat there, his gaze becoming deadened as he continued to stare at the wall.

      “I’m sorry we took you from your people, but we had to.” He finally turned to her. That wash of emotion surged, and his lips quivered as he spoke. “We’re fighting to save our people here.”

      He couldn’t be faking it. Though she’d seen him smoothly step into the role of Archer Reed with little warning, this was different. Her years of training in empathy could not be wrong.

      “Why do you need me?” She coughed into her hand as she spoke.

      Excited at her reply, he stiffened, bringing up the plate and handing her a morsel of food immediately.

      She took it, considered it briefly as she rolled it between her fingers, and silently took a bite.

      She watched his expression ease. A small smile even kinked his lips. Tentatively he handed her the plate, watching her carefully as he did. When she did not throw it on the ground, he breathed a resounding sigh of relief.

      Leaning back, he rested his shoulders and head against the brick wall, brought up a hand, and ran it several times through his cropped black hair.

      Eating slowly, despite her rumbling belly, she watched his every move.

      “I’ll get you more water. I’ll try to find appropriate pain medication. Without my matter scanner, I won’t be able to tell how effective it will be, but we won’t need to rely on it for long. One night and we’re out of here.” Max sat up, turning to her.

      That look was back in his gaze. The reverent one.

      She brought up a scrap of stale bread to her mouth but stopped. “Why do you need me?”

      He forced his lips together and swallowed, his Adam’s apple pressing against the torn and dirty collar of his once-gray shirt. “We just need you safe. We’ll get out of here.”

      “If you want me to finish this, tell me. Why do you want me?”

      “Because you can save my people.” He dipped his head down to her level, and he never blinked once. “We need you.”

      She rested the plate on her lap. “Why?”

      “You don’t need to know—”

      She snatched the plate and tried to toss it against the floor. He caught it, though half the remaining food slipped off onto the bed beside them. Clenching his jaw, his eyes blazed. Not with anger at her, but deep frustration.

      “Tell me, or I’ll kill myself.” She leaned away from him. The words bubbled up from within, horrible but instinctive.

      “We would never let you do that.” He kept a hold of the plate, his knuckles pearl white as he held it in a tight grip.

      “If you take me back to Zeneethia, I’ll find a way. You won’t continue your experiments on me. I’ll find a way.”

      He dropped the plate beside him and grabbed her shoulders. “You don’t know what you’re saying. I realize the experiments might be... uncomfortable. But they are necessary. We need you. You can save lives.”

      “Uncomfortable?” She choked on her words, tears staining her cheeks as she jerked her head away from him.

      “Hey, I’m sorry. But there’s no other way.” Max didn’t let go of her shoulders.

      “Get away from me. Just leave me alone. I won’t go back with you. If you take me up there, I’ll find a way—”

      He stood up, the plate falling from the bed and shattering by his boots. His face was white, the muscles loose, his mouth cracked open. “You can make this hard for yourself,” his words were slow and staccato as he searched her gaze, “but we won’t let you do anything. You’re too valuable to us.”

      “Why?” she screamed. It sent shooting pain through her neck and throat, and she heaved in a gasp, clutching at her mouth.

      He stood back, his gaze still darting over her. “Don’t hurt yourself, please,” he tried.

      “Why?” she screamed again. But she could hardly force her voice out. Bringing her hands down to her neck, she groped at it as she panted through the pain.

      Max sucked in his lips, locking his jaw tight until the line of it cut a shadow against his neck. “Just don’t hurt yourself. Don’t make me knock you out. I will do it. I’ll do anything to keep you safe.”

      Shaking, she pushed herself backward until she was propped against the cold, uneven wall. Holding his gaze, she finally closed her eyes.

      Without another word, he walked out. Minutes later, more food and water were brought to her room. If she didn’t partake in it, she knew he would be back. Next time he would come good on his threat and force the food down her gullet or anesthetize her and feed her through a drip.

      While everything seemed uncertain, there was one thing she could not doubt – his resolve. Max appeared ready to do anything.
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      She awoke the next morning to a knock on the door. During the night, she’d been given a new set of clothes and the chance to get clean. Tugging on the loose-fitting cardigan she’d been given, she rose slowly.

      Though her body had been overcome with lassitude last night, she’d only caught a fitful sleep. Planting her hand on her forehead, pushing up her fringe, she waited for the door to open.

      Expecting to see Max, she was taken aback when the Major walked in, two tall Guards behind him. Standing there, one leg leaning up against her cot, she waited for him to say something... anything. He simply stood there, appraising her with a calculating look.

      “Yes?” she hazarded, bringing her hands up and pulling at the sleeves of her over-large cardigan, fixing it around her as tightly as she could make it.

      “Come with us.” The Major flicked a hand at her, turned sharply on his boot, and marched out.

      A pulse of doubt ignited as she watched him go. Where was Max? What were they going to do with her? And why had the Major taken the time to so thoroughly analyze her before making his move?

      Trying to keep her hands and tattoos tucked out of view, she followed. The two tall Guards who had accompanied the Major immediately took up post either side of her. They were carrying large, sleek machine guns, and unlike the other men she’d seen at this facility, they did not curse her. They didn’t even look her way. Their expressions were neutral and attentive.

      Frowning, her doubt began to grow. Something didn’t seem right here.

      They walked her down the corridor and out into a yard. It was a cold, fog-kissed morning, and she could see the remains of a frost still hunkered under the shadow of the various sheds and buildings. She was thankful they had given her new clothes, even if they hardly fit her – a skirt, a blouse, a cardigan, stockings, and some buckle shoes. They were worn and very old in their style, but she wasn’t about to complain. The leggings were thick and kept her feet thankfully warm.

      Breath chilling to white in the frozen morning, she stared around her, trying to find Max. He was nowhere to be found.

      Her lingering doubt quickly turned to a full-bodied fear as they led her past a wall riddled with bullet holes.

      Were they going to execute her? Had they dismissed Max’s story and dispatched him in the night?

      Clutching a hand to her collar and flattening the fingers onto her cold skin, she tried to keep control of her emotions. If she was going to be executed, surely it was for the best. At least she would finally be free from the Zeneethians.

      Before she could strengthen her resolve, they walked her right past the wall and to a waiting car.

      “Where are you taking me?” she tried as she heard the engine start with a rumble.

      Neither of the Guards answered. The Major had already walked ahead.

      She was not handcuffed, but that all changed when they loaded her into the back of the vehicle. They also pulled another bag over her head. While she was not yanked and pulled around as much as she had been yesterday, these new Guards had a keen, cold efficiency that was somehow far more unsettling.

      She knew better than to ask questions, but as the car revved up and its tires crunched over the gravel, panic filled her.

      It stayed with her, niggling at her gut until their journey was over. In less than half an hour, they came to a stop. Again she was unloaded, someone securing her arm and leading her down from the back of the transport and out over uneven ground. The heels of her worn buckle shoes made a strange, hollow, thumping sound over the terrain, reminding her of wet rope moving over wood.

      She had no idea where she was. The bag over her head completely obscured the view and any smell or other hint her environment could give her.

      As she walked, she began to hear voices. She was brought to a stop just as she recognized one.

      Max.

      Though she hated herself for it, relief and hope rose through her at the sound of his voice.

      “Why the hell does she have that bag over her head again? I’ve told you how important she is to our plans. Her safety is of utmost importance. Remove it immediately,” Max snapped.

      She felt someone tug the bag free. She winced against the sudden sunshine, unable to clamp a hand over her eyes to shade it.

      As she adjusted, she looked around her.

      They were on a wharf. There was a keen salty breeze washing in from the ocean behind. A large ship was docked just behind them, throwing a huge shadow over the group. Seagulls took off and landed over the loading equipment piled up by the ship, sailors working far off down the way, their shouts mixing with the distinct call of the birds.

      She was not used to the ocean. Her monastery had been up in the hills of the Hega Province. Landlocked, she’d only been down to the coast four or five times.

      The chill of the wind against her face was refreshing, and the view of that crystal-like water stretching on towards the cloudless horizon was mesmerizing.

      “Why is she handcuffed?” Max was standing almost ten meters from her, arguing with the Major. A little of Max’s calm authority had worn off. Even to someone less skilled in empathy than her, it would have been obvious that he was stressed.

      “She is handcuffed because she is a dangerous prisoner. I should not need to remind you that she is a Tarkan spy.” The Major had his hands clasped firmly in front of him. He was dressed in a full military uniform, a handgun slotted into a holster at his belt. His demeanor also matched his outfit – warlike, he hardly shifted his mouth as he spoke.

      “I am well aware of that fact,” Max spat, “as you should be aware that your superiors have given you a direct order. Why have you taken her here? You should have handed her over to me already.”

      “We are here, Archer Reed, because we have deemed travel by road too risky. We have received recent reports of Tarkan activity close to our border. We have decided it is safest to move our prisoner by sea. The Tarkan Navy has never been a match for our own.”

      “Sea? Need I remind you, she is not your prisoner. Her security is not your concern. Unless you are seeking a severe reprimand, hand her over at once.”

      “I am doing my duties as they are outlined by law. I do not need to be reminded of them by a pup with a position above his competence. Your so-called prisoner is my concern as long as she is in my jurisdiction. And I have made the decision that it is too risky to transport her by road. She will be shipped—”

      “This is not your call,” Max growled. His anger peaked in that moment, all control seemingly lost as every one of his neck muscles became rigid with tension.

      “This is not up for discussion.” The Major nodded at the two Guards holding Ki. Immediately they began to walk her towards the long, rusted gangplank of the ship. She caught a glance of the name emblazoned across the prow. The Maqueda.

      “Major, think about what you are doing here. This could cost you your career.” Max straightened up, his once-ferocious anger quelling into something far darker.

      “The transport of these prisoners is my own concern.” The Major nodded at another car that was parked off to the side of the group.

      The door opened, and two Guards got out, pulling a man between them.

      Jackson.

      Ki stopped, one foot on the gangplank as she strained her neck towards him. “Jackson?”

      He was too far away for her to read his expression.

      Before she could shout his name again, one of the Guards beside her told her in an impassive voice to be quiet.

      They did not push her up the gangplank though. They all waited there by the side of the dock.

      “What the hell is he still doing alive? We agreed he would be executed this morning.” Max twisted to stare at Jackson.

      That news seemed to clutch and crawl its way up Ki’s spine, and she felt her cheeks pale from the shock of it.

      Jackson was an Ashkan – why would they execute him?

      It was such an innocent question, she realized with a pang. She was dealing with the Zeneethians here – they could do whatever they pleased. Jackson had gotten in their way. He knew about their technology and capabilities, so of course they weren’t going to allow him to live.

      Yet he was still alive, much to the clear surprise of Max.

      Something was going on here.

      Before she could wonder what that thing was, the Guards next to her stepped to the side. She hardly noticed as she fixed her concentration on Jackson.

      “You have continually tried to undermine my authority. I will accept that no longer. This is my jurisdiction, and I will use the authority that has been vested in me by the Ashkan High Command to ensure the security of this State. If we disagree about how your prisoner can be transported, she will not be moved at all.” The Major turned from Max and walked towards the ship.

      “What are you doing?” Max moved to follow him, but several Guards snapped up and moved in front, shouldering their rifles.

      The Major walked casually towards her. She watched in total confusion as he reached for his gun.

      As he passed a pile of crates and equipment ready to be loaded on the ship, several gulls took flight, their calls echoing above the dock as they flew towards the ocean.

      She stepped down from the gangplank, her heart all but stopping.

      She watched the Major lift his gun. With no further warning, he shot her.

      She fell against the gangplank, slipped to the side, and down into the water far below.
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      Jackson hated every moment of it – watching the Major shoot Ki at point-blank range and seeing her fall between the ship and the dock. He heard a splash seconds later.

      With his skin slicked with a cold, drenching sweat, he waited.

      Max snapped.

      He launched himself at the three Guards who had positioned themselves before him. He moved so fast they couldn’t react. Landing a blow to the nearest one with his fist, he twisted, slamming another in the jaw with his elbow as he simultaneously kicked the remaining one in the gut.

      In a flash, he’d dispatched them and grabbed up one of their guns, rolling to the side and bringing it up.

      If Jackson had never seen the Zeneethian Scouts in action before, Max’s display would have been unbelievable.

      Max snapped up from his roll, aiming at the Guards closest to him. Though he clearly tried to shoot them, the gun would not work.

      It had no bullets in it.

      With realization dawning on him, Max’s face paled, slack jaw shifting open.

      “Surround him,” the Major yelled as he ran back from the dock.

      Max took a single step back, letting the gun fall from his grip as it clattered onto the ground by his feet.

      “Don’t get too close,” the Major added with a roar.

      “You are all going to die.” Max could hardly move his mouth. His teeth were clenched with violent emotion, his desperation and hatred powerful and obvious. “You bastards are all going to die for this.”

      Jackson had seen Max acting before. The way the man had so smoothly and seamlessly slipped into the role of Archer Reed, the way he’d tried to goad Jackson into overreacting in the mine shaft – Max was way more than a dumb grunt. Now all that control was gone. He seethed with uncontrollable rage.

      “You have no idea who you are messing with. The Zeneethians will destroy you all for this. None of you will be safe.” Max stood with his arms limp at his sides, his shoulders rounded, but his face and neck rigid. “You will all be wiped from history. Your families will be wiped from history. Every record of you ever existing will be changed. We will even alter the memories of your friends. You have no way to fight us.”

      “Shut up, prisoner.” The Major reached the group, though came no closer than five meters from Max. With a controlled but wary expression, he told his men to keep their distance yet again.

      “They’re going to come for you.” Max took a step forward and nodded at the Major. “You should be worried about more than your career. You’ve just condemned your entire nation.”

      “Don’t listen to him, men,” the Major snapped. “Prepare the transport. Get the tranquilizer dart. You are going to be questioned, prisoner. You will tell us everything you know. There will be no escape.”

      Max did not respond. He ticked his head to the side and shook it slowly. Then he straightened up, some control returning to his features, but not enough to dampen his slackened, palpable shock.

      Seconds later, he was shot in the back of the neck with a dart, then another when it was clear he would not fall. Blinking, eyes bleary, he stumbled to one knee. How he was still conscious, Jackson did not know, but eventually he slumped forward.

      Cautiously several guards moved in and handcuffed him, even wrapping a long leather strap around his arms and torso to ensure there was no way he could break free. Then he was taken to a waiting car.

      Jackson watched him the entire time. When the car rumbled to life and its clean tires crunched over the rough bitumen, he turned to the Major. “You are going to need to keep complete radio silence. The second you send a call saying you’ve taken him into custody, they’ll swoop down.”

      The Major stood erect, his hands behind his back, his broad chest puffed out against his clean-cut uniform. “I will not take orders from you. Though it appears you were right about Archer Reed, you have not yet been absolved of your charges. You will be taken to Avictus Island where you will await trial.”

      Jackson forced himself to calm down before his frustration could peak any higher. “He did exactly what I said he would. Now I’m telling you if you tell anyone where you’re taking—”

      “Enough. Take him onto The Pasquada.” The Major turned and walked away without another word.

      Jackson was taken down to the other end of the port and loaded onto a different ship. When he was aboard, she set sail. At the same time, the Maqueda also left berth. The two ships headed out into the bay then set sail in opposite directions.
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      Aboard the ship, Jackson was not allowed out of his room. His quarters were nothing but a storage compartment. He had to make his bed between wooden crates filled with cans and bottles. Though the bottles were made of a thick, dark glass, he knew better than to break one and try to use it as a weapon against the Guards; there was no way off the ship. Plus, he still needed the Major.

      He had something Jackson wanted.

      He spent most of the voyage staring out of the tiny porthole above his ramshackle bed. It offered a view of the choppy ocean beyond and the clouds fleeting through the sky above.

      It took almost eight days until they sighted land. Though it was a dark night and a vicious storm had whipped up, Jackson saw the slices of white light shifting across the wild waves and over the side of the ship. He pushed himself up from his bed, the tarpaulin he’d been using as a blanket falling at his feet. Running to the window, he jumped up on a crate to get a better view. In the distance, he could see a lighthouse.

      Grabbing onto the rim of the rounded porthole, he craned his neck down and saw flashes of dark, sharp-looking rocks close to the ship.

      They’d finally arrived. Avictus Island... he’d only ever heard of it. An old prison, it had been converted into a military facility by the Government before the last war.

      As forks of lightning flashed down from the raging storm above, he saw snippets of the island lit up. Dark rocks led up to a sharp rock wall. On top sat a daunting, huge building. Castle-like, it had numerous turrets, each mounted with powerful lights that scanned the sky in sweeps.

      It looked like something out of a nightmare.

      Prying himself from the view, Jackson straightened up. Running a hand over his short, stubbly beard, he tried not to be put off by his own smell. If he ever got out of this situation, he’d have a shower. A long one. He’d also throw away his clothes and take the time to shave with a cut-throat razor. He always liked to be clean and neat, but he’d known better than to request shaving equipment from the Guards.

      The ship swayed as it came into port. The waves pounded the hull, the vibrations shifting up through each pillar, strut, and floor, and shaking Jackson as he stood there. Locking his hand onto a crate for stability, he heard footsteps outside of his door.

      Without a word, it was opened, and he was ushered out. With two armed Guards at his tail, he was taken through the ship, onto the prow, down the shaking gangway, and onto solid land.

      The wind and rain lashed him, sending rivulets off his nose and trickling into his mouth. Shaking his head now and then to shift it from his hair, he followed every order he was given.

      With forks of lightning stabbing through the sky and the roar of the ocean behind, he was led up steep steps to the facility beyond. Soldiers in wet-weather gear were spread at even intervals, their expressions and stances dauntless despite the screaming wind and drenching rain.

      As he neared a solid but rusted metal door, it grated open, and he was marched inside.

      When it closed behind him, the sound of the storm turned into a muffled yowling, the thick walls of the building holding it back with ease.

      In silence, he was marched through narrow, musty corridors with unmarked doors, up old, worn steps, and finally to a simple room.

      The door was closed and locked behind him, and again Jackson found himself standing in a small, narrow space. At least this time the floor did not sway beneath him.

      Settling down onto the single chipped wooden chair in the corner, he crossed his arms, hunkered his neck down, and waited.

      The Major would no doubt come to see him soon.

      Then Jackson would have to start making some decisions.
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      She awoke to a blinding headache. Shifting backward, her arms heavy and hard to move, she forced her bleary eyes to open.

      There was an unfamiliar ceiling above her.

      Ki did not know where she was and could not remember how she’d gotten there.

      With panic bursting through her lethargy, she tried to sit up. Staring at the room around her, she noted the pale blue medical curtains, the softly beeping equipment by her side, and the tubes in her arms.

      A half-choked scream twisting through her throat, she clutched at the drip lodged into the back of her hand and tried to yank it free, her fingernails scratching at the medical tape that held it in place.

      The curtains were yanked back, and several men and women raced in. One man pinned her shoulders while someone else yanked her hands down.

      “Calm down,” a woman said from by the curtain, one tensed hand clutched on the fabric. “You’ve been unconscious.”

      Ki shifted back, shoulders digging into the thin mattress supporting her. With a sharp groan, she tried to struggle free.

      She was too weak, and the hands that pinned her down were too numerous.

      “Calm down, or you will be drugged again,” the woman by the curtain snapped.

      Where was she? How had she ended up here?

      As crippling fright ripped through her fatigue, Ki desperately tried to remember what had happened to her.

      The last thing she could recall was being on the dock with the Major and his men... then... then....

      With a breathy scream, Ki tried to clutch at her chest.

      She’d been shot.

      She could not move her hand high enough to check her breast and stomach, but as she struggled, she realized there was no pain. A heavy drugged feeling, yes, but no throbbing agony.

      “What happened to me? Where am I?” She began to lose her fight.

      A dull feeling started to course through her veins. It brought with it a blanket that seemed to cover her body and pin her down. Blinking slowly, she looked up at the figures around her.

      “How did I... get here...?” Her words were groggy, her lips hard to move, her tongue heavy in her mouth.

      “By ship,” the woman answered clearly.

      Ki tried to ask another question, but she could no longer open her eyes, let alone make a noise.

      The last thing she heard was a curt “go and get the Major.”
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      Jackson did not have to wait long before his door was thrust open with no knock and no warning. The walls of this building were made of thick concrete and brick, and they blocked sound almost perfectly. The roar of the storm was nothing but a distant memory, though he knew academically it would still be raging outside.

      Someone flicked a switch, and a light hummed on from above. Shifting his head down so the sudden illumination didn’t irritate his eyes, Jackson squinted at the door.

      In walked the Major. He was no longer in the neat uniform of the Guards – he was wearing standard camouflage fatigues. He still wore the same expression, though – controlled and refined anger.

      “I want to see her.” Jackson stood up, the chair shifting into the wall behind him.

      He hadn’t once asked about Ki since he’d been loaded onto the Pasquada, though thoughts of her had all but consumed him. He’d known none of the Guards would tell him a thing.

      The Major, however, was in charge.

      “I take it the Zeneethians think she’s dead. They haven’t come for her? You haven’t mentioned anything about her in any dispatches?” Jackson stepped forward, wiping his suddenly sweaty hands on his pants with a nervous twitch.

      “For a man who claims to be loyal to his country, you are overly concerned with a Tarkan,” the Major answered coldly.

      “Just tell me, did everything go according to plan? Is she okay?” Jackson shifted forward again, his moves jerky and anxious.

      A single thought threatened to cripple him. What if the Major really had shot Ki back at that port?

      When the Major had come to see Jackson the night before his supposed execution, he’d talked him into acting against Max. The Major had wanted proof that the so-called Archer Reed was a double agent, and Jackson had devised a way to furnish him with that evidence. By pretending to kill Ki, Jackson had wagered that Max would drop his act.

      His wager had paid off. Yet there was always the chance that the Major had actually killed her.

      It was torture waiting to find out.

      “Is she... is she.” Jackson gulped. He knew he should not be showing so much emotion for her. The Major was right; for a man trying to prove his loyalty, Jackson should have no concern for the enemy.

      It could not be helped. His feelings were too strong to control.

      “She was kept in an induced coma for the trip. My medical personnel are trying to rouse her. She will then face a thorough physical examination. I want to know why they want her.”

      Jackson almost grabbed a hand to the back of his chair to steady himself, relief coursing through him.

      At least she was alive.

      “You followed the plan,” Jackson’s voice wavered as he gave a heavy sigh. “I was never really sure if you trusted me.”

      “I don’t trust you,” the Major countered quickly. “But I trust Archer Reed less.”

      “Trust? He’s still alive?”

      “Archer Reed has disappeared. So has the unit that was guarding him. Approximately eight hours after he was taken to a holding cell, we assume he was broken out. Though there are no signs of battle, there are no signs of my men either. Everyone in that building disappeared. Despite how heavily guarded it was, and despite the countermeasures we had in place, he’s gone.”

      Jackson let his hand slip off the back of the chair, not caring as his fingers snagged at the wood, splinters breaking off into the skin. He did not pluck them out – he simply stood and stared. “How did they find him?”

      “I did as you instructed me not to. I contacted the High Command, instructing them of our prisoner and informing them of the death of the Tarkan spy. Approximately 45 minutes later, Archer Reed and everyone else in that Guard Station disappeared.”

      Rocking back on his feet, a cold wave of dread shifted through Jackson. “They’ll come after you. The Zeneethians won’t rest until everyone involved in the situation is wiped out. We’re all loose ends now.”

      The Major looked unmoved. “They already have wiped everyone out. I ensured I made a colleague contact the High Command. He was found dead of a heart attack six days ago. The autopsy revealed previously undetected myocardial disease. Before I left, I ensured that every document relating to this case was redacted to hide my identity.”

      Jackson was chilled to the bone. The Major’s casual description of events was horrifying. It seemed he didn’t care that he’d condemned others. “Max – I mean Archer Reed – will be able to tell his people you were involved. They’ll know you aren’t dead.”

      “On the contrary, I am. I have a body double. He was also found dead of a heart attack almost six days ago. Curious, as the man was fit as a fiddle.”

      Jackson wanted to shift back, but there was nothing behind him but that cold brick wall.

      He’d always trusted his superior officers. He’d always followed orders. Though he recognized that war was a hard, brutal, uncompromising mess, he tried to afford his commanders with the respect they deserved.

      He hated people who equated the military with monsters. In battles, you made hard decisions so others lived, but that did not mean you automatically lost your humanity.

      As Jackson stood there, he realized the Major showed no concern or compassion. Recounting his story with a calm and straight face, it obviously did not affect him.

      “All of this goes a ways to confirming your story.” The Major finally showed a scrap of emotion, but it was intense anger and not well-overdue sorrow. “The Zeneethians....”

      “Listen to me, they’ll try to track us down. If they think—” Jackson began.

      “They believe we are all dead. As you advised, I had a section of that gun removed and destroyed. I have brought the rest of it with us. It is... most interesting,” a deep passion rang through the Major’s words. His gaze blazed with interest as a smile curled his mustache.

      Now he was showing emotion. It did not evidence his humanity, though, simply his lack thereof. The Major’s demeanor was one of undisputed dominance and a lust for power.

      Jackson did not want to believe what he was seeing or hearing; though his loyalty had been questioned in the past several weeks, it was still buried deep in his bones. He’d always served his country. He’d always known how to protect those he cared for.

      With Ki safely tucked up in the hands of his military, he should have been thrilled. With the Zeneethians assuming she was dead, there was no threat she would be kidnapped again. She was right where Jackson had been trying to get her. In this facility, they could find out her secrets in peace.

      So why did his gut feel like it had been tied to an anchor and pushed into the deepest ocean? As he stood there and composed himself in the face of the Major’s actions, he felt nothing but contempt for the man and the whole operation.

      “We will find out her secrets. We will also find out how that gun works.” The Major gave a crooked smile. “We have brought it to this facility, and my best scientists are currently working on it. If you are cleared of your charges, you will be able to help them.”

      Jackson nodded numbly.

      “First, you will need to tell me everything once again. From the beginning, I want to know exactly what happened to you. You no longer need to fear that I won’t believe your story. The events of the past week have proven to me that we are dealing with an unusual enemy. So tell me everything.”

      Jackson ran a hand down his face distractedly, his fingers snagging against his nascent beard. “Of course,” he agreed, his voice dull.

      He was out of the frying pan and into the fire. While his journey through the mineshafts of Paladin Mountain had been treacherous, as he talked with the Major, he began to understand that whatever was happening here was worse. Far worse.
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      Ki rarely woke over the next several days. Wherever she was, they kept her under with drugs, waking her only when they deemed necessary.

      Occasionally she would catch glimpses of her surroundings. The ground was cold, carved stone, worn down and scuffed by footfall. The walls were a mix of rock, concrete, and mottled red brick. Everything looked old and faded, constant sun exposure and general use having drained it of color and life.

      Whenever her blue curtains were pulled back, she could see out into the large room around her. Once or twice, she’d caught sight of a square, stone window ledge. It showed a view of some kind of compound, a fleeting glimpse of a lighthouse beyond, and a thin strip of ocean leading off to the horizon.

      She had no idea where she was. She assumed it was an island. She’d overheard the doctors and nurses talking about something called Avictus. She had no idea whether that was the name of the island, but it seemed to fit.

      She’d given up asking how she’d gotten here. She’d also stopped demanding they tell her what they were doing to her. She had never, however, stopped asking to see Jackson.

      He had to be here.

      If not because reason dictated it, then because her every hope forced her to believe it had to be so. He was her only constant now, her only rock. Though they’d never really gotten along, she would trade this cold building, those clean blue curtains, and the unsympathetic medical staff for him any day.

      When she was not asleep, she was either being questioned or poked and prodded with syringes and machines. The doctors had taken so much of her blood that she had a constant pounding headache and a numb, tingling sensation in her limbs and the tip of her nose.

      She answered what she could. She told them about the Zeneethians, about the Scouts, about the weapons she’d seen. She tried to recount her stay and the experiments that had been performed on her, but the facts she could remember were scant. She could describe what had happened, but she couldn’t tell them why. She’d never understood what the Zeneethian scientists had wanted her for, let alone what their experiments had been designed to do.

      As the days wound on, she started to withdraw, accepting her new fate. She was a prisoner of the Ashkan Military. She would escape only when she died.

      Unless there was a miracle.
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      A full week passed before Jackson gained the Major’s trust enough to be let out of his room. He was not permitted to walk freely through the facility, but it was a start.

      With every passing hour, the Major became more excited about the Zeneethian gun. Jackson had overheard him raving about it, lauding it as the weapon that would finally quash the Tarkans and bring Ashka the victory it had always deserved.

      The mood in the facility was one of subdued shock. The initial surprise of the particle gun and its incredible capabilities was wearing off, but people still walked the halls with pallid, distracted expressions. Even the soldiers were not immune to it.

      They all knew something huge was happening. Technology centuries beyond their own had all but fallen from the sky.

      Jackson pitied them, but his compassion only went so far. The Major was not a man who should enjoy the empathy of others. He did not deserve it.

      In the past several days, something had been confirmed for Jackson. A horrible, wounding fact. The people of this facility, and Major Victor Bradshaw especially, were hell-bent on using this situation for one end: the destruction of Tarka. It was as if the threat of the Zeneethians was once again a myth. Every conversation he overheard was about how this would help them win the next war with ease.

      Were they all blind? Were they stupid? Did they think that the Zeneethians would sit back and let them manufacture stolen weaponry en masse? Had the Major forgotten Max’s threats?

      Though Jackson riled against it, he still understood what was happening here. The Zeneethians were an untested, previously unknown, and unquantified threat. The Tarkans were not. In the mind of every Ashkan, they were the greatest monsters to have ever existed. They were the real enemy, because they were the only enemies his people had ever known.

      Presumably the Major believed that once they annihilated the Tarkans, they could then prepare for whatever threat Zeneethia would bring. In his mind, it was smartest to complete the easiest task first.

      This was all about revenge.

      Jackson fought to keep his feelings and misgivings to himself. As he regained the Major’s trust, he did nothing to jeopardize his situation. Though he desperately wanted to see Ki, he did only what he was told until finally one morning the Major ordered him to help with reverse-engineering the Zeneethian gun.

      It felt alien to shrug into a standard white lab coat and join the other scientists. They were working in a huge stone hall that had been converted into a lab. It had wide steps leading down to it from a higher, mezzanine level and a bank of windows filled one wall. They offered a constant view of the tossing ocean beyond. Avictus Island, it seemed, was assaulted by the weather every day. Constant high winds battled the walls around the compound, and hardly an hour went by without a bank of clouds racing overhead.

      Trying to keep to himself, Jackson set to work. He was handed a task to image the chamber of the gun, though he doubted he’d get far. They could copy every single section, down to the circuits and the screws, but they’d never be able to create another of those guns. They simply did not have the power source.

      The levitation device. That latticed dust that made it run. The same substance Ki could use to float.

      Without it, any gun they made would be useless.

      He did not share this with any of his colleagues. He simply bided his time, observing the lab around him.

      Jackson understood he had to make a decision. An impossibly hard one. Soon he would have to choose between blind loyalty and informed betrayal. He could either go along with the Major and his men, or he could do the right thing.

      Leaving the gun and Ki here would only lead to war, either with the Tarkans or with the Zeneethians as they came to claim their property. Despite the Major’s best attempts to hide away on this island, eventually news of what he was doing here would spread. The second it did, the very moment the Zeneethians heard that Ki was still alive, they would descend.

      There was only one thing to do. It made Jackson sick to his stomach to consider it, but the more he tried to push it away, the more it hounded him.

      He had to break her out of here.

      It was that or death.

      Before his shift in the lab was over, he received orders to meet the Major. As Jackson walked up the dusty, worn steps to the mezzanine level, he was sure to glance behind him one last time. He logged in his memory the exact layout of the place. The number of guards, the position of the exits, the height of the windows, and of course the location of the gun.

      Then he followed the Major like a good, loyal soldier should.
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      Ki tried to close her eyes against the pain. It was unbearable. It pulsed and seared through her whole body.

      “Just stop, please, just stop,” she whimpered.

      No one paid the slightest attention to her pleas.

      “This is incredible,” Doctor Sherk said again.

      She’d begun to learn the names of the various doctors and nurses that attended her. They had never introduced themselves, but she’d picked them up as they’d chatted amongst themselves.

      Ki even knew some of the soldiers that guarded her too.

      It did not matter though; they never listened to her.

      “Is the Major on his way?” Sherk yanked back the blue curtain excitedly, hooking it away, revealing the rest of the room in full.

      “Yes, sir.” One of the soldiers by the door snapped a salute.

      “Excellent. He’ll be thrilled that we’ve finally cracked it.” Sherk stared, wide-eyed at Ki. Though that wasn’t quite accurate – he looked at her arm.

      For the past two days, the doctors had poked and jabbed at the scars the Zeneethians had left. Like children digging in a sandpit, they’d scoured the flesh with various devices, taking samples, even hooking her up to machines.

      She’d tried to block them out, just as she’d once tried to block out the Zeneethians. It was too hard though. At least the Zeneethians had never tried to hurt her – the Ashkans didn’t seem to care.

      “Do we have more magnets?” Sherk danced back on his feet, nervous eyes flicking over the room. He looked like a host getting ready to entertain an important guest. In a way, he was. Ki had come to understand how reverent and loyal every person in this facility was to Major Bradshaw. Or perhaps it was not him that assured their keen diligence – maybe it was the prospect of finding out her secrets and using them against her people. She heard them speaking about how they would use the Zeneethian gun to finally wipe out every Tarkan. It was no act, and it was no lie; every man and woman on this island wanted to finally defeat her people, if not kill them outright.

      “Plenty, we’ve brought them up from the lab,” someone answered as they hefted a box and placed it on the clean white enamel table before her bed.

      “Not too many, one or two will suffice. We do not want to injure her unnecessarily. We have a long road ahead of us finding out what this effect is, and we can’t afford to make any mistakes.” Sherk clasped his hands behind his back and nodded at the magnets.

      “Sir, the Major is here.” The soldier by the door straightened up and snapped to the side.

      In walked the one man Ki feared more than any other. Right now she would kill to be back in the hands of Max. At least he’d never considered her with such a look of cold, barely suppressed hatred. Whatever burned behind the Major’s gaze and fueled his actions, it was horrible and unspeakably bitter. Perhaps he’d lost someone dear to him in the wars. Maybe he’d lost his entire family. Whatever the reason, his attitude went far beyond loathing.

      She turned from him, panting as the pain ripping through her arm began to ebb.

      “What have you got for me?” The Major walked in and took up position several meters from her bed.

      Behind him, someone else walked in, their footfall measured and slow.

      She felt something and turned.

      Jackson. He was standing just inside the door, one hand gripped into a fist, the other tapping erratically at his thigh. His lips were bunched together, his chin dimpled and stiff.

      Emotion swept off him. She had no trouble reading it.

      Concern. Soul-shredding fear at what was going on and what would happen next.

      He made eye contact with her briefly.

      If she could have slowed down that moment, she would have lived the rest of her days in it. For weeks she’d been treated like nothing more than an animal. At that moment he gave her something more.

      Any mistrust she’d ever had for him burned up. In the face of everything that had happened to her since they’d parted ways, she understood how lucky she’d been to come across him. Belligerent, yes, distrustful, of course, but at least he’d tried to treat her like a human.

      “I don’t have long. This better be good.” The Major fixed Sherk with a tired, unforgiving look.

      “Of course. It’ll take seconds to demonstrate.” Sherk grabbed one of the magnets and moved over to her. “As I have already told you, there is nothing unusual about this Tarkan. All the tests we’ve done have come back with expected results. We were ready to give up until we started to pry further into those strange scars over her arms.”

      Pry they had – literally. With scalpels and calipers, they’d run every conceivable test, no matter how invasive.

      “Doctor, please, I don’t need an introduction. I just need some results. Show me what you have.” The Major cleared his throat gruffly.

      Sherk grabbed one of the magnets, took a sharp, readying breath, and let it go.

      The magnet did not fall to the ground and clang against the hard stone. Though it was the size of a large coin, and though Sherk was standing a meter from her side, the magnet hovered for a split second. Then it shot towards her arm.

      As it did, the pain returned. Burning and bursting through her veins, it felt like they’d injected her with lava. Her mind rang with it.

      The magnet did not slam into her. It came to a sudden stop several centimeters from her, suspended in mid-air.

      With an unusual, high-pitched hum, it began to vibrate. Slow at first, it became quicker and quicker.

      Ki screamed, trying to pull back, but her arms were locked in place by tight leather straps. The more she fought against them, the more she banged and bruised herself. “S-s-stop it. Make it stop. Make it stop.”

      No one moved. Everyone stared at the magnet as it shifted so violently it started to glow bright red with heat.

      Then it disintegrated, bright-white dust falling to the floor and singeing the brown stone.

      No one said a word.

      Ki fitted, twisting her head back and forth as she tried to overcome the pain.

      “What... did we just witness?” The Major stepped forward, his usual composure gone, his eyes rimmed with white.

      “That was nothing more than a standard magnet. We found this effect by chance. One of our devices was behaving unusually—” Sherk began.

      “Doctor, what the hell just happened?” the Major snapped, his voice booming through the room.

      “We don’t know. We surmise it has something to do with those scars. To be honest, we simply lack the technical understanding to even begin to comprehend this process. We believe it has something to do with the atomic level—”

      “You don’t know? Then find out. Triple the guards in this room. I’ll bring you whatever scientists you need, whatever resources. Just find out what’s going on.” The Major’s arms dropped from behind him, coming to rest by his sides, the fingers opening and closing loosely. He wore an expression of slack-jawed amazement.

      The agonizing pain began to ebb, and Ki marshaled the energy to turn her head.

      Jackson was not blinking. He had not moved. Yet a single tear was tracking down his slack, white cheeks. Clearing it away quickly and coughing, he took a shaky step towards the Major. “Sir, please remember we must be careful. If you let any word of what’s going on here out, the Zeneethians will find out.”

      The Major ignored him. He simply stared at the singed marks on the stone floor. “Whatever this is,” he pointed to the ground with a shaking hand, “we can use it.”

      Ki closed her eyes. She turned off. She couldn’t listen to this. The Zeneethians had been one thing. The Ashkans were worse. They wanted to use her as a weapon against her own people. She had never been involved in the wars that had divided her planet in two for centuries, yet now it seemed she would decide them.

      If the Zeneethians did not intervene. Jackson was right. As soon as word of what had happened to her got out, they would come for her. This time they would send a whole squadron, perhaps an entire floating city would descend from the sky.

      She was trapped between a rock and a hard place, and her only hope was a man she’d barely grown to trust.

      Wincing one eye open, she sought out Jackson.

      He no longer looked at her. He stared at the ground, his eyes hooded from view.

      His loyalty was strong – she knew that. He’d lost so much to the Tarkans, including his fiancée. He had every reason to ignore her. She simply hoped he would not.

      Drawing on her years of meditation, she tried to quiet her mind and block out the pain shifting up her arm and back. It could do nothing to dampen her despair though. Only a miracle could dispel that.
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      He’d come to his decision. Standing there and staring at her as she’d thrashed in obvious pain, Jackson had made up his mind.

      This was wrong. Even if Ki could help them vanquish the Tarkan threat forever, this was not how it should be done.

      It was as if everyone around him had been turned into sheep. No one was thinking, and no one was questioning. They were just following their orders with no heed to where they would lead them and all of Ashka.

      Well, Jackson had thought it through. Over the past several weeks of his virtual incarceration on Avictus, he’d done nothing but think.

      It was time for action.

      He was in his room. He’d been moved from that tiny cell with that single rickety chair. Now he had a bed and view of the lighthouse outside. He stared at it slicing through the dark night as he loosened his top shirt button. Grabbing at his sleeves, he rolled them up his arms securely.

      He didn’t like what he was about to do, but he had little choice. If he remained here and did nothing, he’d be complicit in the destruction he knew was coming.

      Max’s anger at Ki’s death had not been faked. The Zeneethians would be an inconceivable enemy.

      Taking a step back, he finally turned from the view, his footfall hollow and light.

      He inhaled slowly and deliberately, then opened the door. It grated open, the noise sending tingles of anticipation down his spine.

      He was no longer guarded, but as he walked casually down the corridor, a passing soldier paused to ask where he was headed. He lied and said to the kitchen for a snack.

      When Jackson was past the man, he turned and waited, listening keenly to the soldier’s footsteps echoing through the corridor.

      He had to time this perfectly.

      He reached the stairs. With a sick stomach, he looked down them, appreciating how high they were.

      Waiting for the soldier to make his sweep down the hall and return, Jackson took a step down.

      He deliberately misplaced it, his heel slipping against the worn and smooth stone. His leg jerked out from underneath him, and he fell, his body slamming into the stairs as he rolled down them.

      He tried to keep his descent controlled, kept his arms tucked in, and his head stretched out so his skull wouldn’t bash against the steps. When he reached the bottom, he let out a deliberate and loud cry.

      The soldier came running. “Sir, are you alright?”

      “Damn it,” Jackson spat bitterly, “I think I’ve broken something.”

      Twisting around in faked agony, he waited for the soldier to rush to his side. The kid was young, and with one look at Jackson, wiped his brow and swore. “I’ll get you to sickbay. Hold on, I’ll find help.”

      Jackson lay exactly where he was as he waited. Though he was certainly bruised and would have a hobble for a while, he’d been careful not to break anything.

      They didn’t need to know that though. All they needed to do was take him to sickbay. He’d do the rest from there.

      Soon the soldier returned with another man, and between the two of them, they helped Jackson across the other side of the building and all the way up to sickbay.

      When he arrived at the door, a nurse rushed to his aid, obvious empathy rumpling her brow. Though Jackson had once been treated as a traitor, his story was no longer questioned.

      “Here, take him to a bed. How did this happen?” The nurse ushered the soldiers towards an empty cot.

      “Fell down the stairs.” Jackson coughed heartily, wincing as he did.

      “I saw it. It’s a miracle you didn’t crack your head open,” the young soldier laughed in relief.

      “I guess I’m just tired. I’ve been working on that weapon non-stop. We need to find out its secrets as soon as we can,” Jackson kept an affable, believable tone as he lied.

      The nurse’s smile warmed. “All of Ashka will remember your story, Jackson Walker. What you’ve done for your country will not be forgotten.”

      No, it wouldn’t, and the thought of it sickened him. He had to move on though.

      “Thank you.” He smiled, making it as charming as he could. “But... not to be rude, can you move me over to a different bed?”

      The nurse looked confused. “Sorry?”

      He nodded past her at the closed blue curtains. Ki was behind them. He was barely three meters away. Though two guards stood either side of them, that was all the security there was.

      “I can’t say I like being this close to her. I had to put up with the spy for two days under Paladin Mountain – I think that was long enough.” Jackson gave a harsh chuckle.

      Both the soldiers joined in.

      “Of course, I’ll just prepare another bed and get the doctor.” The nurse moved off.

      “How the hell did you put up with the smell, sir?” the young soldier asked behind him. “Tarkans stink, especially this one.”

      Jackson shrugged his shoulders. “I didn’t.”

      They laughed. It was not remotely funny, but they still chortled at it.

      He’d once done the same. As a soldier, he and his comrades had taken every opportunity to belittle and put down the Tarkans. Every joke insulting them was worth a round of laughs, no matter how lame.

      Now it made him nauseous.

      Running his lips over his teeth, he glanced at the two men guarding Ki. They’d joined in the joke. Now they were standing with kinked smiles, glancing around casually as they loosened their grips on their rifles.

      Jackson turned from them, nonchalantly surveying the rest of the room. Including the two soldiers who had brought him in, there were five guards in total. They were all armed. One even had a grenade tucked in his belt.

      Jackson had been counting on that. The Major had deployed a soldier from the Falcon Regiment to sickbay. In fact he’d ordered that one member of the Regiment be present at all times. They were elite troops, some of the best in the whole Ashkan army.

      The Falcon soldier was standing by the doorway. He hadn’t laughed at Jackson’s joke. He hadn’t shifted his gaze off Ki’s curtains.

      Jackson stood, limping as he did. “Don’t mind me, boys, I can’t stand the smell.” He nodded at Ki’s curtains and proceeded to hobble forward.

      “Hey, let us give you a hand.” The young soldier stepped toward him immediately.

      “I’m counting on it.” Jackson waited until the guy grabbed his elbow. Then he acted. He shoved back into him, slammed his foot onto the cot, and kicked it forward. Yanking his elbow free, he rolled over the cot and dropped to the ground.

      Flipping up, he kicked back into the bed, forcing it into the two surprised soldiers behind him. Rolling to the side, he got up just as the Falcon guard launched towards him.

      Jackson saw the flash of a knife. Doubling back, he pulled the sheet from the cot beside him in a smooth, slick move.

      Jumping to the side as the Falcon guard slashed at him, Jackson whipped the sheet around, fanned it forward, and threw it over the man.

      It was an unconventional move, but it bought him a second. He fell to his knees and lashed out with his foot, collecting the stumbling man behind his knees. He buckled forward just as Jackson rolled back.

      The two soldiers guarding Ki had snapped in behind him.

      “Stop,” they shouted.

      He whirled around, still on his knees, and kicked again at the cot. It slid forward, bumping into them. Launching up, he groped at the small table to his left, swinging it around wildly as the Falcon soldier finally pulled the sheet from his face. It collected the man’s hand, but he suddenly surged forward, slamming into it and forcing Jackson back.

      The other soldiers were all getting to their feet. Jackson could hear them.

      He didn’t have long.

      The Falcon guard screamed in anger, his lips pulling back hard against his teeth. Jackson still held the table, and the guard still pushed it back into him. Stepping to the side, just as he could hear guns being raised behind him, he let go of the table.

      The Falcon guard stumbled forward. Jackson moved in. Dropping down, he groped at the man’s side. Just as he fell past, desperation pulsating through him, he grabbed it.

      The grenade. Jackson snatched it from the man’s belt.

      Rolling, he got to his feet and pulled the pin free.

      “Stop, drop the grenade, get to your knees,” one soldier screamed at him.

      They all had their guns pointed right at his chest, their faces plastered with fear. Even the Falcon guard was back on his feet, gun in one hand, a knife in the other.

      “Really? You want me to drop this?” Jackson half opened his hand, revealing the pin and the grenade. “By all means.” He loosened his grip, the grenade sliding down his hand.

      The soldiers all jolted.

      Jackson tightened his grip, bringing his arms wide as he stood back. Heart full and wild, he kept his gaze locked on the Falcon guard. The man did not move. None of them did.

      Jackson had them hostage here. If he dropped the grenade, they would all die. Shooting him was out of the question.

      He moved to the side, heading for Ki’s curtains. “You all might want to step back. I can be clumsy sometimes.”

      The nurses and doctors in the room pushed themselves up against the walls, all eyes on Jackson.

      He made it to the curtain. Without turning his back on the soldiers, he opened it with his free hand. “Ki,” he called over his shoulder, “Ki?”

      “... Jackson?”

      Relief washed over him as he heard her call his name.

      “Come on, we’ve got to get out of here.” He kept a firm grip on the grenade, holding it high for everyone to see.

      “I’m tied down,” Ki answered.

      He swore. Exhaling through clenched teeth, he tugged her curtains, yanking them off the rails and throwing them to the side. Backing up, he finally banged up against her bed. She moved her arm against him.

      “Alright, if anyone tries anything, we’re all going to hell.” He half opened his hand again. “Everyone, move over to the other wall.” Jackson pointed to the opposite side of the room. When the soldiers moved sluggishly, he let go of the grenade for a second.

      They ran.

      He could see them now. Working quickly, glancing down at her straps only when he had to, Jackson somehow managed to get her free while still holding onto the grenade.

      He could already hear the alarm sounding through the rest of the building. It set his teeth on edge and sent a quick, horrid spike of anticipation through his back and gut.

      There was no going back now.

      He could hear footsteps reverberating down the hall, headed towards them.

      When she was finally free, she pushed herself up, her large eyes quivering. “God, Jackson—”

      “No time,” his voice was tight. “Get up and head towards the window.”

      “What?” She stared at him.

      “Just do it.” He moved around, facing the door as several soldiers pushed their way in, guns at the ready. He held the grenade high. “I’ll blow her up if you come a step closer.”

      They stopped.

      He shifted back, staring at them warily. “Ki, you at the window? Open it.”

      “What—”

      “Just do it. Climb outside.”

      “Jackson, we’re eight stories up.”

      “Ki.” He walked backward, his attention swinging between the soldiers at the door and the ones near the wall.

      He heard the window grate open. Immediately he felt a harsh, frozen wind buffet against him.

      There was always a storm buffeting Avictus Island, and tonight was no different. He could hear the roar of the waves outside, relentlessly smashing against the wall that kept the building safe.

      “Take it slow,” Jackson warned her. “There should be a ledge—”

      “Found it,” she said, her voice muffled by the wild wind.

      Jackson gulped, forcing down the lump that had formed in his throat. He shifted back.

      He banged up against the open window, the pane of glass bumping into him as it was buffeted by the wind.

      It was now or never. With one last look at the Falcon soldier, Jackson climbed backward out of the window with a live grenade held in one hand.

      He struggled to find his footing, boots slipping in the rain. Then a hand grabbed his leg, guiding it down.

      Ki.

      He looked across at her. She was standing on the slim lip of rock that ran around the outside of the building, holding onto a dip into the bricks behind her for dear life. Her cheeks were pale, her already wet hair whipping around her in the gale.

      She was the most welcome sight he’d ever seen.

      But he could not relax yet.

      The lights that usually shone from the various turrets of the building suddenly shifted, searching them out. They shone against the side of the building, darting this way and that as their operators tried to pin Ki and Jackson down.

      “Move. Keep close to the wall. In several meters, it opens out onto a ledge. You can climb up onto a flat section of the roof.” He shifted his back into the wall, pushing into it to gain as much purchase as the wet stone would allow.

      The wind bit into him, tugging at his clothes, roaring in his ears. It was not enough to dampen out the sound of frantic shouts from the sickbay behind them though.

      “Move,” he encouraged again, his voice a gasp.

      Together they made it to the roof. Though Jackson almost slipped several times, he managed to hold on to the grenade.

      Ki scrabbled ahead of him, pulling herself up onto the flat section of stone and leaning out to offer him a hand.

      He grabbed it thankfully.

      The rain pounded against them, coming down in drenching, penetrating sheets. Rivulets splashed over his face and neck, his eyes barely managing to see through the onslaught.

      Wiping at his face, he stared around him. There was only one way onto this section of roof – the way they’d just come. That’s why he’d picked it.

      Jackson had been planning this for weeks. He’d scouted out the whole compound. He’d planned this perfectly.

      Ki stood, wrapping her arms around her thin hospital gown. Staring around her wildly, she began to shake. “We’re trapped. There’s no way down.”

      He shook his head.

      Jackson pushed his hand into his pocket and grabbed the small box he’d stashed there.

      He brought it out slowly, almost reverently, and handed it to her.

      This was a risk, a huge, but unavoidable one. He had no idea if it would work, but it was their only hope.

      She took it from him carefully, her bare hands snow white. “What is it?”

      “The dust from the Zeneethian gun. I removed it from the barrel. No one knew what I was doing. They all thought it was just wear and tear, just muck in the chamber.” He laughed bitterly. “I was in no mood to tell them anything different.”

      Her pale fingers closed tightly around the box. “What am I meant to do with it?” she whispered.

      He choked. “Use it. Make us fly.”

      “Jackson, it’s not enough,” her voice was small and quiet, barely making it over the wind. “It takes a device as big as my palm to lift—”

      “A whole scout cruiser,” he interrupted. “Just try. Try to make it lift us. Please. There’s no other way. Ki, just try.”

      She nodded.

      Carefully she opened the box, shielding it from the wind and rain with one shaking hand.

      A blue glow erupted forth as soon as the lid was pulled back.

      Staring up at him, tears welling in her eyes, she emptied the box into her palm. Then she closed her eyes, and she squeezed her hand shut.

      Nothing happened.

      Jackson heard shouts from below. He doubled his grip on the live grenade, though his heart began to sink.

      Seconds ticked by.

      The lights from the turrets below still searched for them.

      It was over. If they could not float away, they would not escape this island.

      Just as Jackson’s heart gave up, something pushed out of Ki’s closed fingers.

      Light. Moving like water, it glowed like blue fire.

      Jackson pushed close to her. She brought her hand forward, grabbing his.

      They locked fingers.

      She began to float.

      That familiar, intoxicating light feeling filled him.

      It pulled him off his feet.

      Together they began to lift into the air. The wind still roared around them, pushing into their bodies, but it could not pull them down.

      Jackson waited until they were at least twenty meters from the roof, then he dropped the grenade. Bringing both arms up and around her, he flinched as it exploded far below.

      The light of the blast rippled out, but the shockwave could not touch them as they continued to drift up into the clouds.

      They were out of the hornet’s nest, but they were by no means safe. The storm still raged around them.

      What would happen next would be the riskiest part of his plan. They were free, but unless they got lucky, they would either run out of oxygen as they floated into space, or splash into the unrelenting ocean below.

      He was risking everything on his outdated knowledge of trade winds.

      “Ki, we need to get above the clouds,” he shouted into her ear.

      She nodded against him.

      With the wind raging against them and rain lashing in every direction, he waited.

      They continued to float up.

      This would be the hardest thing he’d ever done.

      Or maybe it wouldn’t be. Falling to earth would be easy. Fighting the Zeneethians would not.
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      Once they’d risen above the surging storm, they’d been pulled by the winds. Disoriented, freezing, nothing but sheer will keeping them locked together, they’d drifted an untold distance.

      Ki had lost all track of time. Her mind had all but shut down. If it hadn’t been for Jackson’s stiff fingers sealed over her own, she wouldn’t have had the heat to keep the levitation dust working.

      With both of them practically unconscious, she forced the levitation effect to reverse through nothing more sophisticated than a desperate, hopeless plea.

      It worked.

      They began to drop.

      Plunging back through the clouds, she began to black out. She could hardly keep hold of the dust, let alone Jackson.

      Clouds brushed against her as they picked up speed, fleeting past in her ever-narrowing vision.

      She held on long enough to witness as they burst through the bottom of the cloudbank.

      Yellow.

      Below her, she saw a flash of yellow, dim under a waking dawn, but there nonetheless.

      Land.

      It was all she needed.

      She commanded them to slow. Used her last cogent thought to beg the dust to kindle back to life.

      It did. With a gentle touch, it shepherded them down to the surface far below.

      They were both unconscious long before their bodies landed with soft thuds against the golden sand. There they remained, Ki lying face-down on Jackson’s chest until she woke hours later.

      Pushing up, she stared at the desert, pinning her dry hair behind her ear as a light breeze blew sand over her legs and feet.

      She couldn’t believe it.

      They’d landed safely.

      Shaking, she looked down at Jackson. He was prone, his head flopped to the side, his eyes closed.

      She commanded her hand to settle as she checked his pulse. She choked through a gasp as she realized he was alive.

      “Thank you,” she patted his chest as she shook back and forth, “thank you.”

      “For what?”

      She shifted back, startled.

      He pushed up, groaning heavily, wincing as he wheezed and coughed. “I feel like I’ve fallen through hell.” He crumpled forward.

      “You fell through the sky, does that count?” she croaked.

      He laughed, though it cost him another coughing fit. “Where are we?”

      She pushed back from him.

      Slowly he stared around them. “... The desert.”

      She nodded mutely.

      “But at least we’re alive.” He shifted up, but his arm crunched underneath him, and he fell back down.

      “Are you alright?”

      “Nope. You?”

      She shrugged easily.

      “That good, ha? Well damn, aren’t we a pretty pair.” He chuckled again.

      Feeling warm, she shifted back again, trying to stand. “What do we do now?”

      “Get through the desert. Kind of like a mineshaft, but hotter and drier.” Jackson got to his feet, his knees crunching audibly as he latched a hand on his legs for support.

      Together they stood and walked up the sand dune. When they reached the top, Ki closed her eyes.

      Sand stretched as far as the eye could see. There was nothing but windswept dunes. No water, no buildings, nothing but that golden glow.

      “Right...” Jackson gulped.

      “... There’s no way we can make it through this desert. We don’t even know what direction to go in.”

      “We’ll travel at night. Try to navigate by the stars. If I’m right, we’ve landed in the Farsight Desert. There’s a colony at the northern edge, on the coast. The ancient town of Gora. Some of the buildings are over a thousand years old. It’s a great place to start our journey.”

      “What do you mean?” She turned to him.

      “We need to find out everything we can about the Zeneethians. There are scrolls and libraries in Gora. It’s a start.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “So we’re going to do this together?”

      He looked surprised. “I betrayed my people—” he began.

      “I’m not questioning you, Jackson. I trust you now. But do you really want to do this? We could walk away....”

      “We wouldn’t get far. I know there’s little chance of us succeeding, but we have to try. I don’t know who the Zeneethians are or what they want with you, but I won’t rest until I find out. They float above our homes with the power to destroy us all. They’re more of a threat than we are to each other. The Ashkans and Tarkans could be wiped out in an instant. We have to find out what’s going on.”

      He was right.

      Taking the initiative, she took the first step and headed down the dune.

      He chuckled from behind her. “Keen? We’ve got a long trek ahead of us. Also, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but you’re still wearing a hospital gown, and there’s a mighty big gap in the back.”

      She gasped with indignation, cheeks flushing in a snap.

      Jackson headed past her, boots sinking into the sand with ease. He laughed.

      “How dare you,” she began, “I’ll have you know it is not permitted to look at a priestess when she is... improperly attired. If you had any dignity, you would look away.”

      “Improperly attired? You’re dressed in nothing but a sheet, and you’ve gone and lost your shoes again. This is going to be a long trip.” He stopped below her, a full smile pushing at his cheeks.

      They had already come a long, long way.

      A month ago, they’d been enemies. Now their once-tentative trust had been solidified. Time would tell if it would be enough.

      As the sun beat down from above, Jackson pulled his boots off and gave them to her. Then they made their way forward, bickering as they went.

      
        
        The End of Book One.
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      The sun had burned and dried everything around them. Over centuries it had pushed the desert on, crumbling the ground and seas and forests into nothing but sand.

      Now those undulating dunes were all they could see. They went on forever, stretching out in every direction and lined by the dance of the wind

      They’d been walking for days. Traveling mostly at night, they’d navigated using the stars and Jackson had used his knowledge of this waste-like expanse to find them what little food and water he could.

      She couldn’t go on like this forever though. Ki had been through a lot over the past month, and Jackson had hardly fared better.

      Yet they had no other option – continue on or die.

      For the first day Jackson had frothed with questions. Now they were free of Major Victor Bradshaw and Avictus Island, they could pursue the mysteries of the Zeneethians on their own. All too soon he’d realized that unless they made it through the Farsight Desert however, they would not get the opportunity.

      Stumbling, she tried to force her frozen limbs to cooperate. Temperatures during the day were blistering, but at night the desert was a cold, penetrating shroud she could not break free from.

      Though Jackson had insisted on giving her his shoes, her toes still curled and fought against the numb, tingling sensation that ate away at them.

      She tried to keep animated by promising herself this vast expanse of nothingness could not go on forever. With every step, they had to be getting closer to Gora – the ancient city Jackson had vowed was on the edge of the Farsight Desert. It was going to be their first port of call on their new journey. He’d assured her there was a library in Gora that was just as old as the city itself. It was filled with scrolls, books, and tablets dating back to the founding of the entire province.

      Marching around in a stuffy library, blowing dust off antique tomes, was a world apart from trekking through this expanse. She clutched onto the thought of it, letting it distract her from the probing wind and call of the desert wolf.

      “We’re getting closer,” Jackson whispered.

      It was something he routinely promised every hour or so as he tipped his head back to gaze up at the stars above.

      She nodded mutely, pushing out a hand and resting it on the undulating dune beside her as she clambered down it. Her boots were full of sand, and though she tried to clean them as often as she could, after several steps, they would fill up again.

      “If we’re lucky, we’ll come across one of those old campsites I’ve mentioned before,” Jackson croaked as he spoke, his voice soft and hardly carrying beyond the call of the wind.

      He was not whispering to keep their presence hidden; there was no one to hide from out here. His voice was a quiet murmur because he’d been giving her nearly all the water he’d been able to scrounge.

      She didn’t respond. For the first few hours of their desert trek, they’d argued and bickered as usual, but now fatigue and the never-ending wilds of Farsight had taken their toll.

      “Ki, we’ll make it through this,” he tried again. Giving a raspy cough, he shook his head and patted his throat. “We’re bound to stumble across one of those campsites. During the Fourth War, this area was hotly contested. It’s a wonder we haven’t come across anything yet.”

      They had come across things, but she shuddered at the mere memory of them.

      Bones dotted through the sand, the last tattered scraps of some uniform half-buried under a dune, even chunks of old bomb casings with the remnants of the Ashkan flag still visible.

      Jackson had scrounged what he could. He’d given her his own shirt and pants when he’d found a khaki uniform buffeting around in the wind. Though she’d tried to decline them, the prospect of continuing to swan around in her pale blue hospital gown had been too terrible to ignore. He’d also been fortunate enough to come across several old water canisters and a damaged but still sharp hunting knife.

      Yet the fabled campsites he’d promised had not eventuated.

      “Ki?”

      “Yes, Jackson,” she answered, drawing her arms in and rubbing her stiff fingers over her wrists.

      “We’ve got to keep our spirits up. We’ve traveled a good distance. Gora can’t be far off now.”

      She appreciated what he was trying to do, yet as the cold sank further into her back with every step, she could hardly pay attention to his words, let alone formulate a response.

      This was just the beginning. Whether they made it to Gora or not would likely turn out to be a moot point. The force they were up against was immense. The precious few facts they knew about the Zeneethians became insignificant in the face of what they did not know. Though Jackson had tried to speculate, they could only guess the motivations of that mysterious race.

      What Ki knew, however, was that her knees were locking up from the cold and her burned cheeks and forehead tingled with a dull pain as they adjusted from the scorching heat of the day.

      “This isn’t like you – you aren’t usually this quiet.” Jackson scratched at his throat. Though he’d gotten the chance to shave off his beard on Avictus Island, stubble was now returning. It seemed to bother him, as he plucked and itched at it continually, running one of his large and tanned hands along his beard and down his neck whenever he could. “I usually can’t make you shut up.”

      Despite the chill, one of her eyebrows sliced up. “I will have you know that priestesses often choose to keep their silence. It helps to center the mind.”

      “Ah, there you go,” he chuckled.

      Her other eyebrow twitched up. “Are you mocking me again?”

      “No, I’m trying to draw you into a conversation to keep your mind off the bone-numbing cold. And the only way to do that, apparently, is to take a stab at you.” He laughed again, his cheeks full under that dark ray of stubble.

      She gave a slight harrumph. He took it as yet another opportunity to chuckle at her expense.

      Speeding up, she tried to get past him.

      “Oh no, don’t try that again. Every time you walk off in a huff, you either get kidnapped or cause a cave-in.” He marched to catch up with her, the sound of sand scattering around his every step soft but distinct.

      “Excuse me, but I’m fully capable of looking after myself—” she began. She did not get the chance to finish berating him though. Her over-large boot snagged on something under the sand, and she fell forward.

      Like a flash, he was at her side, hauling her up by the elbow. She caught a close glimpse of his expression as he helped her to her feet. The half-moon above cast its silvery glow down over the barren desert, and it provided just enough illumination to see the flickering humor playing through his eyes.

      Smiling again, he ticked his head to the side. “You were saying?”

      “I tripped.” She pulled her arm free, but the move was not sharp. A month ago she would have yanked back like her life depended on it – because it had. Now she simply pushed his fingers away.

      Jackson shrugged affably, clapped his hands together, rubbed them for warmth, and got to his knees.

      He was close enough to her that his arm brushed past her leg.

      Though her instinct was to track backward quickly, she didn’t move.

      “Well, my lady.” Jackson grunted a little as he tried to pull something from the sand, “let’s see what the trouble is.”

      Crumpling her arms around her as she scrunched her lips in, she waited.

      Jackson had hold of the corner of something, and though he heaved, his shoulders straining against his tight khaki shirt, he couldn’t pull it free from the sand.

      He yanked at it again, then stopped, resting back on his haunches. “Are you just going to stand there, or are you going to give me a hand? You priestesses ever do any manual labor? Or were you holed up in your monastery while the unworthy cleaned your floors and grew your food?”

      She stared at him darkly, a move that was pointless in the poor light, but one she could not help. Getting to her knees, she brought her face close to the mysterious object. “I’ve already told you we had to look after ourselves. I’m very used to manual labor.” She ran her hand over the jutting piece of metal, “now hand me your knife.”

      “You did tell me, and I was teasing, but do you really think I deserve to be stabbed for it?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Jackson, the knife?”

      “Don’t I get a lawyer or a court case or something?” He pulled the knife from his belt and handed her the hilt carefully.

      “No. You are clearly guilty. There’s no point in formalities.” She started to dig away at the sand mounded around the mysterious object.

      “Oh, really? So what are my charges?”

      “You have to wander through the desert with a no-good, dirty Tarkan priestess and keep her safe from a legendary race of sky dwellers.” She didn’t look at him as she spoke. She concentrated on shifting the sand. Perhaps she also wanted to hide her awkward smile.

      Jackson laughed louder, not seeming to care that his voice sounded croaky and broken from dehydration and heat. “I suppose I can put up with that. But you’ve forgotten something. I also have to—”

      He stopped. He snapped forward and grabbed her hand, the force of his fingers locking her wrist in place.

      “Jackson—”

      “Don’t move,” he breathed. “Just… don’t move.”

      Alarm rose through her. Panting, she looked at him. His eyes were rimmed with white, his teeth bared as he stared down at the metal object nervously.

      “What is it?” She could hardly speak. Her hand began to shake, but he tightened his grip, pulling her backward slowly and deliberately until the knife no longer touched the sand.

      “Just… get up very, very slowly. Walk away.” He let go of her hand gradually, his warmth lingering around her wrist.

      “Jackson—”

      “It’s a bomb.”

      She shivered. “Oh my god.”

      “Looks as if it’s never gone off. Move as carefully as you can. Don’t shift any more sand towards it.”

      She didn’t move. “You can’t stay here.”

      He looked up at her. “I have no intention of getting blown up. I didn’t flee Avictus Island just to get done by a 50-year-old bomb. But you are moving first,” he added in a firm, definite voice.

      She didn’t argue. If there was one thing she’d learned about Jackson so far, it was there was no point in challenging him. Whenever he made up his mind, a god would be unable to change it.

      Taking a single breath and holding it tight in her chest, she inched back as carefully as she could.

      “That’s it. Just take it slow,” he encouraged. He was no longer looking at her. His attention was centered on those few fragments of worn metal poking out from the dune.

      She felt the hard sand shift under her knees as she maneuvered back.

      Just as she pushed up onto her feet, a keen, loud cry cut through the silent night.

      A desert wolf.

      The unexpected howl shocked her, and she jolted, sucking in a gasp.

      He raised a hand slowly, fingers stiff. Not looking at her, he offered a quick, “It’s okay.”

      Moving back fast now, she turned and started to climb up the nearest dune. Craning her neck behind her as she scrambled up it, she couldn’t take her eyes off him. “Jackson, get up. I’m far enough away now. Come on.”

      He didn’t shift.

      “Jackson, don’t you dare try to defuse it.” A cold fear spread through her chest, and she ground to a halt. “Jackson?”

      “I couldn’t if I tried, especially in the dark,” he managed after a long pause.

      She closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath.

      It wasn’t over yet though.

      Not daring to blink, despite the wind shear, she stared at him. With movements so small she could barely register them, he backed away. Even in the dim moonlight, she could see how tense his shoulders and neck were.

      Never turning from the partially covered bomb, he backed away up the steep side of the dune just behind him. With his body low to the ground and one hand clutching the knife as the other was spread wide for balance, he didn’t say a word. Nodding at her with a sharp move, he made a clear signal for her to keep moving.

      She made it to the top of the dune. They were now more than twenty meters away from each other.

      “Just stay there, I’ll come around to you.” Jackson let out a deep, resounding sigh, even doubling over and planting his hands on his knees.

      She opened her mouth to respond.

      There was a scampering behind her – the scrabbling sound of something moving fast over sand.

      Then there was a growl. Distinct and grating, it cut through the air around her.

      “Ki,” Jackson screamed.

      He’d promised her the desert wolves would not attack them. The first time she’d heard one of their keening cries, he’d assured her they never hunted anything larger than an Ashkan mole-rat.

      He was wrong.

      The wolf launched itself at Ki. She heard the sound of it shifting forward just as Jackson screamed her name in abject desperation.

      Its paws locked into her back, the impossibly sharp claws slashing into her skin. It pushed into her, and she tumbled forward, back down the dune she’d just climbed.

      The wolf was thrown off and jumped deftly onto the sand, scrabbling down towards her.

      She tumbled all the way back to the dip between the dunes. Ki continued to roll until she slammed up against something sharp.

      The bomb.

      She lay there, winded, eyes drawing wide with undiluted panic as she waited for the wolf to pounce.

      It didn’t.

      She could hear it growling and the sound of it pacing back and forth over the steep dune.

      She could hardly breathe as she continued to wait. Either the bomb below her would explode, or the wolf would make its final pounce.

      Neither happened.

      “J-Jackson? Wh-wh-what’s it doing?”

      “It’s just pacing. It’s halfway down the dune. It’s not getting any closer. But, Ki, don’t move.”

      She went to nod, then realized how suicidal that would be. So she just lay there, her senses hyper-aware as she listened to the wolf.

      The exposed metal from the bomb dug into her right shoulder. It didn’t feel like it had cut the skin, but it was shoved deep into her flesh, causing just as much agony. She didn’t dare shift one millimeter against it, let alone pull herself up.

      Any sudden movement could trigger the bomb to detonate.

      As a child, she’d grown up in a town that had been heavily shelled in the Fifth War. Once when she’d gone walking in the birch forest outside her grandmother’s home, she’d come across a bomb. Intact, it had been covered in dirt, weeds, and vines.

      She’d been a curious child. Too curious. She’d poked and prodded at it with no understanding of the risks.

      She’d also been lucky. Only when she had decided to leave had the thing detonated. At least ten meters away and behind a thick-trunked oak, she’d been shielded from the blast. Ringing ears and a few scrapes and bruises later, she’d had the fortune of returning home. Yet she’d never forgotten that day.

      The power of that blast had been horrendous.

      She was now lying against a similar device.

      With sweat covering her brow as she panted in fright, she stared up at the half-moon above.

      “Don’t try to speak, don’t try to move. The wolf… it’s still not attacking. It’s just… what the hell is it doing?” Jackson sounded desperate. His words were quick and slurred, the croak gone from his voice.

      “Jackson?”

      “Don’t speak. Look, I’ll try to draw it away. Stay where you are.”

      She wanted to joke that she didn’t have anywhere else to go. She didn’t though. She lay there, pain snaking through her back and into her arms and legs. She wanted to turn to track what was going on, but she couldn’t.

      It was torture.

      She knew she should draw on her years of emotional training to calm herself, but it was hard. All she wanted was to turn to see how he was.

      There was a scrabbling sound. It was either the wolf or Jackson, she couldn’t tell.

      Her panting increased as her heart felt like it beat as fast as a humming bird’s wings.

      Jackson grunted. The wolf growled. There was yet more scratching and the tumbling of sand.

      She would have given anything to know what was going on.

      Jackson gave a sudden cry.

      “Jackson? Jackson?”

      He wouldn’t answer.

      She knew if she moved, she could set off the bomb. She didn’t care. She had to check on him.

      Pushing her hands into the sand around her, she moved to get up.

      “No, no, no, you can’t move.” Jackson tumbled down the sand dune and came to a sudden but controlled rest next to her.

      She spluttered through a relieved sigh. “Oh my god, you’re alive.”

      “You sound relieved,” he joked. He did that a lot these days. It seemed to come easier to him the longer they spent in each other’s company.

      Now was not the time for levity though, and she did not join in.

      Yet she could appreciate the sentiment.

      “Any more of that and I might start to think you like me,” he chuckled.

      She could not, however, appreciate that sentiment. It made her shift suddenly and uncomfortably.

      “Whoa… d-don’t—” Jackson began.

      Something began to whir. She could hear it from underneath her. It moved up through her body, vibrating over the pain that locked her shoulder.

      “It’s starting up.” Jackson shook as he spoke.

      “Move back. Get out of here.” She went to push him away.

      He caught her hand and grabbed her forward. She gasped at the shock of being pulled off the bomb.

      “Move.” He pushed into her, shoving her up the dune.

      They made it to the top before it exploded. It flung them both forward, a cascade of sand slamming into their backs as they were dashed into the dune. Jackson locked his arm over her back, moving forward until he covered her head with his chest.

      Her face was almost buried in the bank, and she sucked in sand with every breath, but Jackson did not move back until the blast had settled.

      Her ears felt like they would burst. Her body tingled all over, and it seemed like sand lined her throat and nose. Coughing and spluttering, they both got to their knees. Pushing the back of her hand over her mouth, she virtually retched.

      Jackson swore loudly, or at least she assumed he did. The ringing in her ears was still deafening, but she watched his lips move sharply.

      Getting to his knees shakily, he took several steps forward until he could stare back down into the dip. It was now a crater with swathes of dark blast marks up the sides.

      Still coughing, she rose to meet him. “God…” she mumbled.

      Chunks of metal were scattered through the crater, and they smoldered softly, wisps of trailing smoke visible despite the night. Here and there, flickers of dying embers and super-heated metal caught her eye. Soon the frozen desert would extinguish them, but for now, they showed just how violent the explosion had been.

      Through the buzzing in her ears, she heard a dull murmur. She turned to see Jackson speaking. Tapping her ears, she shook her head.

      He appeared to understand instantly. Placing a hand flat on his chest, he indicated he would go down to the crater but she should stay where she was.

      Not capable of bickering, considering she could hardly hear him, she stood on the verge of that dune, staring down. She watched as he took heavy, careful steps into the crater, his arms spread wide for balance.

      They’d been fortunate to find some old army boots dotted amongst the sand, even though they were not a pair. If Jackson hadn’t been wearing them now, his toes and feet would have blistered from the heat. Though the sand would cool quickly, it would still be ferociously warm from the explosion.

      After a tense minute or so, he finally waved her down with a large, expressive sweep of his arm.

      Her hearing was starting to return in fits and bursts, though a constant, tinnitus-like drone was still present. It was enough to pick up the distant call of a wolf.

      Her back arched with the sudden memory of it. The explosion had chased it from her mind, but now she could recall it pouncing into her back and pushing her down the dune.

      Clutching at her side, trying to lever her arm up until she could push her fingers into the back of her shoulder, she searched for the cuts she knew would be there. Her whole back throbbed from where she’d fallen on the bomb, and the rest of her body tingled from the still-raw memory of the blast, yet as she pried, she could feel the rips in her shirt. Bringing her hand around, she saw her fingers wet with blood.

      Though she could not tell, she doubted her injuries were too severe – a couple of deep cuts, an aching shoulder, and some momentary deafness. All things considered, she was extremely lucky.

      “Ki, Ki, you okay?” Jackson reached a hand out to her, latching it onto her elbow tenderly as he stared down at her face, shifting his head so he could see her from every angle.

      She nodded, making a face as she brought a hand up to her ear to boost her compromised hearing.

      “Good.” He let his hand linger against her elbow then finally removed it as he turned to face the blast site before them.

      Peering over his shoulder, she was amazed by just how much damage the old bomb had caused. Shivering, it made her wonder what would have happened to her if she hadn’t gotten away from it soon enough.

      “Jackson,” she mumbled, ticking her head to the side as she tried to hear herself speak.

      He turned back to her for a brief moment, offering an encouraging nod before he twisted to face the impact site. She saw the briefest flicker of confusion crumple his brow and nose.

      Shifting to the side, she stepped around him just as he got to his knees. “There’s something here.” He began to push at the sand with his boots.

      Joining him, she felt her once-hot cheeks pale.

      There was a hole.

      The explosion had leveled the sand all around and had exposed a dark dip less than half a meter from where the bomb had been lodged.

      It could have been nothing more than a trick of the moonlight, a shadow caused by a hollow recess, but as Jackson pushed at it, Ki watched his boot disappear out of sight.

      “There’s a hole.” He nodded sharply as he yanked his foot back and clambered onto his belly for a closer look.

      “What is it?” She shuffled down alongside him. Now she was down low, she could see how deep the hole went.

      “That may just be one of our fabled campsites.” Jackson grunted as he kicked at it.

      “Is that safe? What if we fall in?”

      “It should be fine. Now give me a hand, if you can.” He shifted around and began to dig at the sand, heaping it behind him.

      Ki followed his lead, trying to ignore the pain in her back. It quickly became too much though, and she was forced to sit up on her knees, arching her shoulders as she closed her eyes in a tight groan.

      “Damn, I forgot, how’s your back?” Jackson scrambled around her, still on his haunches, sand scattering over his pants and boots.

      She felt him lightly touch her right shoulder, and she flinched forward, even though she’d been expecting it. “Is it… okay? It doesn’t feel… too bad.”

      Jackson sucked in air through his teeth. “I don’t think they need stitches, but we’re going to have to keep an eye on them.”

      She nodded.

      “That was a lucky escape. But if our luck holds further, we might just be able to find something down there to help us.” Jackson moved around and settled back to digging at the hole.

      Before too long, they’d managed to uncover enough sand so they could see straight through. There was some kind of cavern or building beyond. Despite the dim moonlight from above, she could still see far enough into it to confirm the size of the space.

      “Well, how about that? My guess is this is an old building or base that’s been covered by the dunes over the past fifty years or so. Could even be older. Makes sense. The bomb would have been aimed at it.”

      Sucking at her lips, she tried to peer further into the hole, pushing forward to get a better view. Before she could poke her head inside, she felt Jackson place a hand firmly on her shoulder.

      “We shouldn’t explore it until daylight. If we should head in there at all, that is. Granted the building has obviously stood underneath all of this sand for years, but the explosion may have undermined its structural integrity.” Jackson did not pull his hand from her arm until she’d turned to him.

      “It’s still an hour or two until dawn, do you really want to waste that time hanging around here?” she challenged as she crumpled her shoulders, trying to shift the throbbing pain that still drew through them.

      Jackson watched her as she did, his lips pressing thin. “Actually,” he wiped at his mouth, letting his fingers latch onto his chin, “I’m kind of hoping there’s some alcohol in there.”

      Her previously concerned expression flattened. “Sorry?”

      He chuckled. “It’s always worth it just to see your expression. But no, madam priestess, I’m not hoping to get you drunk. I want something to disinfect your wounds. This desert might offer a dry heat, but cuts like that could still fester. Plus, I really wouldn’t mind getting you a drink one of these days,” he added through a boyish grin.

      She chose to ignore him, yet there was something she could not ignore. In a flash, she remembered how that wolf had pushed her down into the crater, yet had not followed.

      Dropping her gaze until she stared at her knees, she shook her head lightly. “I don’t understand. I thought you promised that those desert wolves don’t attack anything larger than a mole rat?”

      The boyish grin froze and quickly melted into regret. Shrugging, he tracked a hand down his face, sand falling from his fingernails as he did. “They aren’t meant to. Hell, nothing about this makes sense.”

      “Why didn’t it… finish me off?” Scattered goosebumps lifted up over her arms as a chill caught her.

      “I… I don’t know. You fell down. Then it just stayed there, pacing back and forth about halfway up the dune. It was as if it was too scared to come down.”

      “Do you think it was scared of the bomb?” she hazarded.

      Jackson snorted lightly. “I don’t really think it knows what a bomb is.”

      “What’s your explanation then?” she countered quickly.

      “I don’t have one….”

      They dwindled into silence.

      Eventually they gave up trying to make sense of the wolf’s behavior and settled down to wait for dawn. Jackson insisted on giving her his shirt, even though she turned a vibrant pink as she watched him taking it off. More than once he took the time to laugh at her. Then they hunkered down into the cold sand.

      Hugging her arms around her middle, she closed her eyes tightly. Her back still ached with a penetrating throb, but at least she was alive.

      As she heard Jackson’s soft breathing from her side, she smiled. She could be thankful for another thing, too: at least she was not alone.

      The man she had once hated was still at her side, and in the comfort of the dark night, she could admit she wouldn’t want anyone else.
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      Things were heating up, finally. It had been two chilly hours he’d spent huddled up beside her. His arms were locked hard from the cold, his fingers too stiff to move. Yet as the sun had started to lift above the dunes, sending a dim glow along the horizon, he’d felt the warmth return.

      It would take barely an hour for the temperature to double. Within two, the sun would be high enough that its penetrating rays would be back to burning his skin.

      Jackson had always hated the desert. The few times he’d had to venture into it for training, he’d vowed never to return. At least in the wilderness, there was water. Even in the frozen wastelands of the south, there was snow. Here you had to scrounge for every drop you could find. If it hadn’t been for lady luck and his survival training, they would never have made it through a single day.

      Ki, as always, was being stoic about her pain. He knew the gashes along her back would ache like hell. She’d probably done herself some damage falling on the bomb too. Yet she never said anything. She simply pressed her lips together into a thin line and got on with it.

      Forcing his stiff knees to stand, he grumbled at the pain that shot through them. His body was an odd mix of numb and aching. Given an hour or two, the numbness would be gone and the burning, horrible heat would be back. Or perhaps it wouldn’t be. If he could satisfy himself that the underground building was stable enough, they could spend the worst of the day in there, safely tucked away from the brunt of the sun and heat.

      Not wanting to disturb Ki, he moved around her quietly. She was still sleeping, her arms crossed in front of her chest as her head rested into the dune behind her.

      She looked very peaceful, a marvel considering what she’d been through over the past month. Somehow she’d managed to live through cave-ins, sinister majors, even kidnap attempts from futuristic soldiers. Yet as she lay there, she looked… normal. Like an ordinary woman. Not Tarkan, not a priestess, not a prize the Zeneethians were after. Just Ki.

      When he’d first met her, the fact she was Tarkan was one he could not get over. It had informed his every move, his every attitude. Now he hardly thought about it.

      She blinked one eye open and glanced at him. “Why are you watching me, Jackson?”

      Startled, he spluttered, patting at his hair as a quick embarrassment warmed his cheeks. “I thought you were asleep.”

      “I was meditating. But you haven’t answered the question, why were you staring at me?”

      Unusually awkward, he shuffled backward a few steps and shrugged. “I was just checking that you were alright,” he lied.

      She didn’t challenge him further. Instead she got to her knees, stretching as she did. Halfway through extending her arms, she winced and let them drop immediately. “Ow, I kind of forgot about that.”

      “I haven’t.” He shifted his jaw from side to side uncomfortably. Clearing his throat, he nodded down at the uncovered entrance below him. “Ready to do some adventuring? If it looks safe enough down there, we can spend the day sleeping and head out again tonight.”

      She stood up, brushing down on her pants and shirt neatly. They were way too large for her. They had been his, after all. Yet the way she swiped the sand off and straightened them was with the same dignity she had worn her flowing priestess robes. It brought a warm smile to his lips.

      “Right… I kind of hope there aren’t too many surprises down there,” she conceded through a light cough.

      “Oh, I’m sure there won’t be more than a couple of dead bodies.” He faked a grim look.

      “Jackson, I’m serious. How do we know there aren’t any more bombs down there?”

      “We don’t, that’s why we’re going to have a look. You ready?” He held a hand out to her.

      She took it. She actually took it. Weeks ago, she would have batted it away or taken the time to roll her eyes. Today she apparently had no problem with sliding her small, warm palm alongside his.

      Trying not to drop it from shock, he forced a swallow and got down to his knees.

      The hole was just large enough for him to slip through. Despite the fact the sun had not yet poked above the dunes around them, there was still enough light to see several meters into the entrance. Peering through it, he saw a large, high-ceilinged building waiting for them. How large it was, he had no idea, but he was game enough to find out. “Okay, we’ll have to take this one at a time… and maybe I should go first. Just to check that it’s safe.”

      “Maybe I should,” she insisted as she dropped his hand and fidgeted forward first. “I am the smallest and lightest.”

      Before he could stop her, she’d already scuttled in on her hands and knees, her smooth hair falling over her back and shoulders. Though she had not had the chance to wash or brush it in days, her loose, long black hair hardly seemed to need it. It always sat perfectly straight and glistened under the full sun as if it were hiding diamonds behind each strand.

      “Ki, be careful,” he snapped as he shifted inside to follow her. His hands sank deep into the sand, but thankfully it supported him. It was a risk entering this submersed building; bits of it could collapse without warning, and the sand could shift dramatically if they disturbed it enough. Yet it held.

      There was a steep incline leading down to what looked like the floor about a meter or two below. It was hard to tell though, as sand covered everything. It even fell from the ceiling sporadically. As Jackson reached the bottom and stood alongside Ki, he stared up silently.

      “It’s incredible,” she whispered.

      Though her voice was as quiet as a breath, he still jolted at it. In these silent and enclosed quarters, it felt like a shout. For the first time in days, they were out of the wind, and that mere fact seemed to amplify every other sound a hundredfold.

      Turning on his foot, grit crunching under the worn tread, he marveled at the room. It was larger than he would have imagined, and as he craned his neck behind him, he guessed he could see the opening into several other rooms.

      “I wish we had a light,” she whispered again, even bringing a hand up to her mouth to muffle the sound.

      He nodded, chest tight for some reason.

      There would be nothing down here, nothing dangerous, at least. Unless they came across an old trove of gunpowder or shells. Yet as he stared out at the sand-covered floor, far into the shadows that encased the other side of the room, his body tingled with cold expectation.

      “Jackson—”

      He put a hand up, quick and silent.

      She stopped speaking immediately.

      Pressing a finger into his lips, he indicated with a short nod that he was going to check out the rest of the building.

      With her face compressing with worry, she let him go.

      He couldn’t explain why his body suddenly pumped with adrenaline, nor could he rationalize the deep misgivings those dark shadows gave him, but he still pushed forward. With his boots crunching over the floor, he kept quiet and low. As he traveled into the dark, his eyes started to adjust, but there was only so much they could do. The further he made it from the light filtering in through the thin doorway above, the less he would have to see by.

      Unless he found a lamp.

      Still, he was determined to explore every nook and cranny of this buried building before he let them sleep here. He did not want to wake up in the night to… to what? Wasn’t he over-reacting?

      Trying to force his body to succumb to rationality, he made it to the far side. Groping in the near-dark, he finally scraped his knuckles over the wall. Pushing into it, he used it to guide him into one of those dark doorways.

      He took a short and sharp breath. Clutching around in the dark was always dangerous, doubly so when your surroundings were new to you, triply so when you had wandered into an abandoned army camp.

      He had no choice. Resolving himself to that fact, he took a single step into the room before him.

      Then he saw the flicker of flame from behind.

      He whirled on his foot.

      Ki was walking over to him, an oil lamp held high in her left hand, a sheepish smile on her face. “Look what I found.”

      He wasn’t ashamed to let out a tight breath of relief.

      “It was just sitting on a desk by the doorway. It took some digging to pull it out of the sand, but fortunately there still seems to be enough oil for a couple of minutes of light. There were even matches.” She brought up a box with her other hand and shook it, her smile widening.

      “I suppose you don’t need me then.” He laughed. “You’re resourceful enough to check for a light. Me, my plan was to wander around in the dark until I tripped and broke a tooth.”

      She shrugged, clearly agreeing with him. “Don’t worry, Jackson, you have your uses.”

      “How kind, priestess.” He reached forward and took the oil lamp.

      It cast a warm and welcome glow around them. Though its illumination could not spread beyond a meter or so, it was enough to see by.

      Steeling himself, he turned and finally walked through the door behind him.

      Ki was close to his side. He could feel her shirt brushing against his bare arm, hear her quiet and controlled breath.

      Though he was glad for her company and especially thankful for the light, that nervous kick was back to his stomach. He simply could not shake the feeling that something was waiting for them inside.

      As they walked through the doorway, the oil lamp lit up the floor before him. There was still sand in here, though far less. Obviously it had not penetrated this far, which was a good sign. It meant that the roof was still intact and there were no windows for the dunes to push through.

      His footfall loud against the stone floor, he kept his wits about him. It was almost as if he expected something to jump from the shadows. If not a Zeneethian scout, then a wolf.

      Nothing did. As they traveled further into the room, the gently swinging light of the oil lamp illuminated nothing but an old desk, a half-broken captain’s chair, a cupboard, and a bed.

      His chest practically caved in as relief surged through him. Then it stuck.

      There was a thick gray wool blanket on the bed, and there was something underneath it.

      Ki walked over before he could. Then she recoiled in a snap, twisting her head to the side as she covered her mouth with her hand.

      He pushed past her, bringing the light right over the bed.

      There were two skeletons. One male and one female, if Jackson was any judge. They were huddled together, arms interlocking, her head rested on his jaw.

      “Oh god.” Ki walked further away, pressing the back of her hand hard into her mouth.

      Jackson did not speak – there was nothing to say. Catching his nerve and holding onto it tight, he peered down at the two skeletons.

      Something caught his eye. Reaching down, trying to stop his hand from shaking, he pushed the blanket back lightly.

      The woman was wearing some kind of necklace, the thin silver chain dangling over her breastbone and hanging into her ribcage.

      “What are you doing?” Ki asked, her hand still locked over her mouth.

      He didn’t answer until he’d pulled the necklace free. As he did, the chain snagged against one of her bones, and without warning, the skeleton collapsed.

      Ki screamed and jolted back.

      Jackson shuddered but kept control over his nerves enough not to make a sound.

      “Oh god.” She wiped at her face and shifted back towards the door.

      “It’s okay,” he lied. “They’re just dead bodies.” He brought the necklace up and stared at it. It was impossibly smooth.

      It reminded him of something, but he couldn’t think what. Tearing his gaze from it, he glanced past the gently twirling pendant towards Ki. She looked ready to throw up. “I would have thought a priestess would be comfortable with death?” He wasn’t trying to goad her, just calm her down.

      She shook her head sharply. “We are. We are not, however, comfortable with disturbing a grave.”

      He shivered at her observation. He hadn’t thought about it like that. Glancing one last time at the bed, he ushered her towards the door.

      “What do you have in your hand?” She did not speak to him until they were back in the main room and close to the sunlight filtering through the hole above. She turned and shifted until her shoulders and neck were lit up by it.

      “Just a necklace.” He wanted to add that it would be useful once they made it to Gora. It looked valuable, and they could sell it in one of the hawking markets. They did not, after all, have any money. Even the clothes off their back would be unworthy of sale.

      He didn’t though. Somehow he doubted she would approve.

      “We still need to explore the rest of this place,” he added after a long, silent pause. “I think it’s a good idea to stay here today. It will protect us from the brunt of the heat. We can head off again just before sunset.”

      She didn’t look thrilled by his words, but she didn’t challenge him. She simply stood there in the doorway, letting that slim slither of light warm her back.

      “How about you wait here,” he suggested as he walked backward from her, still holding the lamp high. It swung gently on its metal handle, the light it cast sweeping over the floor and up the wall in waves.

      She offered him a nod.

      Determined to get this over with quickly, he navigated the rest of the sunken building. Thankfully he found no more bodies. He did find supplies though. Not just a bottle of ancient sherry for Ki’s back, but a gun, a knife, clothes, a canvas bag, a compass, even several water canisters. In spite of the skeletons, this buried building was a windfall.

      By the time he’d convinced Ki to settle down to get some rest, an hour or two had passed. Though his belly rumbled with a near-ferocious hunger, he ignored it and took a swig at the sherry as he pushed himself into a mound of sand. It wasn’t water, but it would do. Nearly every drop he’d found, he’d given to Ki. She needed it more than he did.

      Still holding the corked sherry in one hand, he crossed his arms and closed his eyes. His mind was still in the back of the building with those two skeletons nestled in that bed. How had they died, and just who were they?

      With those morbid thoughts, he eventually drifted off.

      He did not sleep through until dusk. Something woke him early. It was not an enterprising scorpion climbing over his legs or the shake of the embattled roof above. It was the click of a gun’s safety being slowly turned off.

      His eyes snapped open.

      His years as a soldier could never be forgotten; they were buried deep in his subconscious, and that sound had ignited them like a flame to petrol.

      There was a man standing just above him. Dressed in swathes of white fabric and a white scarf wrapped around his head, he held a gun to Jackson’s head.

      Just past him, Jackson could see two more men, both standing around Ki.

      He didn’t move. He simply stared up at the gun that had been thrust in his face.

      Sharing that sharp silence, the man let his quick gaze dart over Jackson. “Who are you?” he asked eventually. He had a deep, rich, baritone of a voice. It matched his sharp blue eyes and the olive-brown of his skin.

      “We’re lost.” Jackson spoke as carefully and as non-threateningly as he could. Very slowly, he brought his hands forward and up, the fingers wide but slack.

      His words woke Ki. With one of those snuffles he’d come to love, she wiped at her eyes. Halfway through, she stopped. Bucking her legs up, she shifted back as she saw the men.

      “Don’t move,” both snapped. They had handguns drawn and long swords at their sides.

      “You have disturbed a tomb,” the man before Jackson mumbled in a low voice. “You are not lost, you are robbers.” He nodded down at the necklace by Jackson’s foot.

      Pallid, Jackson kept his hands held out. “We came in here to get out of the sun. We found this place only after an old bomb exploded. We were just looking for a place to wait out the day. We’re trying to get to Gora.”

      “A couple traveling through the great Farsight Desert with no supplies, heading all the way to Gora. Do you expect me to believe this?”

      “Look… we aren’t what we seem. We’re lost. We had an accident… our… ship was sunk at sea. We were washed up on the southwest side of the desert, where there are no settlements. Our only option was to head inland and try to make it across Farsight to Gora. We don’t have any supplies because nothing came ashore. We’ve survived only from what we’ve been able to scrounge from the desert.”

      The man looked down at Jackson with a dispassionate but calculating look. “This does not change the fact you have robbed from this grave.”

      “We didn’t know this was a tomb. We found a bomb outside and accidentally disturbed it. When it exploded, it revealed the entrance. We were just looking for a place out of the sun. And… yeah, I found the skeletons.” Jackson carefully looked down at the pendant by his side. He’d fallen asleep with it in his hand, and it must have fallen out. Something about it had really caught his attention.

      “And you stole from them.” The man pulled out the long sword at his side. Curved, it managed to catch the little sunlight that made it through the small doorway.

      Jackson flinched, but the man did not proceed to stab him through the chest. Instead he used the tip of the sword to pick up the necklace. He wielded it with infinitely fine control, the pendant hardly shaking as he brought it close to his face.

      “No—” Jackson began.

      “Do not try to lie. I know this necklace does not belong to you.” The man still held his handgun, and it was still pointed right at Jackson’s heart.

      “Leave him alone.” Ki tried to stand, but the men around her reached for their swords.

      Ki was further into the building, away from the light. Yet Jackson watched keenly as she tugged down her sleeves and pulled them over her hands. She was no doubt hiding her tattoos.

      This was already a perilous situation. If these men found out Ki was Tarkan, it would only get worse.

      “We will not leave either of you alone. This desert is our domain. Our spiritual roots lie here, and it is our duty to watch over it. You have stolen into this tomb, disturbed the dead, and taken from them. You will pay for your crimes.” The man finally let his sword drop, the pendant sliding from it with a metallic slither.

      “You are Ashkans. Your religion aside, you are still governed by Ashkan Law. You cannot self-appoint yourself as our judges. We have every right to go through the courts.” Jackson let his hands drop slowly. He was done trying to explain his situation to these men; it was obvious they weren’t going to listen.

      “Stand.” The man stepped back, his sword scratching against the sand by his feet.

      “Look.” Jackson’s jaw was stiff with anger and desperation. “I stole the necklace. She had nothing to do with it.” He nodded towards Ki. “She didn’t want to come in here at all.”

      “You came together, you will be punished together.” The man nodded to his men.

      They ducked forward and picked her up. Though her eyes flashed, she hardly struggled. She did keep her hands firmly tucked behind her sleeves though.

      “I said leave her alone, she has nothing to do with this.” Jackson got to his feet.

      The man immediately brought his sword up, placing it slowly on Jackson’s shoulder. It was all the warning he needed.

      “Gag him, bind him, bring him out.” The man stepped back and considered Jackson carefully before turning and heading out of the building.

      Jackson looked for an opportunity to grab at a weapon or attack one of his captors, but they were too smooth. They already had Ki anyway.

      After he was tightly bound, Jackson was pushed up and into the light. He winced powerfully at the glare of the sun, biting hard into the large strip of fabric that gagged him.

      Under the bright daylight, he could now see just how much damage the bomb had wrought last night. The dunes all around were gouged deep, darkened by blast marks, and scattered with blackened shards of metal.

      Still recoiling from the burning light, he stared around until he spotted Ki. She was also bound, though at least she was not gagged. Two of the men were standing either side of her.

      “What are your names?” the leader asked. “I am Carus.” He gestured to one of his men, and they yanked down Jackson’s gag.

      “Jackson—” Jackson began to tell Carus his name. Then he stopped abruptly.

      “Jackson who?”

      “Jackson Black.” He choked through his words, then straightened up. “Jackson Black,” he repeated clearer.

      There was no way he could use his real name anymore. That would be a recipe for being tracked down by both the Zeneethians and Major Bradshaw.

      “And your name?” Carus turned to face Ki.

      “She’s… Lily,” Jackson cut in quickly.

      Ki looked at him strangely but played along.

      “Jackson and Lily Black, very well.” Carus gestured to his men. “You will be taken to Gora after all. To face trial.” Carus looked pointedly at Jackson. “For we are not heathens self-appointed to judge others. We operate within the law. And it will be the law that judges you.”

      Jackson let out a relieved breath, pushing it through his teeth. At least they weren’t going to die today. It looked like they were going to get a free ride to Gora, too, even if they would head straight to a prison cell.

      “Do you have any water? She needs water,” Jackson snapped before one of Carus’ men could pull his gag up again.

      Carus glanced unhurriedly at Ki.

      “She hasn’t had food for days. Please.” Jackson looked straight at Carus, not blinking once.

      Carus considered him for several seconds, then nodded low. “We do not condone your actions, but we will not let you die from them.” Carus gestured towards one of the dunes around them. “Take them to the horses.”

      Horses, all the way out here? Either Carus was suicidal, or he knew of a water supply nearby. Horses were not camels, and could not survive long in a desert.

      “You look surprised, Jackson Black. Did you not know that you are far less than an hour’s ride away from our oasis? Our scouts heard your explosion. You were closer to aid than you realized. Which makes your act of desecration all the sadder.”

      An oasis. It would be a start. At least Ki would be looked after. Though Jackson had initially had his misgivings about Carus, the man appeared – at least on the surface – to be honorable.

      The real test would come when or if Carus found out she was Tarkan. If he ever caught sight of her tattoos, there would be no question of what she was.

      Worse, if he ever described those tattoos and her appearance on any kind of official communication… the Zeneethians would come. For now, the scouts no doubt thought she was dead – as did Major Bradshaw – but if her description started to circulate, that would change.

      There was nothing Jackson could do right now, so as his gag was tugged back into place, he sent out a silent and desperate prayer.

      They had to get through this. If not together, then at least he was determined to see Ki live.

      It was a sentiment that would have been more than alien to him a month ago – it would have been treacherous and treasonous.

      Oh how things had changed.
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      These men were less brutal than the Guards of Avictus Island. They did not push and shove her unnecessarily. They’d even given her water and food.

      Now she was on the back of a horse, holding onto Carus for dear life. She was ever careful not to let him see her hands. She’d already wrapped them up in her sleeves. She couldn’t be more thankful for how large Jackson’s shirt was.

      It was such a different experience traveling the desert by horseback. The drudge of each step was gone, replaced by the exhilarating rush of air against her cheeks. They’d already left the dunes half-an-hour ago, and now they were traveling along an almost flat, rocky section of terrain. Before her she could see nude, stony encampments and mountains pulling up towards the horizon. Carus had promised that his camp was at the oasis beyond them.

      To think they had been so close to safety last night. A few more hours of solid trekking and the dunes would have bled out into this far more manageable terrain. With the pock-marked mountains, ridges, and cliffs, they would have found a break from the burning sun and the freezing night wind.

      She turned her head to the side, staring out at the barren but still striking view. Her hair pushed and danced over her forehead and cheeks, flying out behind her like a mane.

      Seen from this vantage, and now she wasn’t dying of thirst and hunger, it was almost beautiful. The sun kissed the high rocky ridges above them, scant plants and cactus-like flowers dotted along the path they traversed.

      All too soon it was over though. As they crossed over a high ridge, an incredible sight came into view, one at complete odds with the burned, desiccated, bare desert she had just left behind.

      An oasis. A pool of crystalline water surrounded by a grove of date palms. Dotted amongst the lush trees were tents of white and cream fabric, people milling around them.

      As soon as Carus approached, all activity stopped, and the people of the oasis craned their necks to see what was going on.

      “We have prisoners,” Carus boomed in a loud voice, his rich accent lilting his words. “Prepare a radio, and we will contact the Guards of Gora.”

      She buckled. Whereas once she had clutched onto Carus for fear of falling off the speeding horse, now she shifted back with such a jolt, she almost tipped backward.

      “Your crimes are serious.” He half turned to her in his saddle, fixing her with his flashing gaze.

      She didn’t doubt they were. Her own priestess clan would find the idea of defiling a grave abhorrent. Yet that was not why she doubled back in fear.

      Radio. If Carus described her in any detail, the Zeneethians could find out she was not dead. Whilst it seemed unlikely that they would be monitoring the communications of such a far-flung and insignificant region, their power and resources could not be doubted. Neither could their determination.

      If the Zeneethians believed there was even the remotest chance that she was not dead, they would be looking for her with everything they had.

      “You can’t do that,” Jackson suddenly boomed. He was seated behind one of Carus’ men as their horse cantered up to the oasis.

      Carus jumped down from his horse, grabbing at the dust-clogged, worn-leather reins and leading it quietly up to a pen. The pen was nothing more than several beams of wood tied together, but there were at least eight other horses milling around inside, so the low fence appeared effective in keeping them in.

      Still not answering Jackson’s demand, he proceeded to tie the reins to one of the beams of the pen, tugging at the knot tightly until he was satisfied it would hold. Then he reached a hand up to Ki.

      She was still bound, and it was an awkward maneuver to clamber off the horse, but with Carus’ help, she managed it. Not once did he goad her or push her, or act with even the slightest brutality. His demeanor was so different from that of the Guards of Avictus Island.

      She was not about to kid herself, though. He would change in an instant if he ever found out she was Tarkan.

      Tugging on her sleeves, ensuring they fully covered her hands, she rubbed at the rope that bound her wrists to hide the move.

      “I am sorry to have to bind you, Lily Black, but justice must be served. The dead no longer have voices, but crimes committed against them are still crimes. Someone must stand up for them.” Carus led her forward with a short wave.

      “Look, you can’t radio for help,” Jackson snapped again.

      “Why is he ungagged?” Carus patted his horse briefly, cooing the animal as he checked the knot once more.

      “It must have fallen off during the ride,” one of the other men replied gruffly.

      “Very well. Leave it off for now. They need to drink.” Carus ran a hand through his large, black beard and gestured forward towards the camp.

      The other people of the oasis were still watching with keen interest. Two of them, however, were now carrying a large metal contraption between them.

      Ki had never seen much technology in her monastery – there had been no need for anything more sophisticated than a prayer book and a robe. Yet she knew a radio when she saw one. Huge, it was clearly heavy, the two men stumbling as they dragged it forward. It was silvery, though here and there rust marks tarnished the surface.

      “Set it up in my tent. It’s time to get out of this sun.” Carus wiped at his brow.

      They were led through the sprawling camp of palms and white, sun-bleached tents until they were ushered into one right at the edge of the green island-like oasis. Someone held one of the large, heavy-looking flaps of the tent open for her as she bent to walk inside.

      Once she was in, she blinked in startled wonder.

      It was beautiful with intricate, colorful rugs covering the floors and silk cushions piled on top of them. There was a concentrated smell of spices wafting through the air, which was markedly cooler than outside.

      Though her body was weary from her long trek through the desert, her senses became keen as they took in the sights and smells around her.

      Craning her neck as she was led further into the tent, she noticed a ramshackle bookshelf in the far corner near a bed. The bed was nothing more than a mound of furs and fabric, and the bookshelf was simply a pile of old tomes stacked on top of an ancient, carved, wooden chest.

      She recognized the spines and the detail painted over them. They were religious texts. There were copies of them in her monastery back home. The priestesses of Tarkan were great scholars and had devoted centuries to the study of various religious orders, both Tarkan and Ashkan.

      “What do you stare at?” Carus asked from her side.

      Startled, she turned to face him. “It’s been a long time since I have seen a full collection of Kanir Texts. They are in such good condition,” she mused distractedly as she faced the books again.

      It was one of her greatest pleasures in life to sit down with an ancient text or scroll. To learn so directly from a culture so old and from a time so long ago was the rarest of privileges.

      Carus’ usually unreadable expression flickered with confused interest. “You are a student of Kanir? Forgive me, but your appearance suggests you come from the Northern Islands.”

      “Oh… I have studied many religious texts.” She suddenly became uncomfortable with what she was revealing. Was she giving too much away? Would he deduce from her few words that she was a priestess of the Tarkans?

      Though she doubted it, a quick look at Jackson and his warning expression told her it was time to be silent.

      Carus still looked on at her with befuddled interest. “I see. Then this makes your crime all the more disappointing. Someone schooled in the spirituality of others should understand and foster respect for the dead.” He pushed past her, indicating a large mound of cushions as he told the men still carrying the radio to place it in the corner.

      “Look, I’ve already told you… we aren’t what we seem. We’re lost. We came across that grave by accident. We did what we had to out of desperation. It’s all very easy to stand there and judge others from on high, but we were dying.” Jackson still had his hands bound, and a quick glimpse at the red and raw flesh of his wrists told Ki his ropes were tied far tighter than her own.

      Carus hardly bothered to look at Jackson.

      “I understand we’ve transgressed against your desert justice, but we didn’t have any options.” Jackson stood straight, his shoulders flexed wide and tight, his neck and jaw stiff with anger.

      “I understand the need for survival. But you stole from them. You took that pendant. Can you defend that?” Carus sat easily, clutching his hands neatly in his lap as he stared at Jackson with a cool, almost casual edge.

      Visibly faltering, Jackson took a sharp breath. “We were going to sell it,” he admitted. Though his cheeks slackened with his act of painful honesty, his eyes blazed with defiance. “Because we have nothing,” he said each word slowly. “If we’d gone to Gora, we would have had no money, no food, no water.”

      “Someone would have given you charity – there was no need to steal from the dead,” Carus replied, undaunted.

      “Really? I doubt that. We would have been taken in by the Guards as vagrants. Unless Gora’s changed much since the last time I was there, its Chancellor is a paranoid man. We have no identification papers, nothing to prove who we are. Chancellor Quellor will assume we’re Tarkan spies and lock us up.”

      Carus didn’t react.

      At the mention of Tarkan spies, Ki tried to control herself. Her expression froze, and she stared at the delicate rug below her, tracing its pattern with her eyes.

      “Are you Tarkan spies?” Carus asked casually.

      Jackson laughed, frustration making it sharp and loud. “Of course we are. We chose to trek through the Farsight Desert with no food, no water, no supplies, and no transport because… we wanted to spy on the dunes. We would be the worst spies in the history of the world,” he retorted through a snort.

      “A compelling argument. You have convinced me. You could have used the same story to compel Chancellor Quellor,” Carus began.

      “You obviously have never met the man. I have. He would lock us up without question. Quellor answers to no one but the Ashkan High Command. And that includes his conscience.”

      Ki listened and watched in silence. Her back was slick with sweat, her hands close to shaking. Jackson was playing a very risky game. Carus had not mooted the possibility of them being Tarkan spies, so why had Jackson gone and put the thought in his head? It was such a risky strategy.

      “Tell me, Jackson Black, just who are you?” Carus leaned forward, that veneer of disinterest cracking.

      Jackson stood stock still for a moment, then shrugged. “Is that really going to change your mind? You haven’t listened to a word I’ve said so far, why should I volunteer more information? Won’t it be easier for you to just pretend I’m simply a grave robber with no morals and no rights?”

      Carus’ once-calm expression crumpled. “You do me a disservice. I have treated both you and your wife with respect while following the laws of my people. I have bound you only for the sake of security. I have given you water and food, and now I offer you shelter.” He lifted his hands to indicate the tent.

      “You have, but you still won’t listen.”

      “Very well, tell me why I can’t use the radio to call the Guards of Gora?”

      Jackson looked embattled, his gaze growing even more defiant as his lips dropped open slowly. It was clear he was agonizing over what to say next. He could hardly admit to Carus the real reason – talking of the Zeneethians would not only sound ridiculous, but if Carus chose to share that detail with the Guards, it would be a huge risk. Simply mentioning the name of that mysterious race over the airwaves was sure to get their attention.

      “I am waiting,” Carus prompted quickly.

      “You want the truth? Okay, my wife and I are refugees. We were living in… Cara Province, on the border, when it was handed back to the Tarkans four years ago. You must be familiar with the story of Cara? When we didn’t fight to protect our territory, our own Government abandoned us and labeled us as traitors.”

      “I am familiar with the unfortunate tale of Cara. However, I am also familiar with lies. And you, Mr. Black, are lying to me.” Carus didn’t even blink. He simply shifted back and appraised Jackson with a far more calculating look.

      Ki watched as Jackson floundered. How Carus had been so smooth and quick to pick up Jackson’s lie, she didn’t know, but she could see this situation rapidly souring if she didn’t step in. So step in she did, literally.

      Shuffling forward, trying to grab Carus’ attention, she dipped her head down. “Fine, you want the truth?”

      “Lily,” Jackson said in a low, warning voice. There was a moment of stuttering hesitation before he’d said her fake name, and it was obvious he’d been about to call her Ki. If Carus was already suspicious about their story, finding out they’d given themselves aliases would only make things worse.

      Carus raised a hand sharply, silencing Jackson, but never glancing away from her. “Yes?”

      “I am Tarkan,” she said.

      She actually told him the truth. It was a last-ditch attempt, and it was probably suicidal, but in that moment she couldn’t think of anything else to try. Carus seemed all too adept at sniffing out a lie, and unless they convinced him not to use that radio, they were as good as dead.

      Carus did not jump to his feet, clutch at his sword, and run her through on the spot. “I see,” he mumbled.

      “What are you doing?” Jackson took several snapped, desperately quick steps towards her, but two of Carus’ men reached out to stop him. “She’s delusional. The desert heat has gotten to her. For god’s sake, Carus, let her rest. We aren’t animals.”

      Carus still did not turn to face Jackson; he centered all of his attention on her, his expression irritatingly unreadable.

      Taking a steadying breath, Ki pulled back the sleeves from her hands. Though the move was awkward as her wrists were still tied together, she managed it.

      Carus stood deftly, smoothing his white, flowing robes as he walked up to her. Glancing down, he looked at her hands.

      She shifted them around, groping at the Tarkan tattoos.

      She was beyond nervous as he stood closely by her side. She could see the hilt of his long sword peering out from his belt. It looked old, worn by constant use.

      With every breath, it was as if she waited for him to run her through.

      “I see,” he mumbled eventually. He stepped back and returned to the large cushion he’d been seated on. Bringing his arm up and locking it down onto one of the numerous silk pillows, he rested his chin on his open palm.

      Her heart was wild, her chest pushing in and out as she watched him. It was torture waiting for him to react.

      As silence filled the tent, she cast her gaze over to Jackson. He was staring at her with slack-jawed horror. To him, she had just condemned them.

      “And you, are you Tarkan?” Carus gestured at Jackson.

      “Look, this seems bad, but I can explain—” Jackson began through a rattled breath.

      “No, he’s Ashkan. He served in the last war. He owns a farm near Paladin. He’s proud of his country.” She spoke with a soft, thoughtful voice.

      “Don’t do this. Don’t listen to her; she’s delusional,” Jackson tried again.

      “She seems lucid and quite calm,” Carus sat forward, “continue. Why are you in the Farsight?”

      “Jackson did not lie. We had an accident. We wound up here with no supplies at all. We’re trying to make it to Gora.”

      “To spy?” Carus challenged.

      “No… to… to…” she bit solidly into her bottom lip, the pain spreading down into her chin and distracting her.

      “To what?”

      “Find out some information on the Zeneethians.” She swallowed as she realized what she’d just said. Her fingers slicked with sweat, and her heartbeat pounded through her ears, her eyes opening as wide as they could go.

      “Ki.” Jackson shifted forward, trying to break free from the two men that now held her.

      It was a mark of how desperate he was that he’d just used her real name.

      Trying to ignore him, she clutched her hands tight, embedding her nails deep into her palm. She had to risk this, because there was no other way. If they were taken to Gora, then the Guards would soon spy her tattoos and realize her nationality. If Carus simply made a call over the airwaves, the Zeneethians could find out. Even if they did not, the Guards of Gora would no doubt circulate her appearance on official channels, and the Scouts would soon descend.

      Carus was her only hope. If she could get through to him, maybe he would believe them. Only if they told the truth though.

      She had to try trusting him.

      “Ki?” Carus inclined his head in controlled curiosity.

      “That’s my real name,” she admitted. As soon as she did, her body became cold with dread. If her mere appearance would not be enough to bring the Zeneethians down from the clouds, mention of her name would be. She’d just given Carus all the information he needed to ruin her.

      Yet she did not backtrack and try to lie through it. Instead she attempted to stand taller, to calm her addled nerves. Not letting her gaze deviate from Carus, she waited for him to react.

      He nodded simply. “Lily doesn’t suit you. So tell me, Ki, do the tattoos on your fingertips indicate you belong to the Tarkan Priestess Clan?”

      She nodded mutely.

      “How did you come to be in Ashka, and why do you seek information on the Zeneethian legend?”

      She did not know whether it was wise to admit everything. Though Carus had not reacted as she would have expected, she could not rely on his loyalty yet. Still, if she didn’t try to gain his trust, they would soon fall back into the hands of their enemies.

      “Bring me a magnet…” she winced at her own words.

      “No, you don’t. Ki, don’t do it,” Jackson screamed now.

      Carus glanced warily between them, the first time he had shown an emotion other than calm observance.

      “I’m sorry, Jackson,” she whispered, her body stiffening in preparation for the pain she knew would follow.

      “Why would I bring you a magnet?” Carus sat up straighter now. He looked less composed, almost edgy.

      “So I can demonstrate something. You want to know our story, Carus? Well, there’s only one thing I can do to convince you of it. I was kidnapped by the Zeneethians. They are more than a myth. They are an advanced civilization with technology more sophisticated than anything either the Ashkans or Tarkans possess.”

      Carus didn’t reply. Instead he glanced quickly at the two men holding Jackson. They had not reacted either, though they wore the same crumpled wary expression their leader did.

      “The Kanir have a myth, don’t they? Of children who are taken to the sky.” Ki remembered the old story with a sudden flash of inspiration. “I’ve read it in one of your religious commentaries. We studied many religions in my monastery, including your own. And I remember that story, do you?”

      Carus carefully nodded.

      “Well, I was taken into the sky. I’m sure you don’t believe me, but if you get me a magnet, I’ll show you why.” She tried to compose herself as she spoke, mentally preparing for the pain that would come.

      “Ki, don’t you dare do that. It’s too painful. You’ll hurt yourself. Ki.” Jackson’s eyes shifted with passionate emotion.

      “I can do this.” She clutched her hands into tighter fists. “Carus, if you want proof, find me a magnet. I’ll show you why the Zeneethians took me.”

      Carus slowly rose. The edge of casual authority was gone from his expression, and his shoulders slumped in slightly as he ran a hand, nervous and quick, down his beard. He appeared to appraise her carefully.

      “Please,” she begged through a husky whisper.

      Carus turned and nodded to one of the men by the door. “Bring me magnets.”

      She closed her eyes for a brief moment, a wash of relief and fearful anticipation mixing through her gut.

      She could remember with impossible clarity how it had felt to have those magnets react to her on Avictus Island. It had been beyond agony. Her body had filled with the most frightful and powerful sensations, almost as if each of her cells had split in two.

      Carus said nothing to her as he waited for the magnets to be brought to his tent. He simply stood there, his feet planted firmly into the delicate red rug below him as he obviously tried to keep his stance straight and powerful.

      She could see the fear flickering in his eyes. She could feel his indecision and confusion as it lapped off him in waves.

      Every priestess of Tarka could read emotion, but as Ki’s journey wound on, her senses were becoming keener. In her monastery, she had never faced such desperation, such passion, such hatred and fear.

      Frantically hoping her gamble would pay off, she tried not to shudder as a man entered the tent with a dusty box hooked close to his chest by an olive-tanned arm.

      “Thank you.” Carus took the box carefully, albeit with a shaking hand. Placing the box on one of the fat, tall cushions beside him and shifting it around until it was balanced, he opened the lid. Clutching at two magnets, he turned, ticking his head nervously. “I do not see how this will prove your story,” he tried.

      Ki began to tap one of her feet anxiously. Coiling her hands into even tighter fists, she nodded down at the magnets. “Let them go.”

      Carus’ brow crumpled. “Why?”

      “Just let them go. The Zeneethians wanted me because… I could do things. I can’t explain it, but I could activate certain aspects of their technology.”

      “The Zeneethians are nothing more than legend.” Carus still held onto both magnets tightly, his white-knuckled hands disappearing under the long sleeves of his robe.

      “And I’m telling you they’re not. They have technology that far outstrips anything you’ve ever seen. If you want to believe me, let go of the magnets.” She braced herself, recoiling slightly, tucking her head down behind one raised shoulder as she waited for the onslaught of pain and agony.

      “Perhaps he is right. Perhaps you are delusional.” Carus conceded as he brought the box up, preparing to put the magnets away.

      He did not get the chance. His fingers slipped as he fiddled with the box’s catch, and one of the matt-gray magnets fell from his grip. It dropped toward the ground, but never reached it. With no warning, it deviated to the side, snapping towards Ki with the speed of a whip.

      She screamed. She couldn’t help it. As the magnet thrust itself towards her, something swamped her mind. A stifling, choking fog. It filled her up like a balloon, pushing at her body as if it were trying to make her pop.

      The magnet stopped with a silent shudder a few centimeters from her arm.

      Her agony became white hot as if she’d been thrown into the center of the sun. Crippling her, it drove her to her knees as the magnet began to vibrate on the spot.

      “What… what… what is this?” Carus’ voice wavered and shook just as the magnet did. Gone was every trace of surety and authority.

      His men began to shout in their native tongue. A guttural language, Ki could have followed it if she’d tried – she had studied the Karin religious texts in their original form, after all. Yet with the pain fogging her mind, all she could think of was crumpling into a heap.

      Her vision began to close off, blackness tracking in from the sides.

      She was dimly aware of a high-pitched whine as the magnet vibrated faster and faster. By the time it burst into white-hot dust, she was already unconscious.
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      He watched in horror as Carus had lost hold of that magnet. Jackson jerked forward, trying to get to it before it could reach her.

      Instantly the two men that guarded him snapped forward, grabbing his shoulder and yanking him back. Then their iron-like grips faltered as they watched the magnet lurch to a halt just next to her arm, stuck in mid-air as it oscillated with a speed so fast it turned the metal red hot.

      He called out her name, he begged to be let go, yet no one responded.

      Every other man in that tent watched transfixed as the magnet vibrated so quickly it turned white.

      Carus was paler than his sun-bleached robes, the muscles of his face so slack and smooth it looked as if he would never speak again, yet he managed a panicked, “What is this?”

      Jackson pushed against the men holding him, trying to get free, just as Ki’s screams cut out. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head as her arms dropped to her side. She was already on one knee, but with a pained choke, she teetered to the side then fell against the red rug underneath her.

      As she did, the magnet exploded into a cloud of white-hot ash.

      Carus screamed in surprise, and the men holding Jackson swore in their own tongues.

      Jackson took the opportunity to lunge forward, breaking their grip. He scrambled towards Ki, his arms still tied before him. As they drew their swords, he threw himself at her side.

      The blindingly hot dust of the magnet had fallen over her leg. He could smell the singe of it plucking at his nostrils. Without hesitation, he brought his own, bare hands down to brush it away before her clothes could catch fire.

      Gritting his teeth and almost screaming, he managed to bat it away and onto the rug beside her before one of the guards could lurch forward and grab an arm around Jackson’s neck, forcing him backward. He continued to struggle, even as a sword was placed against his shoulder, angled towards his neck. Ignoring his burned, blistered hand, he clutched it into a fist.

      He wasn’t going to stop until he was sure no more of that searing dust was left on her. “Let me go,” he roared.

      The guards were pale from surprise. Though one still had Jackson in a headlock, the man’s arm was slick with sweat as his body twitched from fright.

      Before Jackson could do something desperate but stupid, and get himself stabbed, Carus stepped forward with a jug of water, throwing it over Ki’s body.

      There was a hiss of steam from the rug underneath her.

      At least she would not burn to death. Whether she survived to live through this encounter, however, was not a given. Now that Carus knew she was Tarkan – and worse, now he knew about the Zeneethians – there was no predicting what the man would do.

      One thing was clear though – Carus was dumbfounded by what he’d just witnessed. With pale, shaking lips, he tried to speak, but nothing save for a whisper came forth.

      The guards continued to talk in their native tongue. Once upon a time, Jackson may have been able to follow it. He’d once done a training exercise in the Farsight Desert, and he’d been hosted by a Bedouin tribe. They’d taught him a few phrases, just the essentials he’d needed to get by.

      That had been years ago though. Plus, the frightened guards were speaking in snapped, percussive bursts, their fear pushing their words together.

      He could guess the general sentiment though. They had no idea what had just happened.

      Carus stood back from Ki, his steps stumbling, his feet catching on the corners of the layered rugs that covered the tent floor. He stared down at her, expression a mix of stupor and slack-jawed wonder. Eventually he composed himself enough to glance up at Jackson. “What… just happened?”

      “I need to make sure she’s okay. Please, let me check on her.” Jackson struggled against the headlock holding him in place.

      Carus did not order him to be let free. Instead the man walked over to Ki and hesitantly kneeled down before her. His entire body was tensed from his fear-locked face to his crooked, bent fingers. Still, he managed to lean down, brush Ki’s messy hair to the side, and check her pulse.

      Jackson’s heart was in his throat. He felt every single snapped and speedy beat pulse through him.

      She had to be alive. They couldn’t have gotten this far only for her to die from a foolish test.

      “She is alive.” Carus got unsteadily to his feet. Shifting some cushions into a pile, he gently pulled Ki over to them and rested her on top.

      Jackson crumpled with relief, sucking in a huge breath and shaking his head. Thank god.

      “Tell me… what just happened.” Carus straightened up, and it was clear from the forced nature of his breath that he was trying to calm himself down. It appeared to be working, because after several deep inhalations, he fixed Jackson with a keener, less overcome look.

      “I don’t know,” Jackson replied bitterly. “But I do know this. If you get on that radio and tell anyone what you just saw, the Zeneethians will be here within the hour.”

      Carus did not snort and tell Jackson he was being a fool. He simply wiped his hands on his legs and glanced down at Ki once more. Ticking his head to the side, his eyes narrowed in thought, he appeared to make a quick decision. “I will not… radio Gora. Yet. First you will tell me your full story from the beginning. You may think little of me, Jackson – if that is indeed your real name. But the Bedouins of Farsight are honorable, just, and rational. Tell me your tale, and only when it is finished will I decide how to proceed.”

      “I know your people are just; I once did some training with one of the northern tribes under a man called Talin.”

      Carus appraised Jackson carefully. “Talin is my cousin.”

      “Yeah, well he knows a thing or two about desert warfare.” Jackson now stopped struggling as he spoke through clenched teeth.

      Carus flicked one hand up, and the guards moved away from Jackson, still with their swords held high, however.

      Jackson coughed heartily, bringing his bound hands up to his throat and rubbing his fingers down his neck. One of his hands was badly burned from where he’d brushed the hot ash from Ki, and his neck felt – appropriately – like it had been crushed. Other than that, he was alive.

      They both were. Whether they would stay alive, however, would depend on how he played this.

      Nerves kicking at his gut at the prospect that everything could hang on what he was about to do, Jackson sat when he was gestured to do so. Then he told Carus everything. From Max to the Scouts to Avictus Island. He didn’t hold back, because there was no longer any reason to. Carus already knew enough about them to condemn them to the Zeneethians. More information would not change that.

      Passion, however, might just be able to change the man’s mind though.

      As Jackson spoke, he paused every few minutes to check on Ki. Carus no longer stopped him from going over there to see if she was okay. Neither did Carus interrupt Jackson’s story. At no point did the man repeat his misgivings about the existence of the Zeneethians. Neither did he snap at Jackson for being a worthless, treasonous traitor. He simply listened.

      Food and water were brought into the tent while they spoke, and Jackson had no problem in consuming them. He was starving, and though he’d already been offered scant morsels, it was not enough. He feasted on meats, cheeses, dates, and nuts. This could be the last chance he got to eat in a while, after all.

      When his tale was over, Carus did not immediately speak. He simply sat there, holding a glass of ruby-red wine in a painted, ornate goblet, appearing to mull over what he’d heard.

      Carus’ guards no longer had their swords drawn. Though they were still in the tent, they were a respectful distance away, seated on low stools by the door. They too listened to Jackson’s story, their faces drawn and crumpled with confusion yet blazing curiosity.

      “I have spent a lifetime studying the sacred texts of my people, Jackson Walker.” Carus placed his wine beside him, sitting up straight. “You say you have spent time with my cousin Talin and his tribe in the north. You should then appreciate how dedicated we are to the history and culture of the Bedouin clans of Farsight.”

      Jackson did not interrupt – he had no idea where this was going. Carus was not shouting, and neither was he ordering Ki’s immediate execution, which was a good thing. But Jackson could not relax yet. So much was riding on how Carus would react.

      Scratching distractedly at his beard, Carus stared up at the ceiling of the tent. “We have a long tradition of stories, passed down with each generation, some harken from the first nomads to trek these deserts. Among those stories are a few scant tales of sky people. Ki was right; within the Karin commentaries is a legend of children stolen into the clouds.”

      Jackson stilled with interest. “The Zeneethians? Do you believe me?” he challenged.

      Carus shrugged expressively. “I must confess I do not know what to believe. If I had not witnessed…” He trailed off as he gestured towards the prone form of Ki. “I would not even entertain your words. But I cannot deny the evidence of my senses. I have never seen nor heard of a phenomenon like that which I have observed today. It goes against all known laws of science. I may be a nomad, Jackson, but I am still a man of science. I know the current state of our technology, even though I use as little as I can. There is nothing to explain this phenomenon. Nothing that even comes close.”

      Jackson was still stiff with expectation. He just wanted Carus to get to the point, to say what he was going to do with them.

      “So I am willing to consider more than I normally would. I do not know whether the Zeneethians exist. But I do know this. I, like Ki, am a scholar of texts, not simply religions. I have come across similar tales from far-flung lands. Stories of humans that live in the clouds on floating cities. People that are said to possess technologies and marvels that far eclipse anything on land.”

      “Do you believe me?” Jackson pressed again. “Are you going to radio Gora?”

      Carus paused, his lips pressing together.

      “Do you believe me?” Jackson sat on the edge of his cushion, his hands pressing hard into the floor. He was no longer bound – he’d been cut free when the food had been brought before him. Yet as he moved, he heard the guards by the door shift.

      “I do not… know what to believe,” Carus admitted quietly. “But I am willing to postpone radio contact.”

      Jackson slumped forward, relief almost turning him to jelly. “Thank you.”

      “I must still… contact the Guards.” Carus seemed unsure of his own words.

      Jackson’s relieved expression hardened. “You do, and Major Bradshaw will find out. He’ll take her again. He’ll kill me this time. He’ll experiment on her.” Jackson choked over his words. “If, and only if, the Zeneethians don’t get to her first. Please, you said you were a man of morals.”

      “What alternative do you suggest? I understand my obligation as an Ashkan citizen. Though I do not always agree with the dictates and policies of my Government, it is my obligation to follow them. I have a Tarkan in my custody, failure to draw this fact to the attention of the authorities would be treasonous.”

      “I used to believe that,” Jackson scoffed. “Then I realized first-hand what they’d do to her. They are looking for weapons, Carus. Anything they can use to quash Tarka forever. They don’t care who they have to hurt. They don’t care what they have to do. Victory is the only thing driving Bradshaw and his men.”

      Carus looked deeply unsettled. Before he could reply, and before Jackson could come up with another impassioned argument, Ki stirred.

      It caught his attention in a snap, and Jackson practically flung himself forward, reaching her side just as she blinked open her eyes.

      Wincing up at him, she brought a shaking hand to her head. He caught it and held it firmly. “You’re awake,” he whispered tenderly, his emotion sincere.

      She groaned through a nod. “What happened?”

      “You don’t remember revealing our story and knocking yourself out with a magnet?” Jackson laughed.

      “Oh… yes, yes, I do.” She closed her eyes and scrunched up her nose.

      “Are you alright?” Jackson didn’t care that there were others in the room with him. He didn’t care that they all knew he was staring down at a Tarkan with a gentle expression, that he had every intention of nursing her back to her feet.

      He was beyond that now.

      “I’ve felt… better.” She tried to get up.

      He helped her, pulling one of the fat, soft cushions from behind and propping it into her back.

      With a sudden flicker of unease, Ki realized that Carus was barely three meters to her side. She stared over warily at the guards by the door too.

      “It’s okay,” Jackson lied. As he did, he glanced up at Carus, challenging him to prove otherwise.

      “Bring her water.” Carus nodded at one of his men.

      Jackson would not leave her side. He had an arm resting protectively and stiffly into the blue silk cushion next to her. It was decorated with beads and fragments of mirror and gemstone woven into the fabric. His blistered, burned hand pressed into them uncomfortably, but he could not imagine moving it.

      Soon enough, water was brought in, and Jackson snatched at it and handed it to Ki himself. He watched attentively as she drank, her arms shaking only slightly as she held the glass.

      Pushing his lips into his teeth, he tried to think of what to do next. Carus had just made his decision clear. He would take them to Gora, and he would notify the Guards the first chance he got. He may have decided not to use the radio, but that was only a partial victory.

      Jackson had to do something. Brushing at his chin idly, he surreptitiously looked around him. He already knew the two men by the door were armed with old-style handguns and swords. Carus had taken off both his weapons, and they were resting on a cushion by his side.

      If Jackson could somehow get to a gun, he could make a run for it. If he left it until night, he could steal two horses and some supplies. Then they could make it out of this camp long before anyone noticed.

      It would be a risk. It was worth the alternative though.

      “Can we trust him?” Ki whispered as she shifted on her pile of pillows.

      Jackson replied with a short shake of his head.

      Carus did seem like a good man. In any other situation, Jackson could no doubt have relied on him.

      But not today.

      “Soon, it will be dusk. Tomorrow we will set out for Gora. We will take camels, and with God’s grace, we will reach the city within three days. Tonight, however, you must both rest. You will be taken to a tent, and we will provide you with new clothes. We will even see to your wounds.” Carus stood and patted down on his long robes. He still wore an expression of nervous befuddlement, yet he seemed sure of his words.

      In silence, Jackson and Ki were led away from Carus, through the oasis, and to a waiting tent. Guards were posted outside, their shadows cast long over the flaps of the tent. The sun was beginning to set behind the tall mountain ridge to the west, and already the desert was starting to chill.

      Carus was true to his word. Both Jackson and Ki’s injuries were seen to, and they were provided with new clothes, food, and water.

      Jackson was thankful for it. Yet that had not changed his mind. Tonight he would find some way to escape this camp, and he would take Ki with him.

      They were going to get out of here. He hadn’t come this far to fall back into the hands of the Ashkan Guards.

      Too much was at stake.
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      She woke to a soft hand on her shoulder. Before she could make a noise, someone pushed their palm over her mouth.

      Stiffening, she saw Jackson come into view. Removing his hand slowly, he pressed a finger into his lips.

      She understood. Sitting up carefully, drawing her thick blanket close to her chest, she looked at him questioningly.

      “We have to get out of here,” he whispered so quietly she had to lean into him to understand. “We can’t let Carus take us to Gora. He’ll notify the Guards and—”

      She interrupted him with a sharp nod. She didn’t need him to explain the situation; she understood perfectly. They were in a perilous situation here.

      “How do we get past the two men outside the tent?” she said, her words hardly louder than a breath.

      “Leave that to me.” He quietly grabbed at her blanket.

      Though she flinched at first, she let him draw it off her. She was fully clothed in the garments she’d been given by the women of Carus’ tribe. They were beautiful – black silk pants, delicate slippers, and a long, dress-like tunic. Though as a priestess she should not have any desire for attractive clothing, she could not deny the outfit appealed to her.

      Jackson carefully tucked the blanket under his arm. He already had his own lodged under his wing too. Why he needed them, she didn’t know.

      Without another whisper, he nodded to the back of the tent.

      They could hear soft voices far off into the oasis. Though it was late in the night, apparently there were still people awake.

      Jackson shifted past her, shuffling carefully on his knees as he made it to the back of the tent. Made of a thick canvas-like fabric, it had a pointed roof that led down to geometric walls and an attached floor. Pulling at one of the worn though still lush carpets that covered the tent floor, Jackson revealed a rip in the fabric along the seam that connected the wall to the base. It was long, and very carefully, he began to pry it back.

      She watched him, her heart in her throat. That cut had not been there when she had gone to sleep – Jackson must have done it. How, she did not know – there were no tools in the tent, and the canvas was thick, strong, and tightly stitched. With the two guards by their door, surely they would have heard him ripping and tearing at the fabric too.

      Still, he’d obviously found a way to do it.

      With a nervous smile tugging at her lips, she pushed up onto her knees, getting ready to follow him.

      He paused with the fabric bunched in his hand, bringing his ear low to the ground to listen through the gap. It took several tense seconds, but soon he waved her on.

      She could hear the sounds of the night outside. Distant chatter, the call of a wolf far, far away, even the chirp of insects.

      She shivered as the cold air bled into the tent. She’d been more than cozy under her thick woolen blanket, but now she rubbed at her arms silently.

      Once Jackson was outside, he held the canvas open for her until she squeezed through too. Then he pressed his finger back against his lips, brought up a hand in a stopping motion, and walked silently to the side.

      She watched him carefully, not daring to make the slightest noise.

      With several more strained looks at the dark tents and palms around them, Jackson finally untucked the blankets from under his arm. He handed her one as he drew the other up and over his head like a hood.

      Confused, she nonetheless did the same. While it cut out the chill, it took her a moment’s thought to realize why they were doing it. The blankets were gray, almost black even, and would help them blend in with the dark shadows between the tents and palms.

      Following him closely, she walked behind Jackson as he headed towards the edge of the camp.

      There were voices filtering out towards them, and here and there, the flicker of flame from a fire. It appeared as if there were guards posted all around the edge of the oasis.

      Yet again Jackson showed that he knew how to handle himself. When a group of guards was in their path, he would find some way of distracting them from their posts so she could slip through.

      Huddling into the blanket around her, she did not care in the slightest that the rough wool scratched at her cheeks. It strangely made their escape feel safer. It was as if she were a child hiding under her covers, blocking out the scary and dangerous world outside.

      She was thankful for her light slippers too. Though her toes were painfully cold, her steps were light and silent in them. They were thin enough that she could mold her feet over whatever terrain they crossed.

      Soon they made it past the perimeter of tents and palms, keeping to the shadows, only moving when Jackson was satisfied the coast was clear. Along the way, he picked up various supplies he found dotted around the encampment, from fabric he tied into a bag to water to a bunch of dates and nuts. It wasn’t much, but Jackson certainly was crafty at finding and taking what they would need once they were back in the unforgiving desert.

      When they reached the pen of horses, they all but stopped. Whilst the rest of the camp had been dotted with guards, there was a group of them right outside the main fence. A crackling, bright fire between them, it flung light far into the pen and out on all sides. It would be almost impossible to sneak past.

      Before her heart could sink, Jackson ushered her around the side to an adjacent pen full of camels. Though it was further from the guards than the horses were, it was still too close for comfort.

      “Stay here.” Jackson turned to her and whispered through his hood.

      She hissed a yes. Then she watched uncomfortably as he ventured forward. Low to the ground, he crouched as far down as his knees seemed to let him, approaching the pen slowly and warily.

      She was still far back in the shadows, but nonetheless, she ducked down too, making less of a target of herself.

      They were both fortunate that it was a relatively dark night. Though the stars were out and the moon was a slim sliver above, the high peaks and ridges around the oasis kept it in shadow.

      As she waited, she tried to keep track of Jackson. It was hard to follow the movement of his dark form, but she used all her attention to focus on him. She focused so much, in fact, that she did not hear as something moved up beside her.

      “Are you warm under there?” someone asked, their voice low and quiet.

      Ki jumped. Fortunately she did not scream, but would it have mattered if she had?

      She’d been found out. Their escape had failed.

      She waited for whoever was out there to draw their sword and push it against her throat or at least yank out their sidearm and tell her to start moving.

      They did not.

      Turning carefully, she squinted into the darkness beside her. A man in black robes was standing barely two meters away. Though she could not see his face, as all but his eyes were covered in swathes of silk, she suddenly recognized him.

      Carus.

      Cautiously she dropped her hood, facing him in full.

      “Is Jackson off stealing two of my camels?” Carus asked. His voice was still quiet, and it hardly carried beyond them. It was also not tight with anger. It was easy, almost amused.

      She did not know what to do, so she stood there as still as she could.

      “I suggest the two smallest ones. They are the fastest by far. They also know their way to Gora by heart.” Carus did not move closer to her.

      Her eyes narrowed to the point of closing. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because you are trying to escape,” Carus noted as he brought something out from behind his back.

      She flinched, expecting the worst. Yet after a frightened gasp, she realized he had no weapon. Instead he held a large bag.

      She didn’t understand. “Are you playing with us? Aren’t you about to take us back to our tent?”

      “No. I am going to help you.” He handed her the bag.

      She took it, still staring at him in disbelief. “Why?”

      “It might sound strange, priestess of Tarka, but I believe you. I have always suspected there is more to this world than we know of, and more to our ancient stories than we are comfortable believing. As a boy, I was enchanted by the legend of the Zeneethians.”

      The bag was heavy, and she drew it in close, propping it against her leg. “But I’m Tarkan….”

      “And your friend is Ashkan. Two stranger bedfellows have rarely existed. The divisions between our people run deep, yet you have won him over to your side.”

      She blushed at his words.

      “I understand your clan is skilled in reading emotions. Well the men and women of the Farsight Bedouins are gifted with the ability to spot liars. We know instinctively when we are not being told the truth. And though it pains me to say this, Jackson’s story was no invention. From the Zeneethians to Victor Bradshaw, he believed what he told me.”

      She still clutched the blanket around her, anchoring it high to her chest with one hand as she stared at Carus in the dark.

      Could he really be doing this? “Why not simply let us go free?” she asked hesitantly, not wanting to prompt him into changing his mind.

      “If it was found out that one of the Bedouin tribes harbored and assisted wanted criminals, we would jeopardize our safety. There have been racial attacks against my kind in the past. I will not risk that occurring again.”

      She nodded, expression still confused but compassionate. “Thank you….”

      “Do not thank me yet. There is still a long journey ahead of you. Leave as quickly as you can. Stick to the eastern ridge, follow it all the way around, and then head to the west. The camels will know the way.”

      Her brow furrowed with deep lines of consternation. “But that will lead away from Gora, won’t it?”

      “Do not head to Gora. The answers you seek are in the west, in the coastal town of Mencha.”

      “Mencha?”

      “It has an ancient temple of worship that has been built and rebuilt for centuries. Its catacombs are said to travel far down into the ground. Amongst them are some of the most ancient texts of my people. There you will find stories of the Zeneethians.” Carus nodded low, the move only just visible in the poor light.

      She still could not believe what he was doing for them.

      “Once your escape has been found out in the morning, I will instruct my men to ride to Gora to inform the Chancellor you are headed that way. He will no doubt comb the city with his Guards looking for you. I will tell him that you escaped from us despite our best efforts to hold you and that you destroyed our only radio.”

      “Jackson and I haven’t touched it—”

      Carus gave a pleasant laugh. “No. But I have. Do not worry, it can be repaired in time.”

      She smiled.

      It was the first true smile she’d given in days.

      Someone was helping her. So far the only friendly face she’d met in all of Ashka had been Jackson, and he had been brutal to begin with.

      There was something intrinsically warming and comforting about receiving aid from another. It made her feel less alone. It made it seem as if her journey was no longer insurmountable.

      “Go and help Jackson, I will distract the guards.” Carus nodded low again.

      She wanted to hug him. Instead she returned his respectful nod. “Thank you,” she whispered again, her voice crackling with deep-felt emotion.

      “Thank me by solving this mystery. For eons, we have lived under the legend of the Zeneethians. Tease that mystery apart and find its truth. That is the only way to thank a Bedouin.” He placed his hand over his heart.

      She smiled again, even tearing up as she stepped backward.

      He let his hand drop, then turned sharply and moved deftly through the dark.

      She hefted the heavy bag onto her shoulder and tried to compose herself.

      Within seconds she heard a sound from over near the guard’s camp. It was followed by voices being drawn off into the distance.

      Carus’ promised distraction.

      Snapping forward, she darted towards the camel pen. She reached it just as Jackson stepped out, leading two camels on long leather leashes.

      “Hurry up,” she called through a croak, “the guards have been distracted.”

      “What?” Jackson hissed back. “What are you holding?”

      “It will take too long to explain.” She grunted softly as she pushed open the gate holding the camels in. It was nothing more than several planks of wood tied together, but it surely was heavy.

      Jackson did not question and brought the camels out with a keen, silent efficiency.

      Soon they were mounting them, Jackson cooing the two small camels down into a seated position so they could clamber on top without breaking their necks.

      With her heart still a flutter in her chest, they headed out into the darkness. When Jackson tried to loop them around to the north, she hissed at him that they had to head to the east. Fortunately he did not fight her, and they moved off in silence.

      It was not until they were far away from the camp, traveling along, tucked close to a high, rocky ridge that they dared speak.

      “Why are we heading in this direction, Gora is to the north.” Jackson still spoke softly, despite the fact they were now truly on their own.

      “Just trust me,” she assured him with a private smile. “If you can trust a Tarkan, that is?”

      “I would have thought I had already proved that point. Now tell me what’s going on, Ki? And where did you get that bag? It looks full.”

      She mulled over the idea of telling him she’d stolen it from the guards, but she decided now was not the time to play with him. “I ran into Carus.”

      “What?” Jackson’s camel ground to a halt as he pulled roughly on the reins.

      “He found me, but he didn’t raise the alarm… he wanted to help. He gave me this bag. He even distracted the guards so we could get away.”

      “Why would he help us?” While Jackson’s voice was still little more than a croak, she could hear his anger.

      “He said he believed us. He destroyed his own radio and promised to send word to Gora that we are headed there.”

      “We are headed to Gora,” Jackson shot back, words a percussive and frustrated pant.

      “No, we aren’t. We are headed to the western coastal town of Mencha. Apparently there is a temple there that houses the oldest texts of the whole province. Carus has promised we can find information on the Zeneethians there.”

      “Why would he help us? This must be a trap. We need to head back around.” Jackson’s suggestions were quick and frantic.

      She tugged on her camel’s reins, pulling it around until she faced Jackson, even leading it up and alongside him so she was as close as she could get. She could see the whites of his eyes, large and round at his shock.

      “Jackson,” she reached over to him, “I trust him. He seemed to genuinely want to help us. He said he was worried about reprisals from the Chancellor of Gora if he did so publically.”

      “Ki, this is such a risk.”

      “What isn’t? But at least this is a chance too. The Chancellor will be looking for us in Gora, but we will be in Mencha. And if Carus is right about those texts, we will finally find out something about the Zeneethians. It will be the start we need.” Though she could not reach him, she rested her hand on the reins of his camel.

      “Listen to yourself. This is such a risk. What if Carus tells Chancellor Quellor where we are headed? What if he hasn’t destroyed the radio and is using it right now to call us in?”

      She shrugged through a deep sigh. “And what if he’s telling the truth? What do you suggest, we head back to the camp and try to what… destroy it? Cover our tracks?”

      He groaned with frustration. “Of course not.”

      “Then I don’t see the alternative. I don’t think we have the supplies to head anywhere but Gora or Mencha. We can’t wander around randomly in the desert just to spite Carus. We must pick a destination.”

      Jackson drew into a powerful silence. His eyes had now narrowed, and she could no longer see the whites glistening in the dim light. “We head to Mencha then.”

      She tipped her head back and closed her eyes with a thankful prayer.

      “I hope he’s packed some wine in that bag, because I’m going to need it.” Jackson sniffed heartily. “The stress of keeping up with you, Ki, is enough to drive a man to drink.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      He smiled at her mysteriously as he pulled on his reins, the camel pushing forward. “That you are more than one simple man can handle.”

      With that, he tugged harder on his reins, darting ahead.

      Bewildered at his words, cheeks flushing hot despite the frozen night air, she followed.

      He had changed. Then again, so had she. They would no doubt have to change further before their journey’s end though.
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      The path to Mencha was thankfully shorter than Gora. It took them only two days to reach the coastal town. When the sea had finally appeared as a thin strip of glistening blue on the horizon, Ki had laughed out-loud with joy.

      He’d joined in with a chuckle of his own.

      Though not pleasant, the last leg of their trek through the great Farsight Desert had been easier. With the camels and Carus’ supplies, they had made it in good time and with no further incidents.

      None of that put Jackson’s mind fully at ease though. It would remain to be seen if Carus had been true to his word. He could easily have radioed ahead or sent men on faster camels or horses to warn the inhabitants.

      Though Jackson mooted the idea of Ki staying in the desert whilst he traveled into town to see if it was safe, she’d readily dismissed him. She seemed to trust Carus.

      Jackson hoped her belief was well-placed but did not prevent her from riding alongside him as they approached the town’s high, ancient walls.

      The settlement was supposedly over two-thousand years old. It had survived many empires, wars, and battles. Its sturdy but pock-marked walls were a testament to that. Mencha had survived sieges on many occasions. It had even been a turning point in the last war with Tarka.

      Seeing it brought back memories. Uncomfortable, they clutched and clawed at his gut. Every mark on that thick sandstone reminded him of the battles that had raged through this province. Battles he had been involved in.

      He could remember being transported by a naval ship traveling along the coast. When they’d neared Mencha, the boat had come under attack from a Tarkan warship. He had lost friends in that battle.

      Though the memory burned in his mind and began to rekindle that old and easy hatred of his enemy, it abated just as soon as he glanced over at Ki. She was riding easily by his side, periodically patting at her camel’s head and talking to it softly. Carus’ people had given her black silk clothes that hung to her form far closer than her robe had. They made her dark hair glisten all the more as it fanned out around her shoulders.

      It made him smile simply to look at her, and that smile chased away every last niggle of trauma and hatred at the memory of war.

      Turning slightly, she narrowed her eyes, scrunching her lips. “Why are you staring at me, Jackson?”

      “Because it’s time to discuss what we should do once we reach the city,” he lied easily, though he could not look at her as he did. Instead he faced the city as it loomed before them.

      The dunes of Farsight had flattened long ago, and now they traveled over a confusing mix of rock and sand. The sea was now prominent on the horizon. An intoxicating view, it was everything the desert was not. It promised such a contrast to the blistering dry heat of Farsight. It also offered an escape. If they managed to make it through Mencha without being tracked down, they could find a ship to take them from this province. Where to, he had no idea, but the option remained.

      “Well?” she prompted, resting her head on an angle.

      He cleared his throat. “We should find somewhere to stable our camels and head straight to the temple.”

      “Can’t we find somewhere to stay the night first? I need to bathe, and I would very much appreciate spending a night in a proper bed. It’s been months.” She smiled prettily.

      He looked away from her again, the move automatic. “I don’t want to risk staying here that long. Carus could go back on his word at any moment. Even if he doesn’t, we don’t know that Bradshaw hasn’t circulated our appearance throughout the provinces. We need to be quick, and we need to be careful. We’ll head to the temple, and once we have our information, we’ll arrange transport on a ship.”

      Ki blinked quickly. “I’m tired,” she began, but she stopped. “But I understand. How exactly are we going to arrange transport on a ship though? Do you mean stowaway? Because we don’t have any money.”

      “Carus left some scarfs in your bag. We could sell them in the hawkers’ markets.”

      “Will that be enough?” She pushed her hair behind her ears.

      “It will have to be. But if it isn’t, we’ll find a way.”

      “Alight. But I still want a bath at some point.”

      He gave a slight chuckle. “And you’ll get it once we’ve exposed the Zeneethians and found some way to stop them.”

      His words were meant as a joke, but she withdrew at them, her once attractive smile flattening out.

      “When you say it like that, it sounds impossible.” Her voice was soft.

      Find a way to stop the Zeneethians… it really did sound impossible, didn’t it? They had unimaginable technology and intelligence that could only be guessed at. Not to mention they could float an entire city into the sky.

      “One step at a time.” He forced the words out of his mouth, even though he did not want to believe them himself. “We’ll take this one step at a time. Tasks always seem impossible when you don’t know enough. Once we learn about the Zeneethians and their history, we will find something to use against them. They may be beyond us right now, but they are still humans. And humans are fallible.”

      She brightened, her cheeks warming with a touch of pleasant red. She even smiled.

      He’d changed her mood, he’d bolstered her, and it felt a little incredible.

      Confused at his own feelings, he redirected his attention back to Mencha before them.

      It was already midday. If he truly planned on heading to the temple and securing passage out of the city by nightfall, they would have to hurry.

      Spurring his camel on, he held onto the reins with one hand as he adjusted the turban Carus had given him with the other.

      Ki rode silently beside him, staring up at the looming walls of the city. As their camels finally walked close enough to bring them into its shadow, she shivered.

      It was not cold; they had just left the desert behind, and even the cool sea breeze could not completely cut through the pounding heat. Yet she had still shaken. Little was stopping him from doing so himself too.

      What they were about to do was dangerous. Nevertheless it was simply another small step in their far more perilous journey. If they couldn’t make it through Mencha alive, they would never make it all the way to Zeneethia.

      In silence they rode the rest of the distance, coming upon the wide, open city gates. They were monolithic structures made of old, rusted metal. Once they may have shined and glistened under the desert sun – now they were so tarnished that no light played along them.

      At night the gates would be closed. Though there were no longer marauders and pirates traveling the deserts of Farsight, it was tradition. It also offered protection should the desert send one of its legendary and vicious sandstorms this way.

      As they rode through the huge gateway, several people called out to greet them. Jackson simply raised a hand in response, tugging down on his turban protectively, ensuring it covered as much of his face as it could.

      Instantly the smell changed around them. The slight salty breeze that had been playing through the desert was now intermingled with spices, wood smoke, incense, and the tantalizing aroma of food. The scenery changed too, of course. The undulating, never-ending dunes of the desert were replaced with buildings, closely stacked together, made of a hodgepodge of sandstone, mud brick, and metal. There was no order to the houses and shops; they were of all shapes and sizes, their doors and windows hung with decorated tiles, imprinted brass, and painted glass.

      It was beautiful, intoxicating almost. Every step forward brought new sounds, sights, and smells.

      One brief look at Ki told him she too was amazed by what she saw. A wide smile spread her lips as she turned around on her camel, obviously trying not to miss a thing. “This is incredible,” she whispered.

      “I’ve heard the temple in the center of the city is one of the most beautiful wonders in all of Ashka.” He grinned across at her.

      “It’s a pity we have to run in and out, really. I would love the opportunity to explore it properly.”

      He wanted to point out this was not a holiday; they were on one of the most dangerous missions he could imagine. He stopped himself though. She didn’t need another reason to frown.

      “Shouldn’t we find somewhere to stable our camels?” She turned to him, her black hair bunching over her shoulder and trailing across the delicate silk of her top.

      It was distracting, but with a sharp cough, Jackson tried to ignore it. “Yeah, we should. I assume there should be one near the market. And if my nose is correct, the market should be along this road.”

      “I can smell the food.” She laughed softly, pressing a flat hand into her stomach as it gave a rumble, “I don’t suppose we have room in our frantic schedule to grab something to eat?”

      “I suppose we can,” he conceded, trying to stop his own stomach from giving a far louder grumble. Though Carus had been more than generous with his supplies, there was only so much food you could take on a desert trek.

      Jackson wanted to sit down at an outside stall and order everything on the menu. He also wanted a bath, a long one, and just like Ki, he wanted to spend a night in a real bed.

      These were all luxuries they could not afford right now, literally, as they had no money.

      As they continued along the worn dirt road through the center of the city, they eventually arrived at the beginning of the hawkers’ market. Just as he’d promised, there was a stable at the entrance, and they quickly tied up their camels.

      The market was an assault on the senses – so many colors, shapes, sounds, and scents. Scarfs, dresses, and blankets were hung up on wire racks, their intricate beading and layers of embroidery catching the sun and glinting like gems. Brass bowls and wooden boxes filled with spices were lined up along storefronts, their pungent scents mixing together and creating a heady mix. Stalls selling every imaginable vegetable and fruit were dotted amongst the other shops, their owners periodically flicking their wares with water to keep them fresh under the heat. Then, finally, there were food stalls. There were fried meats, flatbreads, dips, sweet slices and cakes, even pastries and cool drinks. It was murder to walk past them, but they didn’t have any money yet.

      “We need to find a corner to unpack the scarfs from our bag.” Jackson nodded at Ki, using every ounce of self-control he had to ignore the food around him.

      “Okay, I think I spied a handy alley a little way back. It had some steps.” She motioned him towards her.

      Following, he couldn’t help but smile. She was turning out to be more resourceful than he’d once given her credit for. Whilst spying a set of steps was hardly worthy of a medal, winning the trust of Carus was.

      They made their way back through the market to the alleyway Ki had spied. It was small, hardly more than a meter across, and was blocked off halfway along with an ornate metal gate. They walked right up to the gate, sitting against it as Jackson rummaged through the pack.

      Ki turned her attention back to the market beyond as she waited for him. “It’s so nice. We don’t have anything like this in the Hega Province – that’s where my monastery is located,” she reminded him.

      “I remember.” He began to pull everything out of the pack, frustrated that he hadn’t thought of placing the scarfs at the top.

      “I never traveled much through the rest of Tarka, though I’ve heard we do have some Bedouin tribes of our own. We don’t have a big desert like Farsight though.” Ki leaned back onto the steps behind her, playing with her cuffs distractedly.

      “Who knows, you could end up traveling the whole of Tarka by the time this journey is over,” Jackson mumbled offhand as he finally spied the scarfs right at the bottom of the pack.

      She turned to him sharply. “Do you… really think so?”

      “I’m not ruling anything out. I didn’t think we’d land in the Farsight Desert, and neither did I predict Major Bradshaw would turn out to be quite so psychotic. I’m done trying to predict what will happen next.” He flicked her a smile as he yanked the scarfs free. As he did, something tumbled out of one, hitting the step below him and bouncing down.

      Ki stood up and grabbed it, bringing it back to him.

      “What is it?” He reached out a hand.

      A frown plucked at her lips, and she began to unwrap whatever she was holding. “It’s a letter.” She carefully unwound it. Then she paled visibly.

      He snapped up beside her. He was staring down at what was in her hand. He couldn’t believe it.

      It was the necklace from the desert grave. Or if not that exact one, then one like it.

      Ki held it up carefully, the pendant swinging gently at the bottom of its chain. She looked at him, confusion clear. “Why did he give us this?” She tried to answer her own question by bringing up the letter and reading it quickly.

      “What does it say?” Nervous to find out, he tried to read over her shoulder.

      “Here.” She handed it to him when she was done, then turned to face him fully, crossing her arms gently as she still held onto the pendant.

      His eyes darted over Carus’ neat, almost calligraphic-like handwriting.

      When Jackson was done, he found himself shaking his head almost compulsively.

      It was not the necklace from the gravesite, though it was identical.

      When Jackson had recounted his full tale to Carus, he had included the part about finding that desert tomb. He’d even shared with Carus how peculiar the necklace had been, how it had instantly tugged at Jackson’s imagination. It had seemed so familiar, but he hadn’t been able to tell why.

      Well, Carus, apparently, knew why. According to the traditions of his people, that pendant, and the others like it, belonged to the sky dwellers. A strange metal not found in all of Farsight Province, it made sense for an ancient culture to make up fantastic stories about its origin. Or at least that would be what Jackson would have assumed several months ago. Now he’d met some Zeneethians, Carus’ tale was deeply worrying.

      Ki held out the pendant and hesitantly brushed her thumb over its smooth surface. It was almost as if she expected it would bite her.

      “This can’t be—” Jackson began, but stopped.

      “I’m sure it’s just a tradition,” Ki tried, but she didn’t sound like she believed her own words either.

      “It’s just a necklace,” Jackson tried again, yet his voice was quiet and muddled with doubt.

      Ki gave an unconvincing nod as she continued to play carefully with it.

      “But… I don’t think we should sell it,” he decided.

      “I’m sure it’s worth a bit.”

      “You don’t want to sell it either, do you?” He ticked his head to the side. He was starting to learn more about her every day, and he could see she was thoroughly intrigued by the pendant and Carus’ story.

      She shook her head.

      “A pendant made from Zeneethian metal.” Jackson folded up the letter and gestured with it. “I suppose it’s not the strangest thing we’ve heard. Plus, it could make sense,” he hazarded. “I did find that thing familiar.”

      Ki handed it to him and watched him intently as he examined it.

      “It kind of reminds me of the metal their guns are made out of. Not exactly the same color, but there’s something strangely weightless about it.” He threw the pendant up and down, careful not to let it drop between his fingers. “Do you feel anything from it?” He nodded at her sharply.

      She flushed a little. “What do you mean?”

      “What I mean is that you are able to use those levitation devices, and the Zeneethians clearly want you for some purpose. You’ve seen more of their technology than I have. So does the pendant remind you of anything? Do you feel any kind of reaction to it?”

      One of her cheeks pulled to the side as she offered him a confused frown. She held her hand back and took it gently.

      He waited in patient but expectant silence as she ran her fingers over it.

      “I don’t… know,” she admitted after almost a minute. “But it does seem vaguely familiar.”

      “That’s good enough for me. We’ll keep it safe. Who knows, if we ever run into Max again, he might try to buy it off us.”

      She snorted with laughter, which of course made him join in.

      “I think he would just take it and try to kill you.” She shrugged.

      “Hey, don’t say it like that.” He gave her an accusatory look. “You would be lost without me.”

      Her chuckle ebbed away, and she offered him a warm smile instead. “Maybe.” With that she turned and took several slow steps back towards the market.

      Staring at her back as a mix of strange emotions twisted through his gut, he repacked the bag and chased after her.

      They made it quickly through the market to one of the larger fabric stores and managed to sell the scarfs for a remarkably good price. It was enough to pay for several days of food and board, but probably not for two tickets on a ship. Jackson had been ambitious to hope they would scrounge up that much money so quickly, but he was determined to get it somehow.

      First though, it was time to head to the temple. Once they had both had their fill of food and water at the markets, they asked for directions and headed towards the great Mencha Temple.

      It was already pushing on into the late afternoon, and the day was starting to cool down. The persistent sea breeze blew a little stronger, bringing with it the refreshing scent of the ocean beyond.

      “Carus said there are catacombs below the temple and that we should look there for books on the Zeneethians,” Ki said, her voice soft. There were too many people milling about in the streets to discuss things too loudly.

      Jackson nodded, planting a hand over his eyes so he could squint into the distance. The western side of the city was open to the sea, unlike the eastern desert wall. The soon-to-be-setting sun was streaming through the buildings, lighting up everything in its path. He could still see it, though – the temple. It was less than a block away from them. It was far taller than any building around it, and its domed, tiled roof glistened and shone under the light.

      It was startling. No wonder it was considered one of the greatest historical sites in all of Ashka.

      They pressed their way through the thinning crowds until they reached it. Strong but worn stone steps led up to it on all sides, and they were dotted with worshipers, beggars, and travelers trying to cool down in its long shadow.

      “Can we just walk in?” Ki asked as she wrung her hands before her.

      “You tell me, you’re the religious one.” He craned his neck as he checked all around them. Though they had not seen any Guards yet, he knew for certain some would be permanently on duty around the temple. Such a large, popular, and important historical site would be a center for crime. He was also sure to warn Ki to keep the pendant somewhere secure and safe so no wandering pickpocket could steal it.

      “I don’t know. You’re the Ashkan. I suppose we can just head up to the main entrance and see if they’ll let us in.” Ki pushed past him, climbing the steep stone steps quickly. It was a mark of how well Carus’ people had healed her wounds that she could move with such a bound in her step. When she’d been attacked by that wolf, Jackson had feared the worst. When she’d volunteered to show what she could do to magnets, Jackson had thought he had lost her. Yet she now seemed fine.

      He would have to work hard to keep her that way though. With every step, this journey became all the more dangerous. From desert treks to vicious Guards, it was nowhere near over.

      Waving him on with a light chuckle, she beckoned him up the steps to the waiting doorway. It was huge and thankfully open.

      Jackson did not bound up with as much vigor as Ki had shown. Instead, he walked at an ordinary pace as he continued to stare around him for any hint of the Guards. The first one he saw was right at the top, just inside the doorway. Ki nearly gasped as she neared him, but she quickly turned her head and played with her hands to distract herself.

      “Good afternoon,” Jackson said jovially, nodding as he strode past.

      The Guard muttered a reply but luckily did not turn to follow.

      As the two of them traveled into the atrium of the temple, Jackson couldn’t help but let the building distract him. It was incredible. There were carved pillars and statues dotted everywhere, even a water fountain in the middle, inlaid with white, gold, red, and blue tiles. When they made it into the main hall of the temple, the sight was even more splendid. The domed ceiling was a mottled, green, tarnished brass, but here and there shone like jewels. Every wall was covered in glistening tiles that formed the most intricate patterns.

      The room was enormous, but not all of it was set aside for prayer – around the edges was a library. The base of every wall was covered in old timber shelves made of rich, dark-red wood. They were filled with books of every color and shape, neatly arranged with their imprinted spines facing outward.

      The library was closed off with a low wooden wall, inside of which was the temple proper. It had a polished marble floor covered in some of the finest woven rugs he’d ever seen. On top of them were cushions of various sizes and seated on them were worshipers of every age.

      Despite the number of people in the enormous hall, the place was peaceful and clean. No one really spoke, though the worshipers in the center periodically broke out in prayer or song.

      Jackson had never been a religious man. He’d devoted his days to science and the study of the natural world, not the figurative. He had no need for some great, organizing principle in his life, other than physics and chemistry. To him, the modern miracle was in the hands of people, not gods. It was technology; it was discovering how nature worked; it was advancement. Religion could promise you heaven after life, but science could help you create a heaven in the life you already had.

      Still, while he had no faith of his own, he could appreciate the inherent beauty and serenity of this place.

      Though not for long, as Ki soon tugged him back before he could get too far into the hall. “You need to take your shoes off,” she hissed in his ear, pointing along the wall behind them. There were several stands all neatly filled with sandals and boots.

      Begrudgingly he obliged. Before he could tug his socks off though, Ki cleared her throat and shook her head. “You can leave those on,” she suggested as she cleared her throat.

      “… What?”

      “Never mind, just hurry up. I read on a sign in the entrance that the library closes for main prayers at 6 o’clock. I’m not sure what the time is now, but I doubt that leaves us long.”

      “It’s about 4:30 at the moment,” he confirmed.

      She pushed past him, walking with a slow, solemn step along the outside wall towards the library. There were all sorts of people dotted throughout it, from old men to young children. Everyone was keeping a respectful silence though.

      Glancing at the books on the shelf nearest to them, Jackson tipped his head on the side so he could read the spines. The titles ranged from desert adventures to historical tomes, but most related to Kanir scriptures.

      He didn’t know how useful this library would be or how exactly they were meant to search through the entire collection for any mention of the Zeneethians. When they had first landed in the Farsight Desert, his plan to head to the libraries of Gora had seemed sensible. Now they were actually faced with so many books, it felt like an impossibly daunting task. He very much doubted there would be a catalog system that would handily index all Zeneethian content. Especially not the stuff they were looking for.

      Ki did not appear to be intimidated, however, and navigated her way through the crowds and shelves, staring up at the books with admiration. She looked happier and calmer than he’d ever seen her. One look at this vast library could wash away the past month or so of her life, apparently, chasing her many demons to the corners of her mind.

      He let her enthusiasm distract him as they wandered forward. Every now and then, she would dart out and grab a book, locking it against her chest. Soon her arms were full with them.

      “Shouldn’t we look for a book on the temple itself?” He pushed close to her so his voice did not have to carry far.

      She took a moment to respond. Staring at the books in her arms, she managed a, “Hmm?”

      He rolled his eyes a little. “Ki,” he dipped closer to her, “we need to find out how to get down to the catacombs. So shouldn’t we look for a book that tells us how to do that? Because I really don’t fancy going and asking the Guard outside.”

      She considered him for a moment, then offered him all her books.

      He took them, shoring up his shoulder as he did, because they were remarkably heavy. Then, without warning, she ducked over to the woman closest to her. In a small and respectful voice, she got the lady’s attention. “Excuse me. We are travelers, could I ask you a question about the temple?”

      The woman looked up from the book she was reading and thankfully did not proceed to shoo Ki off or snap at her for being rude.

      “We heard from one of the merchants in the hawkers’ market that there are catacombs under this temple. My husband is a structural engineer, and he would love to find some more information about them.” Ki smiled sweetly as she spoke.

      The woman nodded reverently. “Of course.”

      Structural engineer? Husband? It was strange listening to Ki – the priestess – lie so easily, but Jackson had to admit she was doing a good job.

      “There are many books on the history of the temple.” The woman turned and pointed towards a bookshelf several meters away. “They should give you any information you’re looking for.”

      “Can you actually tour the catacombs?” Ki kept her friendly smile.

      “Once upon a time, yes, but no longer.”

      “Thank you so much for your time.” Ki nodded low.

      The woman returned the nod and moved off.

      Ki patted at her sleeves and arched an eyebrow as she faced Jackson. “It’s always easier to ask.”

      He chose not to say anything and instead walked past her to the bookcase the woman had indicated. He handed Ki back her enormous pile of books and got to work pulling out a collection of his own. Soon the two of them were seated side-by-side along one of the tall wooden benches that were along the wall separating the library from the rest of the temple.

      He flicked through his books quickly. When he didn’t find what he wanted, he returned them to the shelves and grabbed out more.

      If people were no longer allowed to tour the catacombs, how exactly were they meant to get down there?

      Scratching idly at his chin, Jackson became distracted by Ki as she practically fell off her chair in excitement. Before he could share her enthusiasm, he cleared his throat softly and asked her what was wrong.

      Turning to him with her cheeks flushed and fat from an enormous smile, she patted the book on the bench before her. “I’ve never seen this one. We used to have a copy at the monastery, but it was lost long before I joined. It’s incredible.”

      His lips twitched. “We’re meant to be looking for information on the Zeneethians,” he reminded her clearly, “not getting distracted.”

      She fobbed him off with a wave and got back to poring over her book.

      Feeling frustrated though still amused by her lack of direction, he finally found what he was looking for – a map of the temple.

      Sitting up straighter and bringing the book close to his face, he traced the drawing with his finger.

      If they couldn’t legally get into the catacombs, then perhaps they could find another way. If this temple had been built and rebuilt so many damn times, then presumably there was a warren of tunnels through it. He just needed to find a way into one of those tunnels.

      With genuine excitement building, he flicked further into his book and found yet another map. He could have jumped up and shouted an emphatic, “Yes” at what he saw.

      Mencha was a sea town, and though it was backed by a desert, it still had to face the brunt of weather that any other coastal city did. It was often whipped by sea storms from the west and desert storms from the east, so it had been built with many engineering solutions in mind.

      There was, apparently, a huge sea wall protecting the majority of the city from the west. Though it was nowhere near as high as the desert wall, it was much thicker. It was also dotted with storm drains that protected the city from drowning should any waves breach the wall.

      The sea wall and its storm drains were ancient, almost as old as the temple, in fact. They had been some of the first structures built in this settlement. They were also connected by a rabbit-warren of tunnels.

      Whether those tunnels still functioned or not, or whether they had been closed off centuries ago, Jackson did not know, but it was the opportunity they needed.

      It looked as if they would not be leaving Mencha just as soon as he had hoped. Getting into the temple’s catacombs would be a complicated affair. It would require some exploration and planning to make it through the sea tunnels. Jackson would likely have to scout them out for at least a day before he made any moves.

      Before they could leave the library to look for accommodation, Ki once again practically fell off her chair at something she was reading.

      This time Jackson knew better than to react.

      “Jackson,” she hissed sharply.

      “Don’t tell me, you’ve just found a book you used to own as a kid or something.” He didn’t bother to look at her as he arranged his books neatly, preparing to take them back to their respective shelves.

      “Jackson,” she repeated, her voice tight with tension.

      Rolling his eyes expressively, he glanced over at her.

      She was white with shock.

      “What?”

      “Look at this.” With a shaking hand, she passed him the book she was reading.

      He glanced at the spine as he took it. It read: “A Military History of Farsight.” It was precisely the kind of book he would be interested in, but a curious title for Ki to have pulled from the shelves. Still not convinced, he glanced down at the page that was open. There was a large picture of several men in uniform. Judging by the garb, the photo was almost 50 years old and probably showed soldiers who had fought in the Fourth War. Scratching his head, he began to read the book. Matter-of-fact and written in the wonderfully brief style of most military texts, it talked of one of the battles that had been waged outside of Mencha. “Why am I reading this?” he prodded after a moment.

      “Not the text, the picture.” She leaned right into him as she stabbed a finger at the large photo.

      He looked at it carefully this time, bringing the book close to his face so he didn’t miss a single detail.

      There were six men lined up before an old-style jeep, their weapons either arranged neatly on their shoulders or hanging loose on straps.

      Ki leaned into him again, sliding off her own stool so she could reach.

      His lips twitched up into an automatic smile.

      “Here,” she virtually spat, planting a finger onto one of the men. “Doesn’t he look familiar?” she asked as she drew away and leaned onto the bench beside him.

      Trying not to glance at her, considering she was still so close, Jackson coughed and returned his attention to the picture.

      “He looks like Max,” Ki breathed through her words.

      Jackson’s stomach gave a kick of recognition, but almost immediately he began to shake his head. “It must be a trick of the light. These photos are extremely poor quality.”

      She looked at him disbelievingly. “It’s him, I’m telling you. I would recognize that man anywhere.”

      Jackson narrowed his eyes at that, shifting his jaw uncomfortably at her statement. “It’s just a photo,” he tried again.

      “Jackson, I’m telling you that it’s Max. Look at the guy, he’s the spitting image, and more than that, he’s standing exactly like Max stands. I spent a lot of time with that man, I know him.” Her eyes flashed passionately.

      Jackson wiped at his face and stared back at the picture.

      It couldn’t be him. It was such a wild conclusion to draw. Yes, granted the man in the photo did look a lot like that Zeneethian Scout, but as Jackson had already pointed out, it was a low-quality image. Plus, that would make Max about 80 years old – this photo had been taken half-a-century ago, after all.

      “Ki, it doesn’t make any sense,” he tried.

      “Seriously? We are dealing with a race that has incredible technology. They can float a whole city, Jackson, and make anything they want levitate. Do you think it’s impossible that this man really is Max?”

      “What are you saying? That the Zeneethians had spies in the last war? That they sent some of their own Scouts down to meddle in our affairs? That they have the ability to stop a man from aging?” As Jackson ran through the crazy possibilities, they began to sound less insane.

      She looked at him pointedly. “We are dealing with the Zeneethians,” she said slowly and clearly, “so yeah, I’m suggesting any of those things could be the case.”

      He shifted back, his shoulders and arms suddenly itchy. She had a point. Still, he was not prepared to jump to that conclusion yet. “How does this help us? What are you suggesting we do?”

      “If you read on,” she leaned close to him again, her long hair brushing against his arm, “it says his name – Maximus Kethor.”

      “I’m sure that’s just a coincidence,” he rallied quickly.

      She gave him an unforgiving look. “Of course it is,” her words were sharp and sarcastic, “but that’s not what’s interesting. The Kethor family, apparently, is one of the ancient dynasties of Mencha. We passed a street named after them on the way to the temple.”

      Jackson tried to look blank. He hadn’t noticed any Kethor Street. Then again, maybe he wasn’t as observant as Ki.

      “There could be relatives of his still living in the city. We could track them down.” Ki looked excited again.

      “What will—” Jackson began.

      She pushed into his arm sharply as she gave a frustrated groan. “Jackson, stop being so difficult. This could be huge. You said yourself we know nothing about the Zeneethians and what their motivations are. This could be a window in. What if we find out this man really is Max?” She gestured to the photo. “Think of what that will mean. If he has family here, then he’s not a spy. It means he was taken to Zeneethia afterward, maybe just like me. It’s like that Kanir story of children being taken into the sky.”

      “Firstly, if he has family here, it doesn’t mean he’s not a spy, it could mean the whole family is Zeneethian. And secondly – and most importantly – how exactly are you ever going to prove this is Max? Are you going to track down a distant relative and ask if they ever knew of a family member who worked for the sky people? You’ll be locked away.”

      “Not so fast.” She looked triumphant. “He has a birthmark.” She patted the back of her neck. “If I find someone who remembered him – like a younger sibling – I can ask them if this guy,” she tapped the photo again, “ever had a birthmark on the nape of his neck.”

      Jackson’s cheeks twitched. “How do you know he has a birthmark?” He couldn’t keep the suspicion from his voice.

      She crossed her arms. “Because I’m obviously more observant than you,” she said through a frustrated chuckle. “Why, how else do you think I found out?”

      Jackson wisely chose not to answer. “Okay, say we go ahead with this and try to track down some of his family – if they are Max’s family – that sounds like it’s going to take a while. We need to get out of Mencha as soon as we can. We have no idea who’s on our tail.” He shifted forward on his stool, trying to command her attention. “I think I’ve found a way into the catacombs. We need to prioritize it. I’ll have to stake it out for a day and do some more research, but it’s still our best bet.”

      “No, we need to split up.”

      His brow furrowed deeply and automatically at her suggestion. “Sorry?”

      “It makes so much sense. You stake out a way into the catacombs, and I’ll track down Max’s family.” She looked pleased with herself as she flicked him a smile.

      He didn’t return it. “We are not splitting up.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s too dangerous. I don’t want you going anywhere on your own.”

      Her smile crumpled. “Why? Because I can’t look after myself?”

      “No, because you’re Tarkan.” He came close to her and whispered through clenched teeth, just to get his point across. “What if someone sees the tattoos on your hands? Carus may have given you gloves, but they could be taken off.”

      “I’ve already thought of that,” she replied coldly.

      “Really? So you agree it’s suicide to go off on your own—”

      “No. But I think it’s time we deal with my tattoos. I saw a henna kit in the markets, and we could go back and buy it tonight. I can change the designs.” She pulled up her hands and twirled them around. “With a couple of strokes here and there, I can simply make them into pretty pictures. It won’t look strange, because the women of these parts are renowned for their body decorations.”

      He wanted to snap at her that it was a terrible idea. The only problem was, it wasn’t. He still did not want to split up though.

      She could obviously see his defiance because she gave an exasperated snort. “Jackson, I’ll be okay. And we need to do this – it’s the most efficient way. You can trust me to look after myself.”

      “I trust you fine,” he freely admitted. “It’s the Guards I don’t trust. You could run into them on your little quest. You could barely walk past the one outside the temple without quaking in fear. What are you going to do if Max’s family don’t like your questions and call the Guards to take you away?”

      Her expression became all the colder at his words. “Firstly, this is not a little quest. This is a legitimate lead. Secondly, I did not quake at the Guard at the entrance – I was just a little surprised. And lastly, I will be discreet. I’m just going to ask them some questions. No one is going to throw me in prison for that.”

      “In an ideal world, maybe. But you are in the Farsight Province now, and it is governed by a singularly psychotic man. I may love my country and I might have once been loyal, but even for me that man is a tyrant.”

      She still did not look pleased, but he could see that his words were having an effect on her.

      He realized he was being a bit brutal and domineering though. Yet he couldn’t stop himself. The thought of her going off on her own was accompanied by nothing but fear.

      “This is never going to be safe.” She closed her eyes for a brief moment. “We are going to need to take risks.”

      “But not needless ones. We are always going to be safer together. So… we’ll go together.” He conceded.

      She blinked an eye open to look at him.

      “We’ll find out about Max first. Then we’ll stake out the storm drains.”

      She gave a half-smile.

      “But right now we are going to go and buy dinner, get you some henna, and find a place to spend the night.” He stood up from his stool and looked down at her.

      She cocked her head to the side with that same regal look she always had. “Okay.”

      They packed up their books, found their shoes, and wandered off back into Mencha. It didn’t take long to find a cheap inn to spend the night.

      For the first time in more than a week, they both slept in real beds and, more importantly, had the luxury of bathing.

      When the sun rose beyond the tall desert wall the next morning, they were ready for the next leg of their voyage.
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      It had been divine to sleep on a real mattress, away from the chill of the desert night. It had been more divine to finally wash. Her dirty hair had been a constant nag, but now it was back to shining and gleaming again, and no longer fighting her fingers with knots as she brushed them through it.

      When she’d woken that morning, she’d set about tattooing her hands. It had been a relatively quick process, and it had left her with plenty of time to sit on the window ledge, drying her fingertips in the streaming sunshine.

      Jackson had rustled up some breakfast and was now pacing the floor of their two-bed room, his hands locked behind his back as his face was furrowed in thought.

      She didn’t bother to interrupt him. Plus, it was strangely pleasurable to watch him when he was so deep in thought.

      “I could try to find some work,” he mumbled under his breath, “but I don’t have any identity papers.”

      She turned back to the sunshine, letting the early-morning rays warm her cheeks and closed eyelids. Soon the gentle warmth of the sun would heat up, and the blistering desert day she had grown to hate would return. For now it was lovely to sit there and let it warm her through her dark clothes.

      Jackson had been muttering to himself for almost half-an-hour now. He was trying to figure out how they would scrounge enough money to get out of Mencha. She hadn’t yet bothered to point out that he was really getting ahead of himself. They had to find a way into the catacombs and track down Max’s relatives first. He didn’t look like he was in a mood to listen though.

      “We should head out soon.” Jackson finally stopped pacing and nodded at her.

      She turned, pushing her back into the warm glass. “I thought you said we should wait until the docks become crowded?”

      “We’ll head over to Kethor Street first,” he sighed.

      She jumped up, her bare feet sinking into the thick rug underneath her. “You’ll get no complaints here.”

      It had been her plan to track down Max’s family in the morning and then stake out the storm drains later in the day. Jackson had just taken a while to agree.

      He was being very protective over her now. It was a world apart from the attitude he’d first had around her. All those weeks ago when they had met in his field, he’d been worse than a brute. He’d been blind to everything other than the fact she was Tarkan. Now he had changed completely. Now he was nervous about her walking down the street on her own.

      “We can drop into some of the shops in that street and ask if they know anything about the Kethor family. We’ll keep it low key and simple, and at the first whiff of trouble, we’ll leave.” Jackson’s eyes flashed as he spoke.

      She nodded diplomatically. “Of course.”

      She was simply happy he was following through with her plan, even if he was insisting on taking the reins.

      They quickly packed whatever provisions they would need for the day and headed out of the inn. It was an ancient building set deep in the middle of the city. Then again, every building she’d seen so far looked old. Perhaps it was the mud-brick, but the whole city had an ancient feel to it.

      Traveling by foot, they made it to Kethor Street in good time. Though Jackson always seemed hesitant to ask for directions, she had no problem in stopping anyone they passed to ensure they were headed in the right direction.

      When they finally reached it, Ki instinctively grabbed at her pendant. The very same pendant Carus had given them.

      Jackson did not know she was wearing it. He probably thought she had it tucked safely back in their room.

      That had been her intention too, yet as she’d reached for her clothes that morning, she’d grabbed up the necklace instinctively. It was as if it had called to her. Now, as it sat underneath her top, flush with her skin, she couldn’t help but pat it and play with it through the fabric.

      There was something strangely reassuring about wearing it. It lifted her spirits, almost literally. It made her feel a little like she was floating.

      “Okay, it looks like there is some kind of chemist half-way along the street. It’s a good place to start.” Jackson gestured to the building with a swipe of his hand.

      Before he could tell her to wait, she pushed forward. Though she appreciated that he was overprotective of her right now, she was not going to let him control her every move.

      “Wait up,” he said in a clipped, quick voice as he rushed up beside her.

      Letting her hand drop from her pendant and straightening the fabric so he could not see it underneath, she headed to the chemist. There were no posters or paintings advertising products on the outside of the shop, just a dangling sign with the shop’s name. As she peered in the window, she saw an array of various potions and pills.

      “Let me do the talking.” Jackson tried to duck in the door before her.

      She got there first though. She was not going to let him do the talking. While he did have a point that she had to be careful so that no one found out she was Tarkan, that did not mean she was going to stand back and let him do all the work.

      “Excuse me,” she called out sweetly as she entered.

      There were two people behind the counter, a man and a woman. Both looked like they were in their late 50s or 60s. The man had a gray beard with a smattering of black here and there, and the woman had white streaks tracking through her hazel-brown hair.

      “How can we help you?” The man nodded politely.

      Ki mimicked the move. “I was wondering if you could help us find some people.”

      Before Jackson could tug on her shoulder and tell her to shut up, Ki walked up to the counter and fixed the man and lady with an affable smile.

      “Of course, both my husband and I have been living in Mencha all our lives. Who are you after?”

      “I’m a student of history, and I’m researching a book. My husband is also a keen historian, though his interests lie mostly in the military.” Ki quickly came up with a reasonable-sounding story, never dropping her smile as she did. “I spent some time in the temple library yesterday, and I became interested in the Kethor Dynasty. This street is named after them, right?”

      The woman nodded, a truly kind and friendly look in her eyes. “Why, yes, it is. We are Kethors.” She indicated her husband with a nod of her head. “I am Heylor, and this is my husband, Castus.”

      “Really?” Ki couldn’t keep the excitement out of her voice. “I read that you are one of the founding families of Mencha.”

      “This is true. We were here at the beginning. I can trace my family line to the first settlers.” The woman smiled broadly.

      So much for calling the Guards – the lady appeared more than happy to discuss her family history. Jackson had obviously been paranoid when he’d suggested asking questions would get Ki locked away.

      She knew Jackson was hanging back, staring at her warily, but she was not going to give up yet. He had his methods for getting information, and so did she. Hers simply didn’t involve punching people or threatening them with Zeneethian rifles.

      “Oh,” Ki thought quickly, trying to come up with a way to mention Max without sounding strange, “does that mean you are related to Maximus Kethor? My husband was reading about him in a book on the military history of the region last night.”

      It was unbelievably crude, but Ki could not think of another way to innocently mention the man.

      Both the woman and her husband exchanged a look. “Maximus is my brother… was my brother,” she corrected sadly.

      Ki nodded. She could feel the woman’s emotion. She could sense her sorrow. It felt deep and wrapped up in confusion and uncertainty.

      Jackson coughed carefully from behind. No doubt he was trying to warn her to be more careful.

      “Maximus… did not live through the Fourth War. He died over 50 years ago.” The woman scratched at her neck distractedly. “I was a little girl then. Our parents had us years apart. Still… I remember my brother.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” Ki commiserated, her empathy genuine.

      “He didn’t die.” The woman’s husband cleared his throat with a gruff cough. “He disappeared.”

      Ki narrowed her eyes instinctively. “Sorry?”

      The woman took a steeling breath, turning to her husband and shaking her head. “I’m sure they are not interested in that… rumor.”

      Ki did not want to pry further into the woman’s loss, but she desperately needed to know the circumstances of Maximus’ disappearance. “I didn’t see anything about that in the book I was reading, I’m sorry to have mentioned it,” she tried in a quiet voice.

      “Oh, you wouldn’t find it in those books. It was covered up.” The husband leaned in closer, his dark brown eyes flickering with a look of mystery. “He disappeared along the coast, along with eight other men. Their small transport boat was found drifting a few kilometers from Mencha, empty. There were no signs of damage, no signs of a struggle. Just an empty ship.”

      Ki swallowed carefully, her throat constricting as a prickle of fear escaped up her spine. “It was during the war, right? Perhaps the Ash- sorry, the enemy attacked them.”

      “And not take the boat? It was full of supplies and weapons. It simply makes no sense.” The husband reached forward and clutched his wife’s hand firmly.

      “He was a good soldier.” The woman patted a hand to her heart.

      There was every possibility that he was still a good soldier. The more Ki heard about Maximus Kethor, the more she was certain he had to be Max of the Zeneethian Scouts. The fact he and his comrades disappeared at sea with no sign of attack and no warning… it just fit too perfectly. The Zeneethians could have swooped down and kidnapped everyone on that boat and then vanished back into the clouds.

      There was still one piece of evidence she needed before she could conclude categorically that Maximus really was Max.

      The birthmark. How she was going to slip that innocently into the conversation, she didn’t know.

      “Come on, we shouldn’t bother these people any further.” Jackson moved alongside her and took her hand.

      Ki didn’t even flinch as he bent his fingers over hers. He was meant to be her husband, after all. More than that, though, he was pleasantly warm, his grip reassuring.

      Still, she wasn’t ready to leave.

      The woman glanced across at them with a smile. “You have not bothered us. It is a joy and a privilege to share the story of my family.”

      Jackson nodded, swinging Ki’s arm a little as she moved to turn around.

      “Those are interesting tattoos.” The woman nodded down, pointing at Ki’s hand.

      Ki immediately stiffened. Jackson only curled his fingers over hers tighter.

      Turning with a friendly smile, Jackson nodded. “They are. They hide her birthmarks.”

      The woman nodded demurely. “All the children of the Kethor family have birthmarks, but we choose not to hide ours.”

      Ki tried to dampen her excitement as she shared a look with Jackson.

      “Thank you so much for your time,” she nodded low, “and I am sorry to have bothered you.”

      The couple said goodbye, and Jackson and Ki walked from the shop.

      It wasn’t until they were halfway down the street that Jackson let go of her hand. It was almost a shock when he did – it had felt so natural.

      Composing herself, reaching a hand up to her pendant instinctively, she bit into her lip and offered him a toothy grin. “What do you think of my theory now?”

      “I think you might be onto something. That bit about disappearing at sea is unsettling. But why would the Zeneethians take a man and turn him into a soldier? How would they do it anyway? Max seemed fiercely loyal to them. Did they brainwash him or something? And, Ki,” Jackson added as he gestured at her neck, “when were you planning on telling me that you’re wearing the necklace?”

      She shifted uncomfortably with shock.

      While Jackson did not look angry, he was obviously waiting for a reply.

      Feeling sheepish, she let her hand drop. “I just… put it on this morning.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know… I kind of… it kind of called to me. It seemed like the right thing to do.”

      Jackson searched her eyes with a keen look. “It called to you?”

      “It’s not like that exactly… oh, I don’t know.” She sighed with exasperation. “But it feels… right to wear it.” She patted at it openly. “It raises my spirits.”

      “It doesn’t raise you right off the ground, does it?” He was completely serious.

      She shook her head, but her lips wrinkled as she did. “It does feel a little like flying, I guess,” she found herself admitting.

      Jackson was silent, then took a step back and looked around him. He always compulsively checked if they were alone whenever they were having a sensitive conversation. “Just keep it out of sight,” he said through a heavy breath.

      “Do you think it’s important?” She resisted the urge to pat it again.

      “If you think it’s important, then I’m sure it is. You were right about Max, after all.”

      She smiled at his concession.

      “We should hurry up and head out to the docks. We still need to search those catacombs, after all.”

      She followed him, not stifling her smile as she did. In fact, as he walked a little ahead of her, she stared at his back with possibly the warmest look she’d ever given Jackson Walker.

      She couldn’t help it, and she couldn’t stop it.

      Just maybe she didn’t want to either.
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      Their morning had been eventful. From finding out about Max Kethor to the pendant, Jackson’s mind was reeling.

      He’d just learned all these tantalizing facts, yet he had no idea how they fitted together. What did it mean if the Zeneethians had kidnapped Max? Had they been spying on him all those years ago? Had they figured that he was a decent soldier, so they’d kidnapped him for their own army? And what did it mean that the pendant made Ki feel as though she were floating?

      Jackson could have groaned from the weight of the questions assailing him. Though they had found out some valuable information, it still led to a lot of unknowns.

      Without pause for lunch, they headed straight to the docks. With no buildings to block them, they now enjoyed the full brunt of the sea breeze trailing along the coast. It was invigorating and cooled the sweat that had plastered over his brow.

      Mencha was nowhere near as scorching and exposed as the desert, but it was still stinking hot. Jackson had not grown up with weather like this, and he was having a hard time adjusting. In an ideal world, he’d be out of the sun and tucked inside an inn, enjoying a cold beer.

      This was far from an ideal world.

      Instead he was walking close by Ki’s side as they headed down the enormous, worn steps that led from the sea wall to the docks below.

      Ki’s head was raised as she stared at the glistening, calm ocean beyond. He wanted to tell her to watch where she was stepping, in case she fell, but he didn’t. He was fully aware that he was trying to control her too much. She was no longer his prisoner. They were in this together. Yet he couldn’t stop this natural urge to try his hardest to keep her safe. If it were up to him, he would ferret her away in some high-walled monastery and complete this journey on his own. At least that way, he would know she was out of harm’s way.

      His thoughts suddenly made him laugh. It was stark how much he had changed. He’d once tied her to a chair and ignored everything she’d said, and now he couldn’t bear the idea of her undergoing unnecessary risk. Somehow that nascent trust they had built under Paladin Mountain had now blossomed into something much more. Just how much more, he couldn’t tell though, as his feelings weren’t done changing yet.

      Though the steps down the sea wall were numerous, they soon reached the bottom. It was a bustling area, with many dock workers, merchants, and travelers weaving around each other as they went on their separate ways. Gulls called as they swooped and flew overhead, occasionally landing on the masts and chimney stacks of the various ships in port.

      Cargo was being unloaded or loaded by crane or hand. Wooden boxes and barrels lined the walkways, stacked amongst sturdier metal containers.

      The smell of the salt in the air was stronger down here. It made him almost forget a huge desert was less than a kilometer behind him.

      “Where do we start?” Ki tore her eyes off the view to face him.

      “If those books were right, there should be storm drains dotted all along the sea wall. I suggest we walk along it just to stake them out. If my map was accurate, all of them should converge on three large pipes that run under the city, and those pipes connect up to the warren of tunnels underneath the temple.”

      Ki nodded resolutely. “Okay, let’s go.”

      They walked along the wall, making their way through the crowd. Occasionally they would have to wait as a container was picked up by a crane, the metal box swinging their way. They would also have to pause whenever a group of wharfies stumbled past, carrying a huge barrel between them. Yet for the most part, they made quick progress.

      Jackson hoped they looked like nothing more than a couple going for a midday stroll by the cool ocean. He knew if he wanted to solidify that perception, he should reach out and hold Ki’s hand again. Yet he couldn’t quite bring himself to do it. He wanted to, but at the same time, the prospect of it stirred up his nerves.

      Once they had canvassed the whole sea wall, they made their way back to the steps. Jackson planted a hand on his thigh as he sat roughly, letting go of a heavy sigh.

      It looked as if his plan would not be as easy as he had hoped. Though the sea drains were large, and a brief look inside told him they had handy walkways and ladders that could help him navigate his way through, there was a catch. They were all barred off with great big, rusted metal beams. They were also all located in very public areas. It would be hard to sneak their way through. Unless they went at night, but that would pose a far worse problem – he knew the docks were heavily guarded as soon as the sun set, to protect cargo.

      He pulled his hands down his face, scratching at his chin as he let them drop.

      “It’s not that bad,” Ki said lightly as she sat close to him and angled her head down so she could stare up into his eyes.

      “They’re all gated off, and they’re all in very public positions. I call that bad.”

      “What about the one in the far eastern corner? It had a gate,” she tried.

      “The gate had a stinking great padlock on it. Plus, it’s right in front of one of the piers. There’ll always be someone watching. And before you suggest it, we can’t do this at night – the docks are heavily guarded, and I really don’t want to run into any of Chancellor Quellor’s men. He’ll make Bradshaw look like a sweet little old lady.”

      “I wasn’t going to suggest the night, actually.” Ki placed her hands neatly in her lap. “I was going to suggest we wait for the container ship that’s just docked at the eastern pier. All of its containers will presumably be unloaded right onto the dock. There are heaps of them, and they should offer us substantial cover. If we go back to our inn and grab some supplies, I’m sure by the time we come back, they’ll have already started unpacking it.”

      Jackson stopped wincing.

      “Come on, it’s worth a try. If we get down there and we don’t have enough cover to get in that storm drain safely, we won’t do it. And as for the lock, I had a close look at it as we walked past – it’s very rusted. I’m sure it will break free if we use a knife to loosen the mechanism.”

      As he listened to her voice of reason, Jackson relaxed against the stairs.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” Her cheeks warmed with a blush as she tucked her hair behind her ears.

      “Because you are bloody amazing. Here I am giving up, and you’re finding a solution, yet again. Remind me never to doubt you.” He stood up with a spring in his step. His spirits had just lifted, and it wasn’t simply because she’d offered him a solution, it was at the flush still brightening her cheeks.

      “Okay, I will,” she promised seriously.

      Following through with her suggestion, they quickly returned to the inn, packing a bag with everything they would need. Jackson made a detour to the market and bought a battery-operated torch. It had cost him a pretty penny, but they would need it in the dark sea drains. He was also sure to buy a length of rope and some first aid gear.

      This time he was going to be prepared. He would have packed a blanket too if Ki hadn’t pointed out their pack was already full.

      Jackson also placed one more item in their bag, one he did not tell Ki about. He tucked it down the side, wrapping it in the rope to hide its shape. It was a gun. Carus had left it to them. Jackson didn’t want to have to use it, but he had to be prepared.

      Once they were ready, they headed back to the dock. It was now late afternoon, and the sea breeze was moving faster off the ocean, bringing with it a salty, biting chill.

      Sure to keep up the appearance they were simply travelers on a walk, they made their way towards the far eastern pier. The ship Ki had pointed out was indeed in the process of being unloaded. Better than that, as predicted, its massive metal containers and wooden crates were stacked wide and high, offering just the protection they would need.

      As they walked along the dock to their destination, he finally did it. Reaching out awkwardly, he clutched hold of Ki’s hand. She blinked at him with confusion.

      “To keep up appearances,” he clarified with a croaking cough.

      She didn’t pull away. Instead she returned her keen gaze to the ship, inclining her head as she obviously assessed what was going on.

      She was proving to have powerful skills of observation. She was also smiling, however subtly.

      Together they made it to the far eastern pier. It was a hub of activity, with dockworkers and ship hands calling out to each other over the groan of mechanical cranes and the slap of wet rope along the ever-wet pier boards.

      “We should hang back for a bit.” Ki squeezed his hand as she continued to watch the scene like a hawk, her eyes pressed open and her lips slightly parted.

      Before he could ask why, she pointed with her free hand towards the ship. The wharfies were getting ready to unload an enormous container onto the crane.

      “They should unpack it roughly over there,” she nodded to her predicted spot, “and it will give us perfect cover. Unless someone walks around it, that is,” she added hesitantly.

      She really was far more capable and canny than he’d given her credit for. While he’d been building up the courage to hold her hand, she’d been following through with their plan.

      “Right.” He rubbed at his nose as they waited.

      It was quite a sight to behold – someone had to clamber on top of the container to attach the enormous hook of the crane. Then they stood there, holding onto the rope for balance, as the whole box was lifted up.

      The dock around them was filled with the call of workers, intermingled with the cry of the occasional gull and the metallic groan as the container was lifted up by the crane. Yet none of that could cut through Jackson’s heartbeat. It was up near his throat, roaring in his ears.

      It wasn’t just the prospect of stealing into the drain behind with only a couple of containers to hide them from view; it was the fact Ki was by his side.

      All of a sudden, he realized how stupid this plan was. It was so much safer to leave her in the inn. What was he thinking, dragging her down here? Not only was there the risk of the Guards finding them illegally stomping around the storm drains, but there would be the trek ahead itself. It would be dark, damp, and just plain dangerous in there. Sure, it wouldn’t be a touch on Zeneethian scouts or Avictus Island, but it would be no picnic either. Making their way up and into the catacombs could take hours, and while it appeared there were a few ladders and paths servicing the front section of the tunnel, he doubted they’d last. The further they made their way through, the harder it would get.

      Just as the enormous container was loaded onto the dock with an almighty thump, Jackson gave a jump of his own.

      He couldn’t do this.

      Ki suddenly clutched at his hand tighter, her fingers interlocking snugger into his own. He swiveled his head to see her looking up into his eyes. Her brow was pressed with a soft kind of consternation, a slight frown crumpling her lips. “We’ll be fine,” she tried.

      They really wouldn’t be. He pressed his lips hard into his teeth, pumped his free hand into a fist, and shook his head in a curt move. “Look, Ki,” he hazarded.

      She dropped his hand, face slackening as she did. “You’re about to send me back to the inn, aren’t you?” she asked perceptively.

      He took a deep breath, bringing up the hand still warm from Ki’s touch and running it through his hair. He let it drop uncomfortably to his side as he turned to face her. “I just don’t know—”

      “Jackson.” She looked to the side, noting as a dock worker walked close to the left. She took a step in, lowering her voice as she did. “We’ve gone over this. We shouldn’t split up. You convinced me of that yourself.”

      This was different. Standing here, it was becoming clear that she couldn’t go with him. Those tunnels wouldn’t just be filled with the dredges of the sea and thousands of years of silt and sand. Everything would be rusted and falling to pieces. They could find a ladder, only to have it collapse half way up. They could be walking along a dry section of path, only to have it crumble and send them slamming to the bottom of the tunnel below.

      She wouldn’t make it.

      He couldn’t put her through any more.

      Now that she’d taken a step in closer, she was just in front of him, and she looked up resolutely into his eyes. The black silk clothes Carus had given her were stunning. More than that, they looked perfect on her. They served to accentuate her dark lashes and pale skin.

      … Which were all details Jackson had no reason to be noting.

      Feeling uncomfortable again, he forced himself to take a step back, ensuring no one was close by before he shook his head and gulped. “No,” he said.

      She tipped her head back, clenched her teeth, and looked like she wanted to hit him. Her cheeks tight with frustration, she glared at him. “Why?” she hissed. “Why now? We can’t afford to discuss this – that container has just been unloaded. We won’t get another opportunity like this. We have to move now.”

      He knew that.

      He forced himself to take another step back, checking quickly over his shoulder as he did.

      She had a valid point: he should have thought about this sooner. To bring her all the way down to the dock front and to wait for their sole opportunity only to get cold feet was mad. It was also possibly suicidal.

      But he’d made his decision. Still pumping one of his hands, he shook his head again, his neck muscles tight, making the move far tenser than he’d intended.

      Ki stood there for a moment, staring right at him, her dark eyes narrowed in clear anger and frustration.

      Before she could berate him or simply hit him on the shoulder with one of her usually gentle and soft hands, she checked behind her with a flick of her head.

      Then she moved. Faster than he would have previously given her credit for.

      She did not head back in the direction of the inn. Instead she ducked past him, curving her back and keeping low to the ground.

      “Hey,” he hissed, twisting on his foot, pushing out an arm to stop her.

      She darted towards the storm drain, latching her hands onto the rusted chain just as he reached her side.

      “Ki,” he warned quietly. “We can’t draw attention to ourselves.”

      She didn’t acknowledge his words; neither did she react when he placed a hand on her shoulder to try to pull her back.

      Instead she played with the lock, pushing her fingers into it, obviously trying to pry out a weakness.

      It was madness. She wasn’t going to be able to break it with her bare hands.

      In fact, this whole thing was madness. It had been far too risky to bring her along in the first place. While it was clear she was trying to stalwartly ignore his wishes, and intended on accompanying him into the catacombs whether he liked it or not, she could bring attention to them. If someone saw her fiddling with the lock, the game would be up.

      “Ki.” He pulled her back hard now.

      As he did, something fell off in her hands.

      The lock.

      She flashed him a momentary triumphant look, then twisted her head to the side, her hair cascading over one shoulder as she angled her face to the left.

      She’d clearly just heard something.

      In a second, he made it out too: footsteps coming their way.

      As panic slammed against his chest like a fist, he struggled to think of what to do next.

      Ki barreled into him. She didn’t try to knock him to the ground; neither did she take the opportunity to finally hit him. Instead she looped her arms under his, fixing them around his middle. Then she pressed in close.

      It all happened so quickly. As the footsteps now faltered, they were not accompanied with a low growl; a gruff, short laugh wrought the air instead.

      Ki kept as close as close could be, her head nuzzled right against Jackson’s chest, her cheek pressed up hot against the base of his neck.

      “You know we have inns for that?” a man croaked through a laugh.

      Jackson twisted his head around to see a dock worker, weathered face crumpled in amusement as he took a long drag on a hand-rolled cigarette, the smoke buffeting up around his face.

      Jackson had to move. He couldn’t keep on standing there like a startled animal, body locked in shock at Ki’s sudden move.

      He forced a smile, shifting his eyebrows up expressively and dipping his head at the dock worker. Then Jackson brought his arms up and around Ki, resting them easily on the small of her back. Though his fingers were stiff and locked, they still sat smooth and comfortable against the fabric of her top.

      “I shouldn’t interrupt.” The dockworker took a last drag on his cigarette, then flicked it to the ground, crushing it under a twist of his boot.

      “Thank you,” Jackson mouthed.

      The man walked away with another suggestive laugh.

      It took a long time for Jackson to calm enough to shift back. He opened his arms up, and as he did, Ki snapped her head off his chest, eyes wide. “Did it work?”

      Jackson’s arms were still open and wide. They felt frozen there, but not as stuck as his expression was. There was a kinked, extremely awkward smile creasing his lips.

      She took a slight step back, one hand still on his chest as she turned her head this way and that, clearly checking for any further company.

      He couldn’t let his arms drop. They remained there, spread out as if he were waiting for Ki to return to him.

      Craning her neck, her palm pulling slightly off his chest as her fingers remained, she took another moment, then straightened up with a sigh.

      She let her hand drop.

      Then recognition obviously caught up with her, and she took a demure and rather comical step to the side, locking her hands behind her back as she did.

      Though her cheeks could have been steaming from the flush that caught them, she let out a tight breath and nodded sharply towards the storm drain. As she did, she raised an eyebrow in challenge. “We don’t have long.” She stressed the word we with a hiss.

      It felt like agony for some reason, but he let his arms drop.

      A lot had just happened, and his brain was lagging far behind. Yet he had enough sense to realize she was right.

      She darted forward, grabbed at the chain that had once held the lock firmly in place around the drain gate, and she pulled it off quickly but quietly. Then she clenched her teeth, her usually round jaw squaring as she tugged the gate open. It gave a groan and grated over the worn stone underneath, but she pushed her shoe into it to control it.

      Then it was open.

      She didn’t wait. She clambered inside.

      Jackson’s neck felt hot, and his hands itched. Both were sensations that should not hold his attention right now; this situation was perilous. Yet he couldn’t stop the lingering warmth in his chest from sinking into his mind and commanding his focus.

      Bringing a hand up and wiping the back across his cheek and chin, he followed her.

      As soon as they made it through the gateway, she closed it, then looped the chain around, securing the broken lock in place over the top. She shifted the chain in front, hiding the gap in the locking mechanism, then sucked in a shaking breath as she all but stumbled back.

      It was just in time. There was a scuffling of shoes – easily audible over the sound of the crane and the shouts along the dock – and it was headed their way.

      It was too late now. He could hardly push into Ki and send her back through the gate with another warning not to follow him. Instead he grabbed a hand lightly over her shoulder and tugged her back.

      There were two narrow paths hewn into the sides of the tunnel. There was a chunk missing from the one just to his right, and without hesitation, he pulled Ki towards it, crouching down for cover and gesturing for her to do the same.

      Then he spent several agonizing seconds waiting for a scream or shout; anything to indicate someone had seen them hide inside the tunnel mouth.

      Though the scent of smoke eventually wafted in towards them, no one raised the alarm. After several minutes Jackson heard footsteps withdrawing, and he felt the sharp edge of his fear leave with them.

      Rolling his eyes in relief and scratching hard at his neck, he finally turned to her.

      She was crouched right behind him, one hand on her knee, the other latched onto the broken lip of stone next to her. She was looking right at him.

      Though the tunnel was a sea drain, right now it was thankfully dry. Clearly no storms had beset Mencha in the recent past, and it was a fact Jackson was now grateful for. It wouldn’t have been pretty to slog knee-deep through silty, sand-clogged stormwater.

      Ki did not blink once. She simply fixed him with a dark gaze, though he swore her cheeks were still hot and flushed under her hooded eyes.

      Before she could start arguing with him, he pressed a finger into his mouth and instantly grimaced with the move. While these tunnels were dry for now, that didn’t make them clean. Below his feet and covering the broken path next to him were likely centuries of grime and filth. Bad smelling grime and filth.

      She raised an eyebrow at him.

      Wiping his hands against his shirt, he inclined his head to the side, listening to every sound he could. When the coast seemed clear, and a tight pressure of anticipation welled within, he pushed himself up and darted out into the main body of the tunnel. Waving Ki on, he kept as low as he could as he scampered forward.

      The tunnels were huge, but thankfully they were set back far enough into the sea wall that not too much sunlight breached the expansive doorway. After several quick strides, he was out of view, but he didn’t dare whisper a word to Ki until they’d penetrated deep into the dark.

      Latching a hand to his pack, he shrugged it off his shoulder and brought out the torch. As soon as he turned it on, she rounded on him.

      “What were you playing at? We’d already discussed this: it’s safest for us to stick together,” she huffed, locking her hands on her hips.

      He was sure to keep the torch beam directed at the ground; he didn’t want to blind her, and neither did he want to see her expression right now.

      “Just leave it,” he suggested hopelessly.

      “Leave it? You brought me all the way down here only to change your mind at the last moment.” She brushed the hair from her face with a sharp pat of her fingers, returning her hand to her hip almost immediately.

      He clenched his teeth and swallowed hard. “Look, Ki, I didn’t think it through before. I’m sorry. But yeah, I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to come along.” He winced as he shot a blast of air through his locked lips and up against the tips of his short hair. “Or at least I didn’t think it was a good idea. I guess I have to get used to it now.”

      She continued to glower at him, her posture stiff as she shook her head sharply. “I thought we were meant to be trusting each other now.”

      He gave a frustrated, short laugh. “This has nothing to do with trust. This has to do with…” He trailed off. He turned around, his boot eating into the caked silt below him as he did. He cast his gaze around until he spied a rusted ladder to their left. He shrugged towards it. “That.”

      She barely looked its way, her eyebrows snapping further down as she did. “An old ladder? Jackson, what—”

      “No, it’s not a rusted ladder. I mean, yeah, of course it’s a rusted ladder, but that’s not what I mean,” he corrected, spluttering through his words. “This whole place is going to be dangerous. I should have thought it through, but I didn’t. From crumbling down tunnels, to rusted old ladders, to dead ends. And once we hit the catacombs proper, we’re going to have to climb—”

      She crossed her arms. “I can be careful, you know. I’m not going to throw myself off the first ladder we see.”

      He let out another beleaguered sigh, latching a hand to his shoulder and letting it sink deep into the tired muscle. “I know that, Ki, but it’s not about—”

      “I can look after myself.” Her arms were crossed so tightly in front of her chest, that her words were short and breathy.

      “Ki, look, I’m sorry, but it would just be safer—”

      “Jackson, we’re in this together,” she huffed. “And you don’t have to keep me safe.”

      Before she could add anything, he straightened up, his arms drawing slack by his sides. “Yes, I do.” His words were strong, adamant, and automatic.

      She claimed to be able to read emotion, and in that moment she hesitated. Maybe she could feel just how serious he was.

      Pushing at the tension still entwining his gut, he closed his eyes for a brief moment. “I don’t want to see you get hurt. No,” he said, his voice stronger, “I can’t see you get hurt.”

      “You’ve been doing this since we got here.” She let her arms drop from her middle as her face turned towards the ground. “I understand you want to keep me safe, but you can’t lock me away. Neither of us can afford it. We have to keep going if we want to find out the secrets of the Zeneethians.”

      He brought a hand up to his head and rested it over his eyes, eventually letting it slide down, his palm catching on his stubble. He’d had a chance to shave his beard off at the oasis, but that had been days ago now.

      He wasn’t getting through to her, not least because he was muddling over his words like a child.

      Pulling at his collar, he distractedly itched at his neck. It was still hot. No, that wasn’t right. The skin didn’t smart; it tingled.

      Despite the situation, a smile kinked his lips.

      “Jackson?” Her brow crumpled. “Why are you smiling like that?”

      The smile kinked higher, and his once frustrated sigh blossomed into a chuckle. “You’re all kinds of confusing, Ki.”

      “… What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means we should just drop this and move on. I’m sorry I hesitated. Though I still think it would have been a safer option to leave you at the inn, we don’t have that luxury anymore. And yeah, I’m sorry I didn’t bring this up sooner. It’s all water under the bridge now. We should push on.”

      She considered him carefully. Though his torch had been directed at the patch of the tunnel between them, he now angled it past her so he could see her face in full.

      She slowly blinked, brushing her palms over her smooth silk pants before managing a nod. “We priestesses are meant to be quick to forgive.”

      He couldn’t help it; he cracked into a full grin now. “I’m pretty sure us Ashkans aren’t. When are you going to apologize for trying to tackle me by the gate?”

      Her lips descended in confusion for a split second. Then her cheeks warmed to red. “I wasn’t trying to tackle you,” she spoke so quickly it sounded like a hiccup.

      “Oh, I forgot. That was a hug right?”

      Her cheeks looked so hot, they could have shone brighter than his torch.

      “I… I acted quickly, reasoning it was—” she began, crunching her hands into awkward fists as she fidgeted on the spot.

      “Ki,” he laughed easily, “it’s okay. You did… good.” He fumbled over his words. “It was a… ah, good distraction.” He turned away quickly, pretending to survey the tunnel around him as he hid his face from view.

      What had started out as a simple tease, had turned embarrassing very quickly. She’d done good? He sounded like he was complimenting a sheepdog or something.

      An uncomfortable silence spread between them as Jackson genuinely tried to survey the tunnel now. With all hostilities over, they had to push on with the mission.

      After a short pause, he motioned them on with a swipe of the torch, the beam dancing over the tunnel walls around them.

      It stank down here. Centuries of seawater and grime filled the air with a cloying, salty smell. The tunnel was littered with seashells, rotting chunks of seaweed, and the occasional body of a crab or the skeleton of a fish. His boots crunched into the muck as he walked on, the sound echoing through the cavernous expanse.

      “You know,” Ki broke the silence suddenly, “I… um… we priestesses… I….”

      He stopped, turning to face her.

      She had her hands clasped before her, her fingers locked tight as she rubbed her thumbs together.

      “It’s okay, I was teasing before,” he admitted.

      “I know that. It’s just that I should probably….” She made a funny noise as she trailed off.

      “How about we put it behind us?” he suggested, his voice artificially light.

      Her shoulders relaxed in relief. “Okay. But I’m still going to prove to you that it was a good idea to bring me along. You may think you have to save me, but I think you’d be lost without me. I have saved your life on multiple occasions.”

      He conceded her point with a gentlemanly nod. “True, I think we’re more than even though.”

      She appeared to ignore his comment. “Plus,” she clutched a hand to her top, her fingers visibly searching out the amulet underneath the fabric, “we have no idea what’s waiting up there.”

      “That’s kind of the point,” he sighed quietly.

      “I don’t mean that – I mean information on the Zeneethians. I’ll admit, Jackson, you’re a lot better at running around and getting us out of trouble. But you haven’t been up there.” She pointed up as she spoke, one hand still locked on the pendant under her blouse.

      He didn’t need her to explain what she meant by up there; it was clear she meant the Zeneethians.

      She had a point, and it humbled him into silence.

      “I have.” Her voice wavered. “We don’t know what we’ll find up in the catacombs, but if there really are clues on the Zeneethians, then I’m best placed to figure them out.”

      He nodded slowly. Maybe he hadn’t thought about it like that. Maybe he’d been too consumed by the prospect of keeping Ki safe, to really think this through rationally. She was right; she had a much better chance of understanding any information they came across, because she alone had experienced the Zeenithians up close. Having spent a year in their custody, she knew more than Jackson could guess.

      Pressing his lips together uncomfortably, he knew he had to vocalize his realization. “Look… I didn’t think about it like that. And I guess you’re right; you do know more about them, and you’re going to pick up more from any texts we come across. It’s just….”

      She held out a hand to him.

      He faltered.

      She kept it there.

      “What are you…?” He coughed, patting at his chest quickly.

      “Come on.” She let her hand drop. “This is my way of forgiving you.” She dipped her head forward, then brought it up to look at him directly. “I know what you were trying to do… and, I suppose I should thank you. But I’m still coming with you.”

      He couldn’t help but gaze at her, a confused look muddling his expression. “Right. So you forgive me?” he pried.

      She nodded.

      He was used to her bickering, fighting him every step of the way. He was not used to the Tarkan priestess suddenly dropping all hostilities and offering the hand of peace, literally.

      When she didn’t turn around and snap at him, he took a step next to her, intending to check the tunnel just ahead before continuing their trek. As he shifted towards her, he could see how conflicted her expression was. Yet that wasn’t what caught his attention, his stomach kicking with nerves. Tucking her hair behind her ear, she glanced from his arms to his face, her cheeks ruby against the black of her blouse. Her eyes flickered with an emotion he fancied he recognized, but one he knew she could not hold for him.

      Suddenly feeling uncomfortable, he quickened his pace, his back itching as he fidgeted forward.

      He was confused, he reasoned quickly. What with one thing and another, he was reading intentions into her words and actions that just weren’t there. From the heat of Farsight to the stress of stealing into the tunnels, he was letting his imagination get the better of him.

      Ki had tackled him into a hug and had offered her hand because she was trying to get through this situation. She was staring at his arms, eyes shifting wide, because she….

      Jackson forced a long breath through his pursed lips, blinking rapidly as he did.

      It was time to clear his mind.

      They had to get through this. He couldn’t afford distractions of any kind.

      With that determination steeling him, he walked on.
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      What was wrong with her? What was she doing?

      As soon as Jackson had walked ahead, she had collapsed her hands over her cheeks, trying to eke out the heat trapped within.

      If hugging him outside hadn’t been bad enough, for no good reason, she’d offered him her hand. She hadn’t thought it through; she’d simply upturned her palm towards him as if her body had done so of its own accord.

      She was furious with herself. Jackson’s transgression was all but forgotten; her own emotions and foolish behavior, however, were taking up all her attention instead.

      Drawing her arms in and hugging herself tightly, she closed her eyes again.

      “Are you cold?” Jackson paused to glance her way.

      She shook her head, patting at her hair, pulling it over her shoulder, and distracting herself by neatening it.

      “Right, I mean good,” he corrected quickly. “I think there should be a fork in the tunnel just before us.” He cleared his throat gruffly.

      It wasn’t just her imagination – Jackson was being awkward around her. Who could blame him? He was likely heartily confused by her actions.

      His gaze appeared to linger on her for a moment. Then he turned sharply, his boot jerking up against a shell to his side, and kicking it across the tunnel. The shell scattered along the silt-laden stone, coming to a rest a meter away.

      It made her look down.

      She saw the glint of something white.

      Frowning, she got to her knees, reaching a hand towards it. Her fingers froze a centimeter from it, and she let out a gasp of recognition.

      Jackson jumped down to his knees beside her, apparently not caring that his pants dragged across the muck covering the tunnel floor. “What is it?” Sharp insistence quickened his tone.

      Ki recoiled, giving a shudder as she did.

      Jackson, however, reached his hand out, latching it over the white object and pulling it up easily.

      It was a skull.

      Ki turned her head sharply to the side, indulging in a tight blink before she looked back.

      “Right,” he managed as he put the skull back slowly.

      Feeling sick, she placed a hand on her stomach to calm her nerves.

      “It’s probably been down here for centuries. Likely just a street urchin or a treasure hunter.” He dipped his head low to look at her, obvious compassion pushing his lips into a warm smile. “It’s okay.”

      She nodded; he was right.

      She went to push to her feet, but she stopped, teetering forward as something else caught her eye.

      Jackson followed her move, eyebrows crumpling over his eyes. He scooted forward, still on his knees, and grabbed up the object.

      It was metal, and it had glinted under the light of the torch. As Jackson brought it up, Ki recognized it instantly. She could tell Jackson did too; his expression soured, his breath catching heavy in his throat as his Adam’s apple pushed against his collar.

      It was a pin. To be exact, an officer’s pin from the military. But not just any military – the Tarkan Army.

      Rubbing it hard between his thumbs, Jackson let it drop back to the muck-covered ground with no warning.

      She saw his eyes flash with that same look she’d come to recognize whenever he talked of her people. Yet as he swiveled his gaze to look at her, it melted away.

      Grating his teeth, he now stood up, wiping his hands on his top. Then he stared back down at the pin, shining the torch beam directly over it. “What the hell is that doing down here?”

      “I… I suppose it’s a relic from the Fourth War,” she tried, her voice almost a whisper. Though she truly trusted Jackson now, she still became intensely uncomfortable whenever the topic of her own people came up, especially anything to do with the wars. He had lost his fiancée in the last one, after all….

      Ki took a step back, feeling her cheeks pale as a muddled confusion rose through her. It ignited at the mere thought of his fiancée.

      Angry at herself for what she was feeling, Ki took several steps back. Not paying heed to where she stood, her foot snagged against something, and she stumbled backward.

      Jackson darted towards her, but she had already righted herself.

      Turning, they both stared down.

      There were more bones behind her. Recoiling again with a sharp shiver, she automatically took a step closer to Jackson.

      Deep furrows digging into his brow, he kneeled down to examine the bones, shifting them tentatively with a single finger. Soon he plucked up yet another pin. Once again, it was an officer’s pin from the Tarkan Army.

      “I don’t get it,” he said around a clenched jaw. “The Tarkans never assaulted Mencha directly. What are these bones doing here?”

      “Maybe it was some kind of sneak attack,” she suggested, her voice shaking. “Does it matter? We should move on.” She clutched tightly at her arms, trying to stand exactly where she was, lest she disturb any more graves.

      “It matters,” he muttered as he examined the pin under the torch beam, swinging around to glance further down the tunnel and then back at her, “because there’s no way two uniformed Tarkan soldiers could have gotten into these sea tunnels. In all the wars, they have always been heavily guarded. Plus, if it had been a sneak attack – if they’d come in to plant a bomb – they wouldn’t have sent in officers wearing their goddamn pins.” He threw the pin up and caught it easily, his fist closing around it so tightly that the metal no doubt cut into his skin.

      She stared at his hand, then forced her gaze up to his face. “I don’t… understand. War is complex. Lots of things go on. But does it honestly matter how these two men wound up here? Shouldn’t we just push on?” She took a step back, but when something crunched under her foot with a sickening snap, she jumped.

      Whirling, she saw yet another bone.

      Shivering now, she let out a choked noise.

      The more she stared at the muck around her, the more she could pick up the white glimmer of bone.

      As a priestess, she understood death. But that academic fact could not save her from the horrible, grisly realization that strangled her.

      She was standing on top of a mass grave.

      “Oh god.” She paled, nausea slamming against her as her arms shook and quivered. Beside herself, disgust twisting tighter and tighter at her gut, she ran further into the tunnel. As she did, her face screwed up in repulsion as she heard more snaps echo from under her feet.

      “Ki,” Jackson called from behind her, his voice blasting through the tunnel. “Wait up.”

      “We’re standing on a mass grave,” she shot back, hot tears starting to slide down her cheeks.

      Though Jackson caught up to her quickly, he didn’t hook a hand over her elbow to pull her back. He just let her run.

      She didn’t stop until the silt under her foot no longer glittered with the glimmer of white. Slowing down, she rammed a hand into her side, grabbing at a stitch that had formed in her stomach. Then she bent over, placing her palm over her mouth as she did.

      “Hey.” He moved in closer to her, breath even. Though his voice shook a little, he was clearly composed.

      She was not. She shook, tears spilling down her cheeks and over the stiff fingers locked over her mouth.

      He placed a hand gently on her shoulder, trying to ease her up. “It’s okay,” he muttered lightly.

      She didn’t respond. Instead she let her turgid revulsion spin through her like a whirlwind. Not only had she just been callous enough to wander on top of a mass grave, but she could feel it….

      She arched her shoulder suddenly to get away from him. Though the press of his hand was reassuring, her body still bucked with desperation.

      “Ki,” he managed, but he did not continue. It was clear he did not know what to add. Any attempt to say it was alright evidently would not work. Neither would any attempt to brush it off.

      Still leaning down with a hand over her mouth and one anchored into her knee for support, she tried to deal with her feelings.

      This time Jackson did not place a hand on her shoulder or try to comfort her; he simply stood a respectful distance back, the torch limp in his hands, the beam directed just over his left foot. He didn’t say anything, and he didn’t move. Yet neither did he take his eyes off her once.

      Digging her fingers hard into the flesh above her knees, she tried to use every technique she’d ever been taught to chase away the storm of emotion ravaging her.

      … These feelings… they weren’t just her own. This fear, this hatred, this last-ditch desperation – it was not Ki’s; it belonged to the bodies back in the tunnel.

      As a Tarkan priestess, she could feel emotion. Every young girl to join the clan was hand-picked specifically based on their empathetic skills. Through their years of training, all priestesses would become versed in various techniques to foster and develop their talents. Over a lifetime, they would be able to hone their abilities until they could read not just the emotions of an individual, but of a crowd. Ki had read stories in the ancient scrolls of women who could even gauge the feelings of whole provinces, nations even.

      But there was one skill hardly talked of and never cherished. One so rare, mention of it was relegated to the most outdated tomes.

      Certain Tarkan priestesses over the years had been able to read the emotions of the dead. Snippets into the lives of those that had come before, it was a truly horrible and grisly gift.

      Now pulling her hand from her knee and planting it into her chest, her fingers digging into her breast bone, she tried to get control of herself.

      “Ki.” Jackson took a step towards her, the torch beam swinging loosely at his side. It illuminated more of the tunnel around them, catching the muck under their feet, flashes of broken shell and well-worn pebble meeting her gaze. Yet thankfully no bones.

      She tried to force herself to stand. As her fingers pushed further into her chest and neck, they brushed over the pendant. She latched a hand to it in a frantic move, as if her fingers acted of their own accord. This time she yanked it right out from under her blouse, her movements jerky.

      As soon as the flesh of her trembling hands finally clutched around the smooth metal, a light sensation washed into her. With it, the horrible emotions embattling her lifted. Like whispers on the wind or smoke in a storm, they flew away.

      Jackson obviously noticed something, as he took a snapped step towards her, the torch jerking by his side. In the reflected light of it, she could see his eyebrows hooding his eyes in deep shadow. “Ki? What’s going on?”

      She angled her head to the side, one hand still clutched tight around the pendant.

      What had just happened?

      “Ki?” He took another step towards her, reaching out a hand again, and placing it tentatively on her shoulder.

      This time she did not push him off. She blinked heavily, wiping her free hand down her face as she tried to think.

      She’d never been able to feel the emotions of the dead before. Though that desert tomb had certainly stirred up disgust, it hadn’t felt like this. Then again, there had only been two bodies in that tomb, but in the tunnel were…. She shuddered as she tried to guess.

      Jackson bent down, angling his head to the side as he tried to look up into her eyes. “Are you okay?”

      Far from trying to reassure him, she eventually shook her head.

      “We’ll wait here as long as you need.” He straightened up, a smile on his lips. As he did, she could see his eyes lingered on the pendant still clutched in her hand.

      It brought her attention back to it. Warily, she opened up her hand. Though her palm obscured most of the reflected light coming up from Jackson’s torch, the thing still glistened.

      Taking a deep breath, she let it drop to her chest, reasoning it was time to push on. As soon as she let it drop from her palm, those dark, hateful emotions returned. They snapped upon her like tentacles pushing through the dark.

      She virtually stumbled before grabbing at the pendant again. When her fingers grabbed it, the feelings stopped.

      Jackson was looking at her wide-eyed now, tension forcing his back straight and his movements quick. “What’s going on?”

      She shook her head.

      She had absolutely no idea.

      “Ki, speak to me. What’s going on?”

      Initially, she wanted to stay quiet. She didn’t want to share a word of what was happening to her. She didn’t want to tell Jackson because… why? He was Ashkan? He wouldn’t believe her? Because he’d been so reluctant to accept the existence of the Zeneethians and what they’d done to her?

      As soon as that realization struck her, she stifled it. He’d done a lot of changing in the past month. It was time for her to catch up.

      Trust was more than acceptance; it was sharing, no matter how much it hurt.

      “I… I don’t know. Look…. I realize you don’t believe me, but—”

      “Ki.” He still had his hand on her shoulder, and he moved it lower down her arm now. He offered her a move halfway between a frown and a smile. “Give me a chance.”

      She looked up at him, her gaze dancing and shifting, more tears threatening to trickle down her cheeks. With a single breath, she found her trembling voice: “some priestesses can feel the emotions of the dead. Look – I realize it sounds mad, but—”

      “Hey, we’ve been dealing with a race that can levitate ships and cities,” he pointed out, compassion creasing his brow and slackening his cheeks.

      She blinked carefully, waiting for him to change his mind and call her crazy. When he didn’t, she continued: “I’ve never been able to do it…. I… I didn’t even think it was real. But back there.” She pointed wildly to the far end of the tunnel. “I felt feelings that weren’t mine.”

      Jackson’s lips squeezed into a thin line. She could tell he was having trouble believing her, and yet he did not push her away, and neither did he start to bicker. He simply waited for her to finish.

      “I know it sounds crazy, Jackson, I really do. But I can feel it all.” She pushed a hand up into her cheek, dragging her fingernails down her cold skin.

      “What about the pendant?” He nodded down to it carefully.

      She looked at her tightly closed hand, not wanting to open it, lest she lose control again.

      Another tear escaped her eyes, tracking down her cheek.

      Jackson hesitated, and the hand that held her arm shifted, almost as if he wanted to brush the tear away.

      It distracted her.

      “The pendant? Is it helping you?” he tried again.

      She nodded. It was a definite move, and it felt good; as she agreed with him, she felt sure of herself. The pendant was helping her. Somehow, it made all her troubles drift away. “I don’t know why, but when I hold it… everything seems light again.”

      Jackson didn’t offer her a compassionate smile at that admission. His eyes narrowed, his bottom lip pulling down and crumpling his chin.

      “I think I should be able to move on,” she lied, taking a steeling breath as she did. Regardless of what had just happened to her, they were on a tight schedule here. They still had to make their way up to the catacombs, and ideally they should do it before nightfall. Though she wasn’t opposed to the idea, she didn’t want to spend a night in these tunnels. The mere thought of it sent a chill racing up her spine.

      “Are you sure?” He straightened up, now letting his hand drop from her shoulder. As it did, she felt a little of that light sensation fall with it.

      Jackson watched her.

      Forcing a blink and trying to clear her mind, she nodded, all the while holding fast onto her pendant.

      “We’ll figure this out.” He nodded reassuringly, though his eyes still had a confused and worried look to them.

      She attempted a smile.

      They soon continued on. As they walked, her mind whirled. She had no idea what had just happened to her. She was thankful for one thing, though – and it wasn’t just the pendant – it was Jackson. Whether he believed her or not, he was still by her side, and that lifted her more than any levitation device ever could.
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      He kept on thumbing his nose and running a hand over his stubble. He no longer cared about the stench caking his fingers. He needed a distraction, and in this enormous, echoing tunnel, that was all he could manage.

      She wasn’t talking to him. After she’d admitted what had happened to her, she’d continued on in brave silence, one hand always locked over that pendant.

      At first, he’d been willing to write it off as hysteria. Ki was a priestess, she’d never been in the army, and by the sounds of it, for the last war she’d been holed up safely in the Hega province, away from all the fighting. She wouldn’t have come across atrocities before. She may have told him that as a priestess she was familiar with death, but death and genocide were two completely different things.

      Genocide. The word had popped into his head, but he clamped his jaw down quickly as he automatically corrected himself. Yes, there were many bodies back there, but they were Tarkan. Though he did not know how they had ended up there, no doubt their deaths had been simple acts of war. The inhabitants of Mencha would have been protecting themselves….

      Feeling a strange, niggling sensation loop around his middle like wire, he latched a hand onto his top and scrunched his fingers around it.

      For a fleeting moment he wondered if Ki would be having the same intense reaction if the soldiers had been Ashkans and not Tarkans. As soon as he thought it, he shook his head.

      He couldn’t think like that, plus, all of this speculation was keeping his mind off the real problem here: the pendant. He wasn’t sure whether he believed Ki could somehow feel the emotions of the dead, but he could bet that necklace was having some sort of effect on her. He could see the way she looked at it. Hell, every time one of her hands got tired and she switched over to rest her arm, she stumbled.

      One fact was clear: the Scouts were after her. They were desperate to get her back. She could activate those levitation devices and do unexplainable things to magnets. If that pendant really was Zeneethian, then of course it would have an effect on her… he just didn’t know what it was.

      Feeling uncomfortable all at once, his body hot and itchy, he dug his free hand into his neck and tried to coax the tense muscles to stretch. Letting a stiff breath through his clench teeth, he saw Ki automatically glance his way. Her long lashes blinked in the semi-darkness, casting shadows over her cheeks.

      “What?” he asked casually.

      “I can… fix that, if you’d like?” She pointed hesitantly at his shoulder.

      His brow crinkled with confusion. “Sorry?”

      Though she still had one hand on her pendant, she pointed again with the other. “Your shoulder. It looks fatigued. If you would like… ah….” She trailed off with a light swallow.

      One of his cheeks puffed up in a rugged smile. It wasn’t just at the way she was looking at him – it was at the thought Ki was offering to help him while she was still overcome by emotions.

      He went to say no, his mouth opening with a jerk. Then he stopped himself. Shrugging, he let his hand drop. “If you think—” he began.

      She took a nervous step forward, coming around behind him.

      He felt his stomach tighten as she pushed onto her tiptoes to rest a hand on his shoulder. Instantly he twitched. Not out of pain, though. Out of a sensation he couldn’t afford right now.

      With a light and quick touch, she ran her hand along the bulk of his trapezius, until she found two points either side of his neck.

      He offered a muddled smile to the darkness, thankful she couldn’t see it.

      Then she pressed into his muscles.

      Instantly his back arched, not out of pain though. With a twinge, a rush of warm release spread through his shoulders, down his arms, and into his chest. He let out a muffled sigh at it.

      “I’m sorry I can’t reach properly,” she stuttered.

      She was using both her hands, which meant she would have had to drop the pendant. Though it affected her, and he could feel her shaking a little, she’d still done it to help him out.

      “Does that feel better?” She let her hands pull back.

      As they did, a little of the warm energy went with them.

      “Ah,” he managed as he took a step forward, shaking his arms and arching his back, “ah, yeah. Wow.” He turned over his shoulder to face her.

      She brought one hand back to her pendant and set the other around her middle demurely. She nodded. “I’m glad I could help.”

      Help? She hadn’t just helped; she’d all but fixed his shoulder. Latching a hand to it now, he couldn’t feel a scrap of the tension that had once locked it in place.

      She was full of surprises.

      He was standing there, unashamed that his mouth was open as he stared at her. “How did… how did you do that? I’ve always had a problem with this shoulder. I’ve even been on medication for it. I’ve seen multiple masseuses, even doctors.”

      “But never a Tarkan priestess?” She pressed her bottom lip up into a smile.

      “No, not until now,” he chuckled.

      An easy moment passed between them. Exactly the kind of moment he would never have imagined sharing with a Tarkan, let alone a priestess.

      Feeling momentarily awkward, he flattened his hair and ran a hand over his stubble again.

      “We should continue on.” She gestured before them. “I really don’t want to spend the night here,” she added through a hesitant breath.

      Neither did he. While he had packed for that possibility, he wasn’t comfortable with spending any more time than they had to down here. It wasn’t just because the place was dark, dank, and uninviting. The further they traveled in, the more his gut sank with a heavy, ominous feeling. Of course finding the mass grave hadn’t helped. Neither had Ki’s reaction to it.

      He didn’t know what he would find down here – and the further they traveled – the more he convinced himself it would not be pleasant.

      Without another word, they continued on. Traveling in silence for another hour, they headed further in. The sea tunnels ended and led seamlessly into the catacombs. Here and there were old ladders, and where there were none, they made their way up over the thankfully uneven and easily climbable stone.

      It took a long time, but soon Ki dropped the pendant, though she did clutch at it occasionally. The color was back in her cheeks, and the sallow, deadened look was gone from her gaze. Still, he wanted to get her out of here as soon as he could.

      This far under the city, the catacombs were cool. They were a welcome reprieve from the heat of the day, but that was the only comfort they offered. The smell still ate into his nostrils, making him cough and scratch at his throat. The stone was rough too, and his hands were cut along the thumbs and fingers from climbing and scrabbling.

      He often got the urge to tell her it would all be okay, though he’d never been stupid enough to actually say it. It was an empty promise, after all. This was but a single step in their journey. For all they knew, they could scour these tunnels only to find nothing of what they looked for. Even if they did find some scrolls, and even if they did mention the Zeneethians, then what? Armed with new information, did he really think they could turn around and take on the sky people?

      Feeling depression loom over him like a dark cloud, he glanced over to see Ki. Her hair was bunched around her shoulders, scant strands playing over her cheeks. She would tuck them back occasionally, only to sigh heavily.

      If he was having a hard time adjusting to their odds, it would be nothing compared to her. If he failed, he would likely end up in prison or dead. If she failed… what? She would be taken back up to a floating city by the Scouts, only to have them experiment on her? But why? Why would such a technologically advanced civilization be so interested in Ki? Granted, she had her share of surprises, and he was certainly warming to her, but he doubted the Zeneethians held the same affections for Ki as he did.

      “Do you think it will be much longer?” She broke the silence with a slight cough.

      He automatically shook his head, even though he didn’t know. He was going off a map in his head here, and there was every chance it was no longer accurate. With such a warren of tunnels right under a busy city, there was bound to be earth movement over the centuries. They’d already come across cave-ins and half-crumbled-down walls. Still, he’d been careful to chart their path thus far and was confident he could get them back to the port easy enough.

      He was willing to keep trying for another hour or two, as long as Ki’s spirits didn’t drop too far. Thankfully she seemed physically fine though. She’d only stumbled once or twice, and while she often kept a hand locked on her pendant, it didn’t affect her overall balance or speed.

      “You don’t actually know, do you?” she pried after a quiet pause.

      He let out a soft splutter. Rather than fight her, he nodded. “Look, I think we should be nearing the tunnels under the temple, but I can’t be sure. I know where we’ve come from, though, and I’m confident I can chart a path back easy enough. We’ll give this another hour. Then we’ll turn back.”

      “… Okay.” She tucked her hair behind her ears.

      “You holding up okay?” He glanced at her carefully.

      “I guess. It’s… those emotions…” she trailed off, cheeks twitching in as she stared at the ground.

      “It’s okay. You don’t have to talk about it. But whatever it is—”

      “We’ll figure it out?” she challenged with a small smile. “You do realize who we’re up against, right?”

      “Do they realize who they’re up against?” He flattened a hand against his chest and patted it proudly.

      She laughed. It was a very welcome sound, and it raised his spirits to see her cheeks dimple in a grin.

      It didn’t last though. As they traveled around a sharp turn in the tunnel, he spied something. His torch beam caught a glimmer of white. Instantly he knew what it was. Instinctively he swung the torch around, directing it back the way they’d come. He reasoned Ki hadn’t seen the bones yet, and he really didn’t want her knowing they were there.

      Putting her arm over her face to block out the brunt of the beam, she squinted at him. “What are you doing?”

      “I think we should head back along the tunnel and try for a different way up,” his chest was tight as he lied.

      “Jackson, there is no other way up. The last three tunnels we tried were all blocked. Is there a cave-in up there?” She went to push past him.

      He darted out to grab her back, but it was too late. Something crunched under her foot.

      She gave a gasp, doubling back, her shoulder hitting his arm as he leaned down. For a second, his torch swung around and lit up the path before them.

      Bones. They were scattered everywhere, with remnants of uniforms dangling off them, boots, insignia, and even guns.

      Ki kept shifting back into him, her shoulders convulsing in fright.

      “Hey, it’s fine.” He tried to turn her around, but she resisted, her head and neck rigid as she stared at the dark tunnel before them. “We’ll find another way around,” he promised.

      “Oh my god.” She clutched at the pendant tighter and tighter. He could see how white her knuckles were. He could even hear the tendons crackle under the force of her grip.

      “We’ll find another way around,” he tried again as he pulled her back.

      “There is no other way,” she choked through her words, bringing a hand up to her face and covering her eyes. “God, why is this happening to me?” she added in a twisted, bitter gasp.

      He didn’t know. But now he’d seen her offer the same reaction twice, it was harder to dismiss as simple hysteria. There was something… strange about it. Watching her face still with horror made his gut ache from unease.

      Trying to dismiss his feelings, he resigned himself to the fact they could not continue. Even if the library was just beyond them, he wasn’t going to take her through a graveyard to get to it. He could come back tomorrow, or he could abandon this plan completely.

      As he took another step back, his boot kicked up against something. He heard it scuttle over the stone beside him, and it made him look down. Thankfully it was not a bone. Instead the glimmer of metal caught his eye.

      A deep frown furrowing his cheeks, he got down on one knee to pluck it up, expecting to see yet another Tarkan officer pin.

      He was wrong. While it was a military badge, it belonged to the Ashkan Army, not the Tarkans.

      Letting his thumb track over the worn and scratched surface, he stared at it. It took up his attention, but he was still aware as Ki kneeled down close to his side and picked something up. Glancing over, he saw it was a Tarkan military pin.

      They looked up at each other, their gazes meeting and locking together.

      “What’s going on?” he asked quietly, lips hardly forming around the words as his face stiffened from disquiet.

      If the prospect of Tarkan soldiers in the sea tunnels of Mencha wasn’t bad enough, this was worse. Though he didn’t want Ki to have to see it, he quickly angled the torch further down the tunnel, lighting up the horrid scene before them. Bones were scattered everywhere. Now he could also make out the distinct different colors and cuts of both Tarkan and Ashkan uniforms too.

      Had there been a battle down here? That was certainly what this grizzly scene suggested. Yet he had never heard of such a thing in military history. Mencha had never been directly assaulted by the Tarkans. Plus, if these pins were to be believed, all the soldiers appeared to be officers….

      “Just wait here.” He put a hand up as he walked past her.

      “What are you going to do?” Tension made her words slur together.

      “I just need to check something.” He pushed on, marshaling in every scrap of control he could to keep his fear in check. He’d seen dead bodies before; he’d been in a goddamn war, of course he had. But this was worse. Seeing these skeletons protruding from their worn and aged uniforms made him want to wash his eyes out with alcohol, just to chase the image away.

      “Jackson?” she called after him.

      Swinging the torch around, he soon confirmed what he’d already suspected. Every soldier he saw had pips or pins on their collars and breasts indicating their rank, and all were officers or above. What was more, as he leaned down to check the skeletons closest to him, he couldn’t see a single bullet hole perforating their clothes. Worse, as he mustered the courage to pick up several skulls and rib bones, he quickly confirmed none showed any sign their owners had been shot.

      Unease turning to outright fear, Jackson pushed unsteadily to his legs, one hand clutching at the fabric of his pants as his other tightened hard around his torch. He checked the floor, then the walls around him – bullet holes riddled the rock. Then, leaning down to the gun closest to him, he plucked it up. Fingers crumbled around it, as the skeleton that had held it gave way.

      Ki made a horrified gasp, and Jackson closed his eyes for a bitter moment. Then he opened them and quickly checked the magazine of the gun.

      Empty.

      He plucked another gun up and checked that too. This one had a few bullets left, but that was it.

      “Jackson, what are you doing?” Ki began to pick her way forward towards him.

      He turned and headed back to her, with one last glance down the tunnel.

      “What happened here?” She made it to him, her eyes wide with fear.

      It was an expression he knew he shared. His face was so stiff it felt as if he’d never close his eyes again, let alone coax his mouth to ever form a smile.

      “I have no idea.” He stared at the ground briefly then back at her.

      “Was it some kind of battle? Were they fighting each other?” she gulped.

      He shook his head. As unbelievable as it was to suggest, he really doubted the Ashkan and Tarkan soldiers around them had been engaged in battle with each other. Indulging in closing his eyes, he tried to steady himself. “They were shooting at something,” he managed.

      “But not each other?”

      “No… there are no bullet holes in their uniforms, no smashed bones to indicate anyone was shot. Their guns are all but empty, though, and there’s a lot of fire damage to the walls and floor….” He opened his eyes to glance warily back down the tunnel.

      “… What were they shooting at then?”

      Her question made him jump. A tight, horrible sensation clawed up his back. Shifting his hand onto his shoulder and letting the fingers dig easily into the flesh, he shook his head. “I… I don’t know. Look… maybe I’m wrong. Of course they were shooting at each other,” he forced himself to believe. “They are Tarkan and Ashkan soldiers—”

      She now shifted past him. Though her hand was still locked solidly over her pendant, her expression solidified with determination. “Hand me the torch.” She reached out to him.

      He hesitated.

      She didn’t drop her hand.

      He leaned in and gave it to her, taking a step close to her side as he did.

      She walked forward, each footstep painfully slow as she navigated between the strewn bones, guns, and scraps of uniforms. She kept the torch directed right before her.

      “What are you doing?” he asked quickly.

      “If they were fighting something, we should head forward to see what it was.” Though her voice shook, her hand was steady around the torch, and she continued on undaunted.

      At her words, he instinctively leaned to his side and plucked up the first gun he could reach. Checking the magazine and chamber, he confirmed there were still bullets inside.

      She watched his movements, but did not say anything.

      They drew closer as they walked carefully through the bones. She took a step towards him, and he towards her until their arms brushed together.

      After twenty meters, the bones became more scattered, until they disappeared. He did not take that as a sign to drop his gun though. Instead he clutched it all the tighter, his hands locked so hard around the barrel and trigger it would have taken a god to pry them back.

      As they walked, he suddenly felt the air change around them. It became cooler, fresher somehow. What was more, he could detect it moving as it tickled against his short hair and past his exposed hands.

      The tunnel they were traveling along became wider with every step, until, with little warning, it opened out into an enormous cavern.

      Ki ground to a halt, and he snapped in beside her, his mouth dropping open as he surveyed the sight before him.

      The section of stone they were on dropped away suddenly less than a meter before them, below that it led down untold meters into a dark abyss. Ki shone the torch up and around and soon illuminated the wall around her and to the sides. The same ridged, pock-marked stone met their gaze. Yet as he squinted, he could also make out a path traveling around and up. What was more, he could even see dark recesses in the rock wall that might indicate doorways.

      Taking a hesitant step forward, Ki turned the beam towards the pit below. She jolted back, almost dropping the torch.

      In a flash, he saw what had startled her. The pit below dropped an untold distance, yet scattered along the path that wound up the circular wall, were bones.

      Skeletons were strewn across the stone like daisies in a field.

      She shuddered back. He caught a glance of her expression and it was a picture of perfect, horrified shock.

      He reached a hand out to her. Without hesitation she took it, and they stepped back from the edge.

      She clutched hard at his fingers as if they alone could stop the shock and disgust he knew were flooding through her. As she held his hand, she did not clutch at her pendant.

      “What’s going on here?” she managed after several short, panting breaths.

      “I don’t know?” A cold sweat had picked up across his brow and between his shoulders.

      By coming into the sea tunnels, Jackson had not known what he would find. Yet he had never imagined this… whatever this was.

      Bringing a hand up, he wiped the back of his palm over his cheek and mouth, his jaw slack from shock. “We… there’s a path.” He indicated the roughly hewn lip of rock that traveled beside them and around and up the circular cavern. “Can you hand me the torch?”

      She did so silently.

      Taking it, he turned the beam towards the wall, following the path methodically until he reached a section a good ten meters above. Of all the deep shadows that could indicate a door or hollowed section of rock, he suddenly stopped. “Do you see that?” He pointed up. “The rock is carved up there.”

      She pushed up onto her tiptoes and squinted. “I… yes, I think I do.”

      “It could be an entrance into the library,” he said, though no excitement kicked through his tone. At the prospect they were now nearing the library, he should be thrilled. Yet thrilled he was not. The only emotions he could feel were disgust and horror.

      “We should head up.” She turned to him and nodded.

      “You sure?”

      She paused, visibly taking in a breath. Then she offered a brief smile. “No. There are bodies strewn through these tunnels. And I have no idea what’s going on. But we came here to go to the library, so—”

      He shouldered the strap of his gun, keeping it in his hand as he steeled himself. Then they set off.

      He had no idea what would be up there, let alone whether the carved doorway he’d spied would indeed lead to the library. He knew one thing though: something had happened down here. Something huge. Yet he could not begin to guess what it was. For so many bodies to litter the ground… a significant battle must have taken place. Yet if his suspicions were correct, that battle had not been between the soldiers of Ashka and Tarka, but against some other enemy entirely.

      Wiping the sweat from his top lip, he was sure to take up the outer edge of the path, letting Ki travel in relative safety next to the wall. As she walked up, she kept one palm pressed against the rock as she fitfully held on to the pendant with her other. He wanted like crazy to hold her hand, but he couldn’t; he had the gun and torch, and they could objectively offer him more protection than her warm palm could, though they could not offer solace.

      Confused at his growing feelings for her, he was sure to keep his wits about him as they ascended. Occasionally they would pass more skeletons on the way up. Adding to his confusion, he started to spy uniforms and garb from different eras. While the Tarkan skeletons in the sea tunnels had been from the Fourth War, judging by their pins and the scraps that remained of their clothes, the bones he passed now appeared to be dated further back than that. He saw hats and caps from the Third War, crude rifles from the Second War, and even scabbards and swords from the First War.

      None of it made any sense.

      Ki had clearly noted what he had, and once or twice, she shot him worried looks. “What’s happening, Jackson?” she asked in a quiet whisper that nonetheless echoed through the cavern around him.

      “I don’t know.” He wiped a hand down his face again, gripping it onto his chin as he tried to calm himself.

      “That gun… isn’t it from the Third War?” She turned to him, concern so deeply etched into her cheeks and chin she looked close to tears again.

      “And that beret is from the Fifth War,” he pointed towards it, “and that sword is from the First War.” He let out a choked sigh.

      “Why would… what are they all doing here?”

      He shook his head passionately.

      He couldn’t even begin to guess. If there were Ashkan and Tarkan soldiers from every war dotted through these catacombs, then his original theory no longer made sense. It couldn’t simply have been a battle that had caused this much death; it must have been consecutive battles throughout every war there had been.

      Feeling so nervous he wanted to clutch a hand to his stomach and double over, he began to wonder whether they should continue. Something had killed these soldiers. All of these soldiers. While he wanted to believe they had done it to each other – that the bodies were the cost of the generational hatred between the Tarkans and Ashkans – his senses were denying that easy conclusion.

      He found himself stopping, his boot grinding into the rough stone before him.

      “We can’t go back,” she managed before he could say anything. “We need to go on to find what’s up there.”

      He looked at her, the side of her face lit up by his torch. She looked just as overcome as he felt, yet still she wasn’t turning back. While it was a testament to her character, that didn’t still his disquiet, and neither did it change his mind. He shook his head. “I don’t care what’s up there. We need to get out of here,” he said firmly, his hand tightening on his torch as he did.

      “Finding out what the Zeneethians are was never going to be easy,” she said in a quiet, withdrawn tone. She was voicing a point she had already repeated to him, and one he had taken to heart. With an enemy as advanced and complex as the sky people, of course finding out their secrets was going to be hard. But there was hard, and then there was… this. Bodies from multiple wars strewn through a cave. A scene at once equally horrible and dumbfounding.

      “We should head up there to find out what’s in there,” she tried, clutching harder at her pendant, yet staring at his hands as she did.

      He suddenly shone the torch down, searching for another skeleton along their path. It was all too easy to find one. He fixed the beam there. “They were heading up there too,” he said as he realized that unsettling fact, “and they never made it.”

      That realization ran cold down his back like ice over the skin. Now he looked around him and back the way they’d come, he couldn’t deny it appeared that the dead soldiers had been heading up.

      Ki shuddered back, one arm banging into the wall beside her. “But….”

      “Look…” He ran a hand down his face again, letting his gun fall loose on its strap. The feel of his fingers over his skin was about the only thing that kept him steady. It reminded him he still had his hands, he still had his body, unlike the soldiers by his feet, he wasn’t dead yet.

      He could fight, if it came to that.

      “We’ll just head up, peep through the door, and then… then we’ll turn around,” she conceded.

      He didn’t want to agree to her terms, but when she walked ahead of him, he didn’t stop her. He just closed his eyes, and he sent out a silent prayer. He hoped there would be nothing up there but aged scrolls, dust, and cobwebs.

      But in case his prayer didn’t work, he doubled his grip on his gun.
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      She was using every scrap of courage she’d ever developed. She was holding onto it as she forced herself to walk up those worn stairs. Yet she knew that if Jackson hadn’t been by her side, she wouldn’t have been able to do it.

      Glancing at him again, she tried to let her hand fall from her pendant. She couldn’t. It felt as if her fingers were soldered there. As soon as she dropped it for even a second, a wave of bone-shattering fear would slam into her, threatening to send her to her knees or over the edge and into the cavern below.

      He didn’t say anything as they made their way up. Instead an uneasy and expectant silence spread between them. She hated it, but she couldn’t bring herself to break it. She couldn’t force her lips to move or her voice to shake forth from her throat. Neither could she fight against the ominous feeling sinking through her bones.

      They were almost there. She could see the carved stones before her now. In fact, as they neared, she noticed that the path became less worn. There were also symbols painted into the wall. However dim and faded with age, she could still make them out if she squinted.

      There were fewer skeletons now. Taking another light and careful step, she checked to see the path ahead was free from bones. Not even a gun nor the pip from an officer’s collar caught the glow of the torch.

      That fact alone – though it should have bolstered her – sent fresh new fear churning through her gut.

      “Almost there.” Jackson ticked his head towards her, his eyes large, gaze attentive. Maybe he could read her emotions – maybe the man she’d once dismissed as a brute was just like her after all. Perhaps he had the skill to pick up the feelings of another. Or maybe her fear was so exquisite as it stiffened her body and washed over her face that no one could fail to recognize it.

      The last few meters up to the door were agonizing. She overreacted to every sound she heard, no matter how slight and innocent, her mind primed to pick up the first herald of danger.

      They made it.

      They turned into the doorway.

      Jackson directed the beam before them, its glow slicing through the dark.

      She wasn’t breathing, and she doubted her heart was beating as her body paused in anticipation.

      … But nothing came. No monster pulled out of the dark and barreled into them, knocking them into the pit below. Neither did a Zeneethian Scout casually walk their way, hefting his rifle as he did.

      All the beam showed was a hallway leading to a thick wooden door.

      It was an anticlimax considering the lead-up, but she wasn’t stupid enough to hope it was over yet.

      Jackson let out a trapped breath, the sound of it whistling through his clenched teeth. Arching his neck and flicking an eyebrow up, he took a step forward. Then he hesitated. Before he could tell her they needed to go back, she walked resolutely past him. They had not made it this far just to turn around now.

      They needed to be rational, if that were possible when you were surrounded by a sea of skeletons reaching back to the First War. Aside from that grizzly fact, she had to appreciate that they had not faced any danger yet. Nothing had snaked out of the shadows to attack them. No skeleton had come to life to stab their way. They hadn’t even seen a bat, let alone an insect scuttling over the stone. Whatever had happened here, it looked to be over. It was a mystery, granted, and a horrible one, but there did not appear to be any immediate danger.

      She made it to the door, Jackson a single step behind her. She reached her hand out, hesitating before she pushed her fingers into the rough grain of the wood. She tracked them down the grain, feeling splinters and years of dust catch against her skin.

      Jackson ticked his head down, a breath clearly caught in his chest as it pushed against his simple white hessian top. “You really want to do this?”

      She nodded.

      Though the door was large and looked strong, it had a simple handle and lock, albeit large ones. Still holding his gaze, she tentatively grabbed hold of the handle and turned it. Or at least she tried to.

      The door was locked.

      Of course the door was locked.

      Again it felt like an anticlimax, except this one dug deeper into her gut. Had they really come all this way, through the sea of skeletons, only to be turned back by a locked door?

      “Stand back.” Jackson pushed alongside her.

      “Sorry?” She turned to him sharply, confused.

      He hefted the gun.

      “Are you going to—” she began.

      “Yep,” he answered plainly. “I hope no wood is going to skewer me though.”

      Nervous, she stood back quickly, making sure to hold the torch tightly.

      Jackson appeared to check she was at a safe distance with a short swivel of his head. Then he took a step back himself. With a nod, he began to fire.

      She couldn’t help but flinch at the noise, the torch shuddering in her grip.

      “Keep it steady,” Jackson called, as he paused for a second.

      She replied by doubling her grip on the torch and shining it back on the door. Then she winced her eyes closed and waited for him to finish.

      Soon there was a click, and the bullets stopped. Though her ears rang from the noise of the machine gun, she could still hear as Jackson gave a heavy sigh.

      She winked an eye open. Then she immediately brought her free hand up to cover her mouth, protecting it from the acrid smell of singed wood and gunpowder. Coughing into it, she realized her training had never prepared her for this. All those years of controlling her emotions simply weren’t enough to help her now.

      Jackson walked forward, letting the gun fall loose on its strap. Then he squared off his shoulders. Before she could ask what he was doing, he anchored one leg and kicked towards the door.

      She jumped from the noise, then watched as the thing swung forward, splinters of wood cascading onto the floor and over Jackson’s boots.

      As the door swung forward, she stopped herself from trembling. She could not, however, stop herself from taking several quick steps until she stood by his side.

      Bringing the torch closer, its beam now sliced through the open doorway. It did not suddenly light up a sea of skeletons, their bones glinting under the light. Instead it revealed nothing more than a room. Carved, it led into a hall and beyond that, darkness.

      She took a determined breath then stepped forward, marshaling her courage as she did.

      Before she could walk through, Jackson pushed his arm out, stopping her in place. “Hold on.” He grabbed the pack off his shoulders, letting it fall to the ground. Then he got onto one knee to rummage through it. Quickly he brought out something metal and sleek. As she peered closer, she realized it was a gun.

      “Before you say anything.” He pulled the clip out of the gun, appeared to check it, then rammed it back in with a click, “I had to come prepared.”

      She raised an eyebrow. She wasn’t sure what she was meant to think, so she settled for shrugging her shoulders instead.

      He pulled the pack back onto his shoulders, grabbing the gun with two hands when he was finished. He offered her a curt nod before reaching out for the torch.

      Wordlessly she handed it to him.

      “Right, I really hope we only find books in there.” He now walked through the door.

      She followed. As she did, she felt something – the same feelings she had been holding at bay ever since she’d seen those Tarkan skeletons in the sea tunnel.

      Dread mixed up with hatred and fear and desperation clawed up her back, slamming into her mind like a wild animal coming in for the kill. Automatically, instinctively, she grabbed the pendant. Though it filled her with that by-now-familiar light sensation, it could not chase away the reality before and around her.

      Though her emotions surged, they did not stop her from entering the room.
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      He was keeping it together, barely. The more he thought about it, the more this situation scared him. Though it sounded fantastic, it seemed that all those dead soldiers out there had been headed to the same spot: the room Jackson and Ki were now in.

      But why? Were they after information, old scrolls? Were they trying to get away from something? Was this whole cave system someone’s horrific war-time collection?

      As he frowned deeply at that thought, he also knew it couldn’t be true.

      His footsteps were slow and careful as he inched forward. He held the torch alongside his gun, his arms stiff and locked before him. He was now more thankful than ever for what Ki had done with his shoulder. Somehow she’d massaged out all the pain. If they ever got through this, he’d have to get her to do it again. About every other muscle he had ached.

      … Then again, he wasn’t quite sure how you went about asking for a full-body massage from a priestess.

      It was an entirely inappropriate thought considering the situation, and he shook his head at it.

      Ki kept close by his side as he moved forward, her footfall all but silent. He knew she would be holding onto that pendant for dear life, her knuckles likely going chalk white.

      Again he got the compulsion to reach out and hold her hand, not just for her own sake, but mostly for his. He couldn’t afford to drop the gun or torch, though, so he settled for straightening his back instead.

      The room they traveled through was made from carved stone. Though the catacombs had been composed of a dirt white-brown, soft stone, the rock around him was harder and darker. Its color also served to elongate every shadow and accentuate every corner and dip to the room.

      With his teeth clenched tightly, he kept moving forward. He had no idea what to expect.

      Eventually they headed into a hallway, and from there down some narrow steps and finally into a room.

      Ki gave a gasp, and this time it was not out of fright, but joy.

      They’d reached the library. Around them were shelves covered in books and scrolls. Though everything was caked in centuries of dust and cobwebs, he still knew what he was looking at.

      Before he could lower his gun and join in with Ki’s soft laughter, he was sure to scan the whole room. He did not want any surprises. A cavern full of old soldiers had been surprising enough for today.

      Ki appeared to relax behind him, and no longer stood as close. Perhaps it was the prospect of so many old books bolstering her spirits, but out of the corner of his eye he saw her give the first smile she’d offered in hours.

      He couldn’t smile yet though. There was still a dull terror plucking at the base of his spine, ready to ignite into full-blown panic given the right spark.

      The room was relatively large and had a set of short steps leading to a lower section. He took them slowly, wanting to call out to Ki to stay close, but not wanting to break the heavy silence.

      Once he made it down to the lower level, he walked the perimeter, his torch beam lighting up the shelves along each wall. These ones weren’t just full of scrolls and books; they had maps, globes, compasses, masks, boxes, and other unrecognizable shapes arranged neatly in rows.

      As he flashed his torch up, he saw a simple round table and a chair in the distance. He also caught yet another glint of pearl white.

      Bones.

      Another skeleton.

      Though Ki was distracted, she soon turned to see what he was doing, and he heard her inhale sharply.

      Setting his jaw into a hard line, he walked right up to it. To her credit, she followed.

      As he neared, his light played along the table, the chair, and finally onto the skeleton itself. Once again Jackson recognized a military uniform. More than that, he soon realized it was Tarkan. Frowning to himself, he walked right up to the side of the table.

      His gun was still tight in his hand, entirely too tight considering he was pointing it at a dead man.

      “Is that… is that a letter under his hand?” Ki brushed up alongside him.

      He tore his gaze off the medals on the Tarkan’s chest and stared down to the table. Ki was right. The skeleton’s hand was resting on top of a cream section of parchment.

      Before he could muster up the courage to tug the paper free, Ki stepped in and did it for him. With her face screwing up in disgust, she locked her fingers onto a corner of the paper and carefully pulled it free.

      He wanted to say something, but his mind was blank.

      She stepped right next to him, opening the folded paper with only the slightest tremble of her hand, and angling it into the torch beam.

      Jackson could read Tarkan, though not well, and certainly not as well as Ki. He waited several seconds, watching her eyes dart around as she read it. “Well… what does it say?” he asked through a nervous swallow.

      Her brow crumpled.

      “Ki?” Pressure built in his chest. “What does it say?”

      She let the parchment drop, and she looked up at him. Her expression was confused but clearly frightened. “It’s in an older script, but—”

      “Ki, just tell me,” he snapped, not trying to be rude, but unable to fight against his nerves.

      “It talks of the library,” she indicated the room around them with a small, quick shrug of her shoulders, “and… look, I can’t be sure—”

      He shot her an exasperated, pleading look.

      She appeared to get the message and nodded her head. “It talks of this as the forbidden library… it also talks of something protecting the tunnels.”

      A cold dread spread through him.

      Jackson liked to think he was no fool. He’d been in the army, and now he was a scientist – though technically he’d forfeited his job when he’d become a traitor. Still, he liked to believe he was a rational man. He believed in only what could be explained objectively. He had no patience for superstition. Yet right now he couldn’t chase away the fear that shot through him at Ki’s words.

      Something protecting the tunnels….

      “What else? Does it say what it is?” he snapped.

      She shook her head, her cheeks noticeably pale, her lips slack and open. “Umm, I’m not really sure, it’s using a lot of words I’ve never heard of. But I think,” she tightened her grip on the parchment, “I think it mentions… I don’t know… a cloud man?”

      Any scrap of objectivity left him, and instead primal fear raced up his spine. He watched as realization lit up her face. “Sky people,” they said of one accord.

      The Zeneethians.

      Jackson whirled on his foot. He couldn’t hear anything in the room, and as he swung the torch around, he couldn’t see anything either. But that did not set his heart at ease.

      He did not believe in monsters. He did not believe in ghosts or demons or any other vestige of primitive cultures. He believed only in what he could see, touch, hear, and measure.

      The problem was, he could see, touch, hear, and measure a Zeneethian. They were all too real.

      “You don’t think one’s still here, do you?” she choked through her words. Whereas before she had been clearly frightened and disgusted by what she saw, an entirely different emotion now sprung through her words.

      Desperation.

      He’d heard it before, and he’d seen it too. All those months ago when he’d tied her to a chair in his office, her eyes had shifted with the same look.

      It told him she couldn’t go back. That whatever had happened to Ki up there in the clouds was not something she could live through again.

      He didn’t answer. He swung the torch beam in methodical arcs around the room, checking the place in full. Though his heartbeat roared in his ears and shook through his clenched jaw, reason whispered in his ear that there were no Zeneethians here. He’d seen how quick and efficient their Scouts were, and they would not simply hide next to a bookshelf while Ki was a step from their side. If they were down here, they would have already come after her.

      That being said, when it came to the Zeneethians, there could be no reliable predictions. He wasn’t dealing with a simple enemy here, so it was imperative he didn’t treat them like one.

      She looked at him expectantly, the letter still in her hand.

      “We need to get out of here,” he realized. Craning his neck, he kept on squinting into the darkness.

      “… If there was a Zeneethian around here… he couldn’t still be here,” she pointed out carefully.

      “You sure? Because they are full of surprises,” as he spoke, his back tensed. He now stared into the old, dusty library around him as if he expected the very walls to attack them. Hell, considering what he’d seen those Scouts do, maybe they would.

      “I don’t suppose you are going to let me take any of the books and scrolls?” She turned on the spot, her shoe squeaking lightly over the polished floor below as she surveyed the shelves around them. “It doesn’t make any sense to come all the way here only to leave empty-handed.”

      She had a point, and though he wanted nothing more than to escape these tunnels while they had the chance, he pulled the pack from his shoulder. “Stuff in what you can, I’ll keep guard.”

      She didn’t point out there was no need to stand ramrod straight in the middle of the abandoned library with a gun in his hand; she went silently and quickly about her task. No doubt Ki could appreciate the danger they were in. No doubt she understood better than anyone else how canny and desperate the Zeneethians could be. If there was no sign of them here, that didn’t mean anything. For all Jackson knew, they could turn themselves invisible, hell, perhaps they could even become the air and ground itself. Though it sounded foolish to suggest, he couldn’t stop his mind from reeling through the possibilities. As it did, sweat trickled down his brow, his palms becoming sticky and wet with it.

      She worked quickly, and soon she hefted the pack. Though Jackson was about to demand she give it to him, after a second’s thought, he stopped. He needed to keep light on his feet, and he needed his wits about him. If it did come to an encounter, it would be up to him to keep them safe.

      Nodding to her stiffly, his neck muscles tensed all the way down into his shoulders and back, they walked forward silently. Their footfall was careful and quiet as they walked through the empty, dusty library and back to the tunnel. He couldn’t stop the memory of those skeletons from invading his mind as they neared the catacombs. Suddenly their presence was even more of a mystery. With the mention of the Zeneethians, he couldn’t stop wondering what they had done to all of those Ashkan and Tarkan soldiers.

      For the first time in his life, he was thinking of Tarkans as victims. It was an automatic thing, and when he realized it, a conflicted swell of emotion washed over him. He had spent so long hating their people that the thought of any sympathy for their kind was like a stab in the back. Yet he could not stop it. The image of those Tarkan skeletons with the tattered remains of their uniforms hanging between their fleshless white bones would stay with him for years.

      Giving a sharp shake of his head, he tried to clear his mind. Now was not the time to think of this. He had to keep focused.

      Ki was a single step behind him, and despite the fact he knew she was all but quaking from fear, she did not make a noise. She was turning out to be braver than he would ever have given her credit for. She had, after all, survived a year with the Zeneethians. Hell, she’d even survived a month with him.

      Still gripping the gun and torch together, he made methodical sweeps of the hallway as they walked through it. They were now only several meters from the doorway. He could see it looming before them like a shadow. Gritting his teeth so hard it felt as if his jaw would pop, he slowed down for a second.

      Ki did not walk into the back of him, but he felt her reach out and rest her fingers gently on his back. “It will be okay,” she promised in a whisper.

      Despite the situation, his lips kinked up into a smile. Wasn’t he the one who was meant to be reassuring her?

      Before he could let the warmth of her fingers distract him, he pushed on, offering her a simple nod in reply. His boots crunching against the grit and dust over the floor, he reached out and opened the door. He had been smart enough to close it behind them once they had entered, but now she winced at the noise it made as he tugged it gently forward.

      Ki removed her hand from his back, but he could feel it tense as she did. Though it sounded crazy, he wanted to drop the torch, reach out, and grab her hand. Of course he didn’t, but he noted the desire with a strange kick in his stomach.

      As soon as the door swung to, he shone the torch into the hallway in long, quick arcs, surveying the length and width in several snapped seconds. When he didn’t see that memorable white gleam of the Zeneethian Scouts’ armor, he let out a stiff breath and moved forward.

      They made it quickly to the other end of the short, rocky corridor. As soon as they did, Jackson sped up, wanting to get to the mouth of the cave before Ki did. Stiffening his shoulders and jaw, he stepped out onto the small pathway that led around the sides of the catacomb. Swinging the torch around in methodical arcs again, he cast his gaze down the path, around the sides, and into the pit.

      There were no Zeneethians. There were no soldiers, no weapons, no monsters, and no sign of an impending attack.

      Ki made a noise from behind him, and out of his peripheral vision, he saw her shoulders sag in relief. It wasn’t over yet though. The path appeared to be clear for now, but Jackson was not going to let himself relax until they were well and truly out of these tunnels. Hell, he wasn’t going to drop his guard until they were out of this province entirely.

      Without a word, he began to descend the rocky steps of the path.

      He heard Ki move behind him. And then it happened. There was a slight crumbling of stone, just a patter of small rocks tumbling against his boot and the wall to his side.

      She gasped.

      He whirled on his foot just in time to see the chunk of path underneath her give way.

      His heart stopped, his breath froze in his chest, and his mind sped up like a bullet. He lunged towards her just as he saw her face plaster in fear as she tumbled backward.

      “Ki,” he screamed, falling to his knees and pushing a hand out to grab her.

      She scrabbled over the stone, but somehow she brought her hand up to clutch his. Forcing himself forward, falling to both knees, he tried to anchor his form so he could pull her back.

      More of the path gave way as they struggled, whole stones hailing down as the fragile, pockmarked rock fell towards the pit below.

      Dropping the gun and torch, he plunged forward, pushing his arms around her, not caring that his torso now hung over the edge precariously.

      Gasping in terror, her hands moving wildly, he finally pulled her back.

      He didn’t know where the strength came from, but somehow he managed to keep hold of the ledge and yet pull her in. Falling onto his back, his arms still around her middle, she came to a rest on top of him.

      Neither of them moved for a long time. Her breath was wild, pushing at her chest, her hair a mess over his face and shoulders.

      The torch was just beside him and thankfully had not rolled off into the pit below.

      He wasn’t ready to make the first move. He waited for her to eventually shift off him, pushing her hands into the rock beside her, and sitting as her form shook wildly.

      Scrabbling backward, he shifted into a seated position himself. Watching her carefully, half of her face lit up from the torch beam to their side, he saw tears trickle down her cheeks. “Ki?” He reached a hand out to her.

      She pressed her eyes closed for a second, then latched her fingers around his. “Oh my God,” she managed.

      He wasn’t sure if that was blasphemous for a priestess to say, but he wasn’t about to point that out. Instead he clutched her hand without causing her pain and enjoyed the relieved smile that pushed into his cheeks. She soon stopped shaking, but he didn’t. Full-bodied convulsions pushed and pulled through his shoulders and torso.

      In a few precious seconds, he’d almost lost her. Not to the Zeneethians, not to the High Command, not to the Guards, but to soft, old, crumbly stone. It would have been a bitter and useless ending.

      “Thank you,” she mouthed.

      He nodded his head, indulging in closing his eyes for the briefest of moments. Then he snapped them open again, and pushed to the side, grabbing up the torch with his free hand, but never dropping his grip from Ki as he did.

      Despite what had just happened, this was still a perilous situation. With the noise they had just made, if there was a Zeneethian in these tunnels, surely it would have heard them.

      Gripping the torch in his white-knuckled hand, he scouted around for his gun. After several desperate sweeps of the path to either side of them, he realized with a sick, powerful kick to his gut that it was not there. It must have fallen off the ledge in all the confusion.

      Sinking his teeth hard into his lip and letting the pain distract him, he swore bitterly. Ki’s face, already ashen with fear, somehow paled further. “You lost the gun?”

      He nodded. Then he pushed to his feet. Though it pained him, he let go of her hand. “There are other guns around. If we make it back further down the path, I should be able to find an old machine gun from the Fourth War. I can consolidate the bullets,” he added.

      Though she probably didn’t understand, she nodded nonetheless. Standing herself, somehow not shaking despite what had just happened to her, she began to walk down the path. She planted a hand into the rock and hugged the wall as close as she could. When he didn’t immediately follow, she half turned to him and nodded. “It’s okay, let’s go.”

      Before he could follow, something caught his eye. He shined the torch around, directing it at the path before them, and its light lit up the underside of her chin, her cheek, and her neck.

      It wasn’t there. The silver pendant Carus had given them did not catch the glow of the torch beam.

      Frowning deeply, Ki obviously saw his move and glanced down at her chest. Sudden, shifting fear played across her features as she grabbed a hand to her throat, searching with groping fingers. Pulling her top forward, she checked herself, but soon let her hands drop limply to her sides.

      Before she could say anything, he whirled on his foot, shining the torch at the ground all around them. Though his search for his gun had been quick, now he was painstakingly slow. He checked every centimeter of rock before them, searching for the pendant.

      He couldn’t find it. It simply wasn’t there.

      “Oh my God,” she said again, except this time, a note of utter desperation shook through her words. He had seen how affected she’d been when they’d first come across the Tarkan soldiers in the tunnels. The emotion that had shaken her had been undeniable. Now her shoulders crumpled, her face became slack with fright, and tears welled in her eyes.

      “I have lost it, oh no, I’ve lost it,” she quaked.

      Jackson still did not know whether he believed her story. Despite what had happened to them over the past month, and the incredible sights they had seen, he did not know whether someone could read the emotions of the dead. It went against every scientific principle he had ever learned. Yet that did not stop him from reaching his hand out. “It’s okay,” he said, the move automatic. Yet the words were not an empty mantra he could repeat to try to comfort her. No. They shook up from his belly, heavy with emotion.

      When she took his hand, he pulled her into a hug. He didn’t know why, he just did it. Rather than push him off and remind him that Tarkan priestesses should not be touched by men, she huddled against him.

      He felt something strange. A wash of feelings and sensations ran up and down his spine. It wasn’t at the prospect of having Ki close, and neither was it the dread that still filled his heart at their situation. It was something more than that.

      Somehow… the emotions that assailed him didn’t feel like his own.

      He could feel Ki’s tears wet against his chest, but eventually she pulled back, rubbing at her cheeks with her hands. “We need to move on. I’ll be fine,” she assured him as she nodded. Though the move had a frantic edge, her gaze seemed determined.

      Closing his eyes for a brief moment, he gave a nod of his own.

      Before he could focus on the fact he’d just hugged her, he remembered how perilous their situation was. “We need to head down to find a gun,” he reminded her, his voice a quiet but harsh whisper.

      Still thumbing at her cheeks and chasing away the tracks of tears, she whispered a quiet yes.

      Without another word, they turned and headed down the rough stone steps.

      As they did, Jackson scouted ahead with the torch, trying to light up a section he knew would have a skeleton on it. Frowning deeply, he squinted into the darkness, unable to see anything.

      Perhaps he had been mistaken. This section of the catacombs all looked the same. Apart from slight dips in the rock and notably pockmarked sections, there were no discerning features.

      Mumbling quietly to himself, holding the torch tightly in one hand, he descended down a little quicker. Though they had not come across an enemy, the impending dread he felt still embattled him. Without a gun, they were sitting ducks.

      The sound of his footfall loud as he scrabbled forward, grit crunching underneath his boots, Jackson shone the torch before them in a straight line.

      No matter how hard he peered into the darkness, and no matter how many steps he took, he couldn’t find one of the skeletons.

      Frowning deeply now, the move sending a spiking sensation through his chin and into his lower jaw, he felt his heart pick up a beat.

      “Where are they?” he mumbled under his breath.

      “We should have passed one by now,” Ki added, picking up on his thought. “I remember two skeletons next to a broken down section of wall,” she half turned over her shoulder, though didn’t stop walking forward, “and that was back there.”

      As she shared her observation, it felt as if somebody tied an anchor to his stomach and let it drop down into the pit far below.

      Something wasn’t right here.

      Not ready to make any conclusions yet, Jackson found himself moving faster again. As Ki had demonstrated before, these paths were very fragile. Pressure, no matter how light, could send chunks of stone rocketing all the way to the depths far below. Perhaps when they had made their way up, they had disturbed the rock…. And the skeletons had what? All fallen into the pit? Maybe that could account for the disappearance of one or two, but it seemed like an unlikely explanation for the sudden disappearance of all of them. There weren’t even any guns, no pins, no hats, no tattered remains of uniforms. There was nothing to indicate the sight of slaughter that had occupied his mind so thoroughly when they had ascended the stairs less than half an hour ago.

      He was aware that Ki took several steps closer to him now, and even though it was dangerous to be so close together while navigating such a narrow path, he didn’t say anything. If she hadn’t moved nearer to him, he would have probably stepped her way anyway. There was something about this situation that was so terrifying that she was the only comfort he wanted to seek.

      As soon as he thought that, he blinked in surprise, trying to damp down on the thought immediately. Not only did they not have the time, but that was a patently romantic belief to have about a priestess.

      Arching his back, which was stiff with tension and overuse, he kept on marching down the stairs, quicker now. If it were up to him, he would run, despite the danger, until he spied one of those skeletons.

      “This doesn’t make any sense,” Ki said with a pressured breath from behind him. Though she barely whispered, her voice still echoed through the cavern.

      Jackson was beyond caring whether there was a Zeneethian hiding in the shadows waiting to attack them. It didn’t matter that the two of them were making an unsafe level of noise as they descended. All he wanted to do was find out what in the hell had happened here.

      Finally, after several solid minutes of trekking, they made their way to the base of the tunnel they had originally entered from.

      There were no skeletons. Not even a hint of them. Whereas once Jackson hadn’t been able to shift his torch beam without spying a glimmer of white bone, now all he saw was dirty, gray, pockmarked stone.

      There was so much tension pushing and pulling through his form, that he felt ready to snap in half. If he weren’t so desperate, he would have begged Ki for another of her miracle massages, but now really wasn’t the time.

      “What’s happening?” Ki said from behind him, her voice so tight she choked through her words.

      Jackson shook his head in reply. It was the only move he could make. Whereas Ki had managed to push her words out, he couldn’t coax his stiff lips to move, let alone fight through the fear closing off his throat.

      Now they were away from the dangerous narrow path leading around the sides of the pit, they walked faster, their footfall steadier.

      Managing to keep up with him, Ki was at his side now, even though the path was still narrow in sections. Once or twice, she shot him a pale-cheeked, desperate look. He returned it. He didn’t care if it made him seem less brave. He was beyond that right now.

      They remained in silence until they made it to the section of tunnel Jackson knew had once contained a virtual sea of Tarkan and Ashkan bones. He could still close his eyes and see that horrible picture of death. The abandoned guns were scattered around, some still clutched in the bony hands of skeletons, their uniforms lying sunken between rib cages, pips and stripes catching the light, half-covered by decades of dust and rock.

      They were gone. All of it was gone.

      Ki took a gasp, clutching a hand to her mouth and squeezing her eyes tightly shut. “What’s going on, what’s happening to me?”

      He ticked his head to the side sharply at her words. “Are you okay?”

      “I feel like I’m going mad. You saw them there, right?”

      Keeping his eyes wide open and locked on her, he nodded in silence. Of course he’d seen them. Yet he could understand her sentiment. There was no way all of those skeletons and every last hint of them could have been removed in such a short time.

      Locking a hand onto his forehead and taking a deep breath, he dug his fingers into his brow in a futile attempt to chase away the fright and surprise.

      They had come into the catacombs on the slim hope of finding out information on the Zeneethians. What they had found instead was a mystery so unnerving Jackson felt like he would never sleep again. Skeletons that disappeared in the blink of an eye. It sounded like something out of a children’s horror novel.

      Walking up beside him, Ki closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened them, she seemed more composed. Flicking her gaze over to him, she clenched her teeth hard and shook her head. “We need to get out of here,” she said, mirroring his own thoughts exactly.

      Offering her a bitter, confused nod, he motioned forward with the torch. He still didn’t have a gun, a fact that was now weighing on his nerves. If the disappearing skeletons weren’t bad enough, he was unarmed. Though that may not have bothered him when they’d first entered the sea tunnels, now he felt so exposed he half wanted to stop, crumple to the floor, and hide behind his hands.

      He didn’t, of course. And just maybe that had something to do with Ki walking resolutely by his side. Though she appeared clearly frightened, it did not stop her from moving forward. A bit of her courage brushing off on him, he offered the dark tunnel around them a smile.

      While it seemed desperate, and the situation felt and was beyond his control, he had to admire her bravery. No doubt it was what had enabled her to get through a year with the Zeneethians. Jackson could count on one hand the number of interactions he’d had with the sky people, and that was enough to bend his sanity. How Ki had lived with them for a year, he did not know. Worse than that, she had put up with their experiments too.

      Again he felt a pang of guilt for what he’d done to her when they’d met. Tying her to a chair, dragging her through a field until her feet bled…. If they ever got out of here, it would take him a great deal to prove how sorry he was.

      Yet in that moment he promised himself he would try.
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      None of it made any sense, but worse than that, the feelings and emotions raging through Ki were so powerful she felt like shaking with every step.

      The skeletons may have disappeared, but their imprints had not. They still seethed around her like the most violent of storms. Clenching her teeth until her chin dimpled and crinkled, she tried to fight against it.

      Every time they passed a section she knew had once contained a skeleton, she felt a shiver race down her spine. It was as if her body could feel what her eyes could no longer see….

      Though Jackson was trying his hardest to be supportive, she knew he didn’t believe her. Not when it came to her wild assertion that she could read the emotions of the dead. Bringing a hand up and pressing it over her eyes for a brief moment, she wondered whether she believed it herself.

      “We need to pick up the pace,” Jackson said from her side, giving her a worried look as he did, “we need to get out of here as quickly as we can.”

      It was a sentiment she fully concurred with. She didn’t want to spend another second in this cave system, let alone an hour or two. She needed to clamber out into the daylight, and have the sun shine its gentle rays over her cheeks, face, and chest. She had never been afraid of the dark, not even as a child, but right now it felt as if it ate into her soul. With every step she wanted to shudder in on herself, clasp her hands around her head, and make it all go away.

      She had to use every scrap of her training to keep pushing on. Yet the sensations of desperation sat so deep that she knew she could not shift them. All she could do was stem the tide until she finally escaped the sea tunnels.

      “Are you okay?” he asked for possibly the 10th time.

      She gave a curt nod in reply. “I just want to get out of here.”

      He nodded vehemently. “We will.”

      “And then what?” she found herself asking, the question impressing itself upon her mind like a fleeting shadow.

      His eyebrows crumpling, he half turned to her, the reflected light from the torch illuminating his left cheek and forehead. “I guess we read those books you stole.”

      Despite the situation, one of her eyebrows arched automatically. “I didn’t steal them. I’m a priestess – it’s forbidden to commit a crime.”

      “Okay then,” he said through the barest of smiles, “you liberated them.”

      Her eyebrows still arched, and she enjoyed the briefest moment of levity. Yet as soon as it warmed her, the cold came racing back in.

      There was something about these tunnels, something about this dented and chipped stone that wound its way into her body and chilled her soul. It was as if the very rock had its hands around her throat and heart.

      Pressing her eyes closed, she tried to chase her thoughts away. When she stumbled, she begrudgingly opened them to find Jackson shaking his head. “I think we need to keep our eyes open,” he suggested.

      She tried to arch her eyebrow again, even attempted to tell him that of course she realized that. But she couldn’t. She couldn’t bicker at this moment. Not here, not now.

      Bringing a hand up to her neck, she tried to clutch at the pendant.

      It wasn’t there. Of course it wasn’t there. Somehow she had lost it when the path had given way underneath her. Shaking her head in a bitter move, she wondered how it could have fallen from her neck. Though there’d been a struggle, and Jackson had barely managed to pull her up, how could the necklace have fallen free without her feeling it? The chain had a sturdy clasp. For it to have broken, surely it would have pulled against her neck?

      Nothing made any sense here.

      “You don’t…. You don’t think this has something to do with the pendant, do you?” Jackson’s eyes pulled wide, and for the first time since they had left the library, an emotion other than fear rippled off him.

      She opened her mouth to say no. Then she stopped. They had no idea what that pendant was, though she understood how it made her feel. She also appreciated that the further they had drawn into the cave system, the more she had been compelled to hold on to it with all her might. With the sight of each skeleton, her hand had clutched at it tighter and tighter.

      Becoming uneasy at that realization, she pressed a hand to her chest, feeling her fingers slick with sweat.

      “Yes,” she finally managed.

      With his eyes narrowed, he stared at a point in the middle distance, and he locked his jaw hard. “We’ll get out of here,” he repeated. “Then we’ll find out,” he added in a far quieter voice.

      How they would find out, she did not know, but she nevertheless enjoyed his determination. Up against an unimaginable enemy and facing impossible odds, Jackson appeared to truly believe they could win this. How, she didn’t know, but she hoped he was right.

      Traveling in silence, but staying close to each other’s sides, they soon made it down into the sea tunnels. When they passed the section where they had first come across the Tarkan mass grave, Ki felt another wave of emotion slam against her. It even made her stumble. All that death, all that hatred and desperation….

      Jackson placed a hand on her shoulder, steadying her, staring down into her eyes as he did. “You’re feeling it again, aren’t you?”

      She looked up at him, knowing a moment of vulnerability slackened and paled her cheeks. It was strange, but now more than ever she wanted Jackson to believe her. Less than a month ago, she had dismissed him as a brutish Ashkan. Now he was… she didn’t know. Yet she could not deny as she stared across at him the prospect he believed in her made her want to reach out her arms and draw him into an embrace.

      Which was a very strange desire for a Tarkan priestess to hold.

      Not dwelling on that thought, she eventually nodded her head. Pressing her fingers into her cheek, she let them loop around and hook her loose hair behind her ears. “It feels exactly as it did the first time…. Though the pendant is gone now,” she added, more for her own benefit as she patted her hand to her chest.

      He glanced down at her move, then back at her eyes. “None of this makes any sense,” he said through a whisper, finally letting his gaze fall from her as he searched around the room for something.

      “The Zeneethian’s are powerful,” she pointed out, mirroring a sentiment he had already shared. With all the things she had seen the sky race do, disappearing skeletons hardly rated up there. They could disintegrate people. They could float a city. They had technology that could levitate people all the way into the sky…..

      “When we get out of here, maybe we should….” He seemed unsure of what he was about to suggest.

      “What?”

      “Though I didn’t want to believe it at first, I think Carus was right. That pendant certainly appears to be Zeneethian, and if not Zeneethian, then related to them somehow. It seems important,” he clarified.

      Her eyebrows scrunched down as confusion shifted through her. “But we’ve lost it.”

      “Thankfully I know where there’s another one.” He winced a little as he spoke.

      Never in her life had Ki desecrated a grave until she had come across Jackson. Now she had trundled over the final resting place of an untold number of bodies. Shaking her head quickly, her hair flicking over her shoulders and against her cheeks, she hissed a, “No.”

      “Ki, we’ve already agreed we aren’t dealing with a normal enemy. And if we aren’t dealing with an ordinary enemy, we need unusual tactics. We need to go back to get that pendant.”

      “You think Carus is going to let us?”

      “I think it doesn’t matter. I think we have to try. I think we need to know what that pendant is and what it does to you,” he added in a far lower voice, his gaze becoming more intense for that brief moment.

      She let herself nod.

      “But for now, we have to get out of here.” He turned around and took a step forward, waiting for her to move.

      Fighting the urge to clutch at his hand, she followed. For a priestess, she did not understand why she was so compelled by the prospect of holding his hand. Jackson was her companion, granted, and he had helped her get through so much. But….

      Chasing away her thoughts and trying to focus on the matter at hand, they both made their silent way through the sea tunnels. As they neared the entrance, her heart beat faster and faster. While she could not estimate how long they had been down in the tunnels and caves, she hoped desperately that the sun would still be out. Though there had been times during their desert trek when she’d cursed it, now she needed it more than anything else.

      Their pace quickened naturally until they were winding around the tunnels just before the rusted old gate. While it was still too early to claim victory, an uneasy and tentative smile pushed against her cheeks. Before she could settle into a run, Jackson reached out his arm. “We need to be careful,” he reminded her in a low tone.

      She wanted to push past and ignore his warning, but she didn’t. He was right. The prospect of being free should not turn her into an idiot. If she ran out of the sea tunnels, screaming that she needed to get some sunlight, that would no doubt bring attention to her.

      Scratching distractedly at the back of her hands and running her fingers over the fresh henna she’d applied that morning, she forced herself to slow.

      As they finally rounded the section of tunnel that led towards the rusted gate, she heard something.

      At first, she ignored it; the prospect of being free held all of her attention.

      Then Jackson slowed, stopping with a jerk.

      He turned the torch off, his thumb sliding over the button in a quick and snapped move.

      She turned her head to him just as the light cut out.

      Footfall. There was footfall before them. In a second, she could see the lights too.

      “Turn around, run,” he hissed.

      She wasn’t about to leave his side. Yet he didn’t give her any option. Latching a hand onto her shoulder, he pushed hard.

      She stumbled but didn’t fall to her knees. Then, though it hurt, she forced herself to run. She didn’t want to leave him, but she knew she was all but useless by his side.

      Behind her, she heard the sound of footfall echoing louder and louder through the cavernous tunnel. With every beat of it, her heart roared louder and louder in her ears.

      Then she heard the shouting. Low, rumbling, and angry.

      She squeezed her eyes shut.

      Then she heard a shot.

      She froze. She didn’t choose to; every limb just stopped on its own, her joints locking into place, her mouth opened wide, her eyes staring out into the darkness before her.

      Jackson.

      She heard more shouts.

      Turning over her shoulder, she tried to see, but all she could pick up were the slices of torch beams moving over the tunnel in quick arcs.

      Jackson…..

      She hesitated before she turned. She couldn’t leave him. She just couldn’t.

      Before she could make her way forward to see what had happened, something moved out of the darkness.

      She wasn’t even aware of it at first. Then she saw it a meter to her side. Before she could react, somebody lunged at her, grabbing an arm around her middle and pulling her to the ground. She screamed, the move automatic as the air was pushed from her lungs.

      With all thought of hidden Zeneethians gone from her mind, she knew who had tackled her. It was not Max, and it was not another Scout. There was no glimmer of white in the darkness.

      Whoever had her pulled her roughly to her feet, then turned, grabbing an arm around her middle. “I have her,” they shouted back through the tunnel, their voice echoing off the walls like gunshots.

      She stiffened in their grip, her back, stomach, and legs locking into place.

      “Let me go, let me go,” someone shouted.

      Jackson. It was Jackson. Despite the fact she was no doubt in the arms of an Ashkan Guard, she smiled, the move genuine and quick.

      He was alive. For how long, she did not know, but thank the gods, he had not been shot.

      As she was pulled towards the mouth of the tunnel, she soon realized she was wrong. She had nothing to thank the gods for, and Jackson was not fine.

      As torch beams sliced around her, lighting up the grim, nasty expressions of the Guards, in a flash, she saw Jackson. He was pinned between two brutish looking men, and there was a pool of blood to his side. There was a deep, violent gash in his arm, and blood trickled down around his open hand.

      “Jackson,” she screamed at him. In another moment, someone clapped a hand over her mouth. It smelled of the same muck this entire tunnel system reeked of. She tried to fight against the hand, tried to scream around it, but the man just clutched her tighter and tighter until she could hardly breathe.

      In another flash, she saw Jackson’s expression. It was hollowed, shocked, and broken. She watched him as he watched her, and he could see her own fear reflected in his gaze.

      With no explanation and no warning, she was taken from the sea tunnels. Bound and gagged, she was paraded up the steps of the dock, thrust upon the back of a horse, and taken through the winding, cramped streets of Mencha until they reached a building.

      Pushed inside, she was soon locked in a cell.

      Though she was out of the tunnels, and though for a brief few minutes the dying sun of dusk had warmed her cheeks, she was not safe.

      They had found her. Whether they knew who she was yet didn’t matter. She was in the hands of the Ashkan guards. She would need another miracle to escape them, and she realized, as she desperately closed her eyes, she was no doubt out of luck. Jackson had been shot, they were separated, and she had nothing to fight with.

      As the saying went, out of the frying pan and into the fire.
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      “Where is she?” Jackson thrust himself against the door of his cell, latching his hands around the bars until the rusted chunks of metal ate into his skin. He didn’t care about the pain. He welcomed it. It focused and sharpened his mind and gave his gaze the edge he needed. “Where is she?” he repeated again, his tone desperate but deadly.

      He’d been taken to a Guardhouse. Though he had tried to pay attention when they were transporting him, he’d lost a lot of blood. He was still losing blood, in fact, because they had hardly seen to his wound. A young Guard had carelessly pulled apart the flaps of his gash, checking for a bullet, and when he hadn’t found one, he’d just tied the injury up in a slapdash bandage.

      Jackson didn’t care about that right now. The only thought that occupied his mind was Ki.

      Somehow the Guards had found them. Whether someone had seen Ki and Jackson going into the sea tunnels and had informed on them, he didn’t know. But it also didn’t matter. By the way they had treated her, he could guess they knew who she really was. He doubted the charge for illegally stealing into the tunnels was being shot and kidnapped. Plus, he’d seen the way those Guards had looked at her. The glare in their eyes, the vicious edge of their sneers. They knew she was Tarkan….

      He rattled at the bars, now gripping so hard it felt as if his knuckles would pop. “Where is she?”

      There were several guards before him, all armed and all young. None of them looked his way, though he could tell his display was getting through to them. He recognized the uneasy expressions on their faces, and he could see their stances were not as strong as they should be.

      “You listen to me. You don’t know what you’re dealing with here. Your commanders will get you killed. Now tell me where she is?”

      Nobody answered, but Jackson did not give up.

      Finally letting go of the bars, he took a snapped step backward. His head spinning as he did, the effects of blood loss making his ears roar and his heart beat like a drum. Bringing a hand up to wipe the sweat off his top lip, he stared out desperately at the men.

      If they knew Ki was Tarkan, then did they know the whole story? Was Major Victor Bradshaw here? Had he masterminded the kidnap? If that were the case, how was he keeping this from the Zeneethians? Any mention of her name or description of her features would surely elicit their attention….

      Jackson squeezed his eyes tightly closed and tried to think. He knew he had to get out of here. He was her last hope. Though that sounded like bravado, it wasn’t. He knew Ki could look after herself, but she was only one person. She was up against the Zeneethians, and ideally, she needed an army to help her. Well, he didn’t have an army, but he had himself. And he had to help her before it was too late.

      With desperation plucking up his spine like a spider crawling over the vertebrae, he felt a wash of nausea sweep through him. Stumbling slightly, he closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he saw one of the Guards looking his way. The youngest of the three, Jackson quickly identified him as the weak point.

      Making eye contact and approaching the bars again, Jackson angled his head to the side. “Whoever your commander is, he doesn’t know what he’s dealing with. If he lays a finger on her, he is going to bring Hell crashing down around everybody’s ears.” As he spoke, his voice rang with certainty. Jackson did know what he was talking about, after all. If Zeneethia found out that the Ashkan Guards of Mencha had killed Ki, they would rain revenge down from the heavens, and nobody here would have a chance. And they would find out. The Zeneethians were so powerful that the mere mention of her name or her description would no doubt make it to their attention.

      Jackson watched the Guard’s expression waiver. Though his face was directed straight forward, his eyes were angled to stare Jackson’s way, his cheeks ashen and limp.

      “Shut up, traitor,” one of the other Guards managed through a growl.

      Jackson didn’t even bother to glance their way. “I’m begging you, let me know how she is. What does that cost you?”

      “It will cost you your life,” someone said as they entered the room.

      Jackson whirled on his foot. Someone was standing by the door, and it wasn’t who he expected it to be. Ever since Ki had been dragged out of the tunnel before his eyes, he’d assumed Victor Bradshaw would be behind it. But Victor Bradshaw was not who Jackson stared at now.

      The man blocking out the light filtering in from the corridor beyond was squat. In his late 50s, he was balding with sparse strands of hair around his ears and the base of his skull. He had beady, squinty eyes, and the kind of pallid features that looked washed out even under the strongest sun. He was wearing purple robes in a style similar to the old Bedouin kings of this province, even though his own heritage appeared to be similar to that of Jackson’s.

      Chancellor Quellor. The scourge of the Farsight province. Jackson paled, taking an automatic step away from the bars as his eyes widened.

      “You wish to know of the whereabouts and health of your Tarkan friend?” Quellor walked confidently up to the bars, pausing barely 30 cm away and locking his hands behind him. He stared at Jackson with an easy, unreadable expression. In a way, it reminded Jackson of Carus, but the edge to Quellor’s glare had a psychotic feel to it. It instantly sent pressure rippling through Jackson’s middle and tightening around his gut.

      Bradshaw had been bad, unimaginably evil even, but he would appear like an angel compared to Chancellor Quellor. Even when Jackson had still been blinded by his loyalty to his people and Government, he had known of the Chancellor’s reputation. Bloody. Mad. Sociopathic.

      And now he had Ki.

      Feeling his nausea peak and threaten to send him down onto one knee, Jackson squeezed his eyes closed.

      “You will not be told anything,” the Chancellor now continued. “Because this Guard is correct, you are a traitor, and we cannot share information with traitors.” There was a singsong quality to his tone, and it served to underline how unstable he was. As he stared around the room, he didn’t do so with the normal attention of a man. It was quick and erratic and had a frantic, unnerving energy behind it.

      Before he forced his eyes open, Jackson sent out a silent prayer begging Ki to be okay.

      “You don’t know who you’re dealing with here,” Jackson managed, his voice croaky as he forced it through his closed throat.

      The Chancellor looked unmoved. “I’m dealing with a traitor and a Tarkan woman with unusual abilities when it comes to magnets. I will be honest, we have not begun our experiments and investigations yet, but once they are completed, we will know more.”

      Another sickly wave of nausea passed through Jackson, and this time he really did wobble on his feet. The Chancellor noted it with a smile. “You’re suffering from blood loss.” He nodded at the bandage. “We would stitch up your wound, but there is little point.”

      Jackson hardened his jaw. “When am I to be executed?” He got there first. Because he knew what was coming. Not only was he aware of Chancellor Quellor’s reputation when it came to mindless murder, but he understood his charge as a traitor. There would be no trial. There would be no rehabilitation; Jackson would be executed at the first chance, and no one involved would ever look back.

      “Executed? I think you mean tortured. You have traveled with this strange woman for the past several weeks, so if I am correct, you at this stage know more about her than I do. As soon as you provide me with that information, you will be executed. But for the time being, I beg that you do not let your slight blood loss cloud your mind. We will get through our negotiations, and then you are more than welcome to collapse.”

      Negotiations. The man was mad enough to refer to torture as a negotiation.

      Sinking his teeth into his bottom lip, Jackson tried not to think of what they would do with Ki. At least the doctors and nurses on Avictus Island had been under strict orders not to kill her. Though their experiments had undoubtedly caused her unimaginable pain, they had never done anything to jeopardize her life.

      Chancellor Quellor would be another matter. To him, she was a curiosity. It was like a cat coming across a moth. Chancellor Quellor would play with Ki up until she stopped moving. Then he would wander away to find some other distraction.

      Jackson had to do something. But he was stuck behind bars, surrounded by Guards, and suffering from blood loss.

      “You look desperate,” the Chancellor noted as he pointed at Jackson’s face. “I assure you, once our investigations are over, I will proceed with this new information in the best way possible and come up with a solution for everybody.”

      Again there was a singsong quality to the man’s voice, and again it made Jackson want to retch. The best possible solution for everybody? He doubted that. The Chancellor was going to experiment on Ki and then execute Jackson.

      It was over before it had really begun. Though the current situation should hold all of Jackson’s attention, he couldn’t forget the catacombs, and neither could he chase from his mind the disappearing skeletons.

      Now that was a mystery. That was something he needed to solve, not just for Ki, but for everybody, the Ashkans and Tarkans included.

      “While I wait for magnets to be delivered.” Chancellor Quellor clapped his hands together, a boyish grin spreading over his face, “I will have your room prepared. I understand that you were once a member of the Ashkan military. As a Chancellor, I expect your full cooperation. You will tell me all you need to and all I wish to hear, and then you will be dealt with. For now, take rest. I will return shortly.” With that, the Chancellor turned around, nodded at the Guards, and walked casually from the room, his purple robes flowing around him as he did.

      Jackson was slack-jawed. His emotions were a violent mix. He didn’t know what to do, and worse than that, he didn’t know what he could do. Trapped and with no hope of escape, there was no easy solution at hand.

      But there was a hard decision.

      The Zeneethians. Jackson did not know of anyone who could solve this situation, but he did know how to call for a miracle, no matter how much that miracle would cost.

      If he could somehow get word to the Zeneethians, they would come down in their ships and save Ki in an instant. No force would be strong enough to stop them.

      Jackson closed his eyes, squeezing the eyelids so tightly shut that a tear whisked down his cheek.

      This would be the hardest and possibly last decision he would ever make. He had to choose between leaving Ki with the Chancellor or with the Zeneethians…. And the more he mulled over the possibilities, the more it became clear in his mind.

      There was only one thing he could do.

      She would hate him for it. He knew that. But at least she would be alive to enjoy that feeling. No doubt after this was over he would not be.

      Determination solidifying his will, he opened his eyes to stare out at the bars and the Guards beyond.
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      She was in a cell. It was entirely dark. In the middle of some building, there wasn’t even light filtering in underneath the door. There was no bed, and there was no chair, so she was huddled in the furthest corner, her arms locked around her legs as she leaned her face against the warm brick.

      She had never been at a lower point. Even on Avictus Island when Bradshaw had experimented on her, she had not felt as powerless as she did now. She did not know where Jackson was, and she did not know whether he was alive. Worse than that, she had no idea what would happen next.

      Nobody had come to speak to her, but at one point, a man had opened the door and had stood there for several seconds staring her way. Dressed in purple robes, with a strange round face, the wave of emotion she had felt off him was sickening.

      With the trauma of the catacombs still fresh in her mind, she had not been able to call on her training to still her nerves. Instead she had sat there, still huddled in the corner, shaking like a mouse.

      When he had left, she had let out a rattling breath, tears streaking down her cheeks, along her neck, and making the top of her collar wet.

      What she wouldn’t give to have Jackson by her side again. Though once upon a time, she hated the man, that was no longer the case. He was her rock, her only rock. In a world of Zeneethians and Ashkans, and even the indifference of her own people, Jackson was the only friendly face, the only hand to hold.

      Squeezing her eyes tighter closed now, she tried to concentrate on that feeling of being by his side. She was aware it sounded pathetic, she was also aware it was not the kind of thing a priestess should do, but she didn’t care. She concentrated and focused on him, and she didn’t let go.

      All too soon, the door of her cell was flung open. The move was so violent the door slammed against the wall with a crack, a chunk of brick filtering down from where the handle had impacted. She snapped up, her whole body tensing like a spring. Eyes pressed open wide she stared as two Guards rushed towards her. Drawing limp in their grasp, she let them pull her to her feet.

      “What’s going on? Where are you taking me?” she tried.

      They would not answer. They would not even look her way. Instead they resolutely and brutally dragged her towards the door and into the light. Wincing at the sudden illumination, she felt a pang of pain spread through her head.

      She was tired, thirsty, and overcome. But she knew she would not get a reprieve any time soon. In fact, the only escape she would likely find from this point on would be the final embrace of death.

      Trying not to dwell on that morbid thought, she forced her mind to focus. She had to note every detail she could, because she was on her own now, right? Jackson was…. She didn’t want to think about it. Yet that did not change the fact she had no one else to rely on. If she wanted to escape, it was now up to her.

      She had done it before. She had fled the Zeneethians, and they were worlds apart from the Guards that now held her. Though the men were brutal, strong, and armed, they did not have the sophistication of the sky people. Yet she had managed it. Sure, it had taken her months to plan, and it had only been through dumb luck that she had managed to get her hand on a levitation device. Yet she had done it.

      She held on to that thought now, using it to buffet against the pain as the Guards held her tight enough to bruise her arms.

      She was dragged through a long corridor, over an uneven stone floor, and finally out into a large room. It lacked the clean, concrete appearance of the Guardhouse she had been taken to after her escape from Paladin Mountain. This building was of a similar style to all of the abodes in Mencha. Half mud brick and stone, it was a hodgepodge of building materials. Everything was bumpy, bricks and lumps of stone pushing out from the walls and floor.

      She was taken to a chair in the center of the room, and one of the Guards pushed her into it without a word. Then she was tied around the back, her wrists bound so hard her fingers started to go numb.

      Craning her neck, she stared around her. The two Guards that had dragged her in quickly stood by the side of the door, clamping their hands behind their backs and settling their gazes on the far wall. They did not glance her way once.

      Fighting against the panic that rose through her stomach, she tried to control her emotions. The priestess clan had numerous techniques for stilling one’s mind and heart, even in times of desperation. Yet though she knew those meditations, she could hardly bring herself to do them now. The effect of the catacombs was still strong in her mind. If she paused long enough, she could still feel those horrible sensations and emotions of the dead…. What it meant she did not know, yet she could appreciate she would not be handed the time to find out.

      Before another minute could pass, somebody walked through the door. She looked up to see a face she did not know. Though thankfully it was not Chancellor Quellor, that was where her luck ran out. For the man before her looked just as exquisitely psychotic.

      Flinching back into her chair, her shoulders bumping up against the rough, chipped would, she immediately brought her gaze before her and stared at her knees.

      Amongst her people, the ability to read emotions was considered a gift. A full Tarkan priestess was treated with respect and called upon by every member of the community when her skills were required.

      Now it was a curse. Because now she could feel with utmost clarity how violent the man before her was. The emotions that surged within him were so discordant and chaotic, she wanted to cry.

      He walked in front of her and glanced down, his gaze slow but still calculating. Then he walked around and stood behind her.

      Her heart started to race. It was one thing staring up into his face. It was another thing not being able to see him.

      She waited for him to lurch forward, to grab an arm around her neck, or to simply strike her where he stood.

      Nothing happened. Yet her heart did not stop its frantic beat.

      After several unimaginably frightful seconds, he walked back around. He was tall, broad, and powerfully built. She did not need to ask to know he was a soldier. Not only did he wear a uniform similar to the rags of the Ashkans soldiers she had seen in the caves, but he had a sidearm in a holster by his hip. There was also something about the way he held himself. His chest was pushed out, his shoulders pulled back, his hands clasped easily behind him. His face was littered with scars too. There was a deep one right across his left cheek.

      Not wanting to let her gaze linger, she forced a shallow breath and went back to staring at her knees.

      “Tarkan,” he said simply. He did not follow it up with a threat or an insult. In fact, that single word and the way he said it was enough. It sent a shiver through her entire body, shaking her legs against the chair and making it shift over the rough stone below.

      “I do not believe the Chancellor’s story, but I am here to find out its truth,” he said.

      She winced, unable to stop her gaze from lifting to his face for a second.

      “How did you find out?” she choked through her words. Though she knew it was better to stay silent, she wanted to know. And what was the harm in asking? She could see the distilled rage in this man’s stance and gaze, and knew that whatever he had planned for her, he would mete it out in the end. Whether she asked questions or not would be irrelevant. So she was going to try.

      “One of Carus’ men informed on him,” the man answered easily.

      She winced again, this time stifling a gasp.

      “Carus?” she asked in a shaking voice.

      “His tribe has been dealt with. The informant was correct to bring this news to our attention, though he too will pay the price,” the man answered easily, casually even, as if he were discussing the weather and not a man’s life.

      Ki did not pry for further details, as she doubted the man would share them. Though Carus had let both her and Jackson escape, and though he had tried to do so in secret, obviously someone had seen him. They had found out his secret, and they had shared everything with the Guards and Chancellor Quellor.

      She began to sob. Carus had felt like a true friend, at least for the brief time she had known him. He did not deserve… whatever they had done to him.

      “Save your tears. You will need them for later. Now, if our informant is correct, you can do unusual things to magnets.” The man nodded stiffly towards the door.

      Ki looked up in time to see someone scuffle in with a box in their hand.

      She froze. Every muscle in her body tensed until she felt she would snap.

      It was coming. The pain. The unimaginable agony that accompanied this strange effect she had on magnets. She couldn’t explain it, and she didn’t want to; she wanted to get away. She couldn’t go through that again.

      She was tied to a chair, and there was no escape. With armed Guards at the door and that brute before her, there was nowhere to go.

      So she watched in silence as the man opened the box, grabbed out a magnet, threw it up and down in his hand, and then shrugged his shoulders.

      She closed her eyes just as he let it go.

      She heard it speed towards her. Then the pain erupted. It felt like she would explode. Every muscle and cell in her body turned white hot. So much pain filled her mind, she could not breathe.

      She heard the magnet humming, and she knew it was seconds from turning into white, burning hot dust.

      As the pain built and built, her mind filled with fog.

      She heard a gasp of surprise, even a swear word. Then it came. Unconsciousness. She fell into it gladly. As she did, a part of her hoped she would not return.

      Yet she would not be that lucky.
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      He made his decision, and he wasn’t going to go back on it. Jackson was going to call the Zeneethians. He just had to get the chance.

      Pushing himself up, despite the fact his head spun with the slightest of movements, he stumbled towards the bars. Latching his hands on them not just for effect, but support, he stared out at the youngest Guard. “Have you ever heard of Avictus Island?”

      Again, though the Guard kept his head straight, his eyes drifted towards Jackson.

      “I’ve been there. Hell, I barely escaped with my life. Ever heard of Major Victor Bradshaw? I’ve met him, and again, I barely escaped with my life. Do you want to know why?”

      “Shut up, traitor,” one of the other Guards snapped.

      Jackson would not shut up. This was his chance, and he was going to take it. “How does it feel like working for a psychopath? How do you justify that to yourself? You know Chancellor Quellor is hated throughout the rest of Tarka, right?”

      “You are a traitor,” one of the Guards pointed out, leaving it at that.

      Jackson smiled around his pain and nausea. “I may be a traitor, but that doesn’t make accepting orders from a madman right. Has the Chancellor contacted the High Command?” As Jackson asked his question, his gut kicked with unease. He had to do this. No matter what would happen next, he had to do this. “Because he has to, doesn’t he? Not only does he have a traitor in custody, but he has a Tarkan spy too. You need to radio this in. You know that, right? But from what I’ve heard of Chancellor Quellor, he’s a loose cannon. He does what he wants and informs the authorities when he feels like it. Well, that might have worked in the past, but it isn’t going to work this time. Trust me, I know what we are worth to them. Ki… I mean the Tarkan and myself are wanted traitors. Major Victor Bradshaw would give his left arm to get us back. If Chancellor Quellor stuffs this up, and he will, and you know he will, you will all be blamed.”

      “I said shut up,” one of the other Guards snapped.

      The youngest Guard still looked at Jackson, though his gaze did waver. If Jackson was any judge of character, the man had his questions. Hell, hopefully every single Guard who’d had anything to do with this situation had their questions. A traitor and a Tarkan spy in the sea tunnels of Mencha was not the kind of situation that cropped up every day.

      “The High Command won’t care that you are just following orders. They will blame you. You may call me a traitor, but whatever they choose to call you, they will strip you of your jobs and punish your families. Trust me, I’ve seen it happen before.”

      “I said shut up.” One of the other Guards now lurched forward, smashing the butt of his gun into the prison bars. They shook, but Jackson did not let go of them. He sliced his gaze towards the man, then returned it to the young Guard.

      “You all know this is wrong. You all know that the High Command needs to be informed, yet you all know that Chancellor Quellor won’t do it. So you are all going to pay for this.”

      The young Guard’s gaze wavered. His cheeks seemed paler than before, and with a jerk, he tried to straighten his shoulders.

      “You need to radio this in,” Jackson took a steadying breath, “and you need to tell the High Command that you have an Ashkan traitor and a Tarkans spy named Ki in your custody.”

      Jackson didn’t know how many details he would need to include in any radio transmission to get the Zeneethian’s attention, but he hoped her name would be enough. He needed them to be so desperate that they would scour the airwaves for any mention of her.

      He needed it. Because if they didn’t… Ki was done for.

      “I would think of your families right now. I would think of what the High Command does to traitors. Because you will be labeled traitors. When Chancellor Quellor stuffs this up, his ineptitude will cost the High Command dearly. He will be labeled a renegade for his actions, and any serving under him will share that charge. You may believe you are watching a traitor now, but I suggest you go and look in the mirror and get familiar with your own reflections. Tomorrow you will be traitors too.” With that, Jackson pushed away from the bars, taking several steps back. Though nausea peaked within him, sending his mind spinning and reeling like a leaf on the wind, somehow he managed to stay standing. He locked his gaze on the young Guard, and he did not blink once.

      Before he could send another impassioned barrage the young man’s way, the door opened. Every Guard in the room flinched as it did. With a grating, groaning sound, it scraped over the ground.

      In walked a brute of a man. Jackson had been in the Army, he’d worked with soldiers, but whoever was before him looked like a tank.

      At least 6’5, with broad, muscled shoulders, he had so many cuts along his face it looked as if he slept with a knife.

      Feeling shock push through his stomach, Jackson watched the man warily.

      “My name is Commander Dart,” the man introduced himself, his voice low and dark.

      Though Jackson didn’t want to, he actually shivered. The man before him had so much concentrated anger buffeting off his form that Jackson knew he was prepared to do anything. While Jackson realized he was likely here to torture him, he hoped like hell he wouldn’t go a step near Ki.

      Without another word, Dart walked forward, grabbed a key from his pocket, and undid the lock to Jackson’s cell. Glancing at Jackson, one of the scars through his eyebrows denting his expression, Commander Dart walked in.

      With no warning, he snapped an arm up, locked a hand into Jackson’s shoulder, and punched him right in the gut. It was a powerful, sharp move, and Jackson heaved.

      From his blood loss to the stress of the situation, he didn’t have much fight to give. With the Guards at the doors and the sidearm tucked into the holster at the man’s hip, he didn’t have hope either.

      Jackson didn’t even try to dodge as Commander Dart brought his fist back and slammed it into Jackson’s jaw.

      He doubled back, stumbling until he fell sharply to his knees, blood trickling around his teeth, down his chin, and dripping onto the plain floor before him.

      He looked up. Dart loomed above him. The man was so huge he could cut out the light. He was more of a mountain and less of a human being.

      Jackson was out of options.

      The situation was desperate. He was no doubt about to be tortured, and considering how effective the man looked, Jackson’s torture would not take long.

      His gamble was up. Unless his impassioned speech had worked on the young Guard, there would be no escape.

      Hopelessness sinking in like a bite from a snake, Jackson winced as Commander Dart lunged forward and kneed him in the back. Hitting the ground, pain searing through him like fire, Jackson flattened his palms onto the cold stone. Blinking in agony with blood still trickling from his mouth and making his cheeks sticky, he tried to force himself up.

      If he couldn’t get away, the least he could do was stand.

      Commander Dart didn’t even pause his beating to ask Jackson what he knew. Apparently this man’s form of torture was to just smash the hell out of a guy until he volunteered the contents of his brains.

      “You want to know what I know?” Jackson said as he pushed himself up on all fours, crawling away from Dart, and narrowing his eyes as he looked straight at the young Guard. “Ki was kidnapped by the Zeneethians.”

      Again Dart didn’t say anything. He just planted one hand into the ground and another around Jackson’s shoulder and hauled him to his feet. Then he sank his fist into Jackson’s stomach, the slightest of smiles spreading his lips.

      “The Zeneethians,” Jackson said around a cough, “the Zeneethians.” His mind was stuck on that word. It was as if he hoped that if he shouted it out loud enough, the sky people would hear and fall down from their clouds to find out who dared to speak their name.

      “Are myths,” Commander Dart finally said.

      Jackson laughed, blood bubbling up against his teeth and lips as he did. “Of course they are. You’ve seen what she can do with magnets, haven’t you? So tell me it’s a myth again.”

      Dart rushed forward, his boots squeaking against the floor. Then he kneed Jackson in the side.

      Collapsing onto his arms, wheezing in pain, Jackson rolled onto his back and somehow pushed himself up. He stared at Dart for a single second, then turned to face the young Guard again. “Whatever happens here, you will be the one paying.”

      It was a dramatic, stupid thing to say, but it served to see the Guard shift back, shock stiffening his face.

      Commander Dart turned.

      He offered a view of his hip as he did. Just as the Commander snapped at the Guard to straighten up or leave the room, Jackson lurched to his feet.

      He had no energy left, and there was so much blood trickling from his mouth that every breath was wet and labored. Yet in that moment it didn’t matter. He called on his reserves, and he used everything he could to throw himself towards Dart, and more importantly, the gun at his side.

      Somehow Jackson managed to get a hold of it. Yanking it back, he purposely fell to his knees.

      He shot. He didn’t wait. He didn’t have that luxury. The bullet slammed into Dart’s shoulder just as the man spun.

      Jackson heard shouts from the Guards. He pushed backward, still on his side, and rolled, just as a bullet dashed into the ground by his head. Before Dart could get to his feet, Jackson scuttled around behind him and raised the gun to his head. Calling on strength he shouldn’t still have, he locked his arm around the guy’s neck and pressed the gun to the back of his skull.

      Everybody froze. Nobody said a word.

      Even Dart did not move.

      “I will kill this man, and I will shoot you if I have to,” he looked at the Guards, “but you get to decide whether I bother to.”

      All of the Guards had their guns pointed at Jackson, but thankfully the bulk of Dart’s enormous form all but hid him. And unless they considered themselves to be crack shots and were ballsy enough to aim past their Commander, they weren’t going to dare shoot.

      Jackson pushed into Dart, forcing him towards the door. Though the man put up a leg, trying to shove Jackson back, Jackson simply tightened his grip around the guy’s throat, pressing the gun against him harder. “I’m not an idiot. Try anything, and I will pull this trigger.”

      Jackson had a gun to the head of a superior officer. An Ashkan officer.

      How far he’d come. More than a month ago, he would not have been able to believe that he could ever do something like this. He had been so loyal, to the point of obsession, now look at him?

      Though it was a stilling thought, or should have been, Jackson did not pause to appreciate it too long.

      He had to get to a radio.

      Yes, a radio. He had no idea where Ki was, and with nausea still dragging against his consciousness, he didn’t know how long he had. Though he wanted to push through the pain, find her, and escape, he knew better. Chancellor Quellor would have marshaled all the Guards in the province. Everybody would know what Jackson and Ki looked like. There would be no easy escape this time. Even if they somehow made it into the desert, they wouldn’t get very far.

      So there was only one way. In order to keep her safe, Jackson would have to push her back into the arms of the people she originally fled from. It was a desperate, unholy, and infuriating choice, but it was the only one that made sense. She was better off alive than dead. And knowing her resilience, no doubt she could escape again.

      Jackson ordered the Guards out of the room and managed to force Dart into the corridor. Of course there were more Guards out there by now, and he faced off against a whole line of them. If only he had a grenade, he could pull the same stunt that had gotten him off Avictus Island. It was an empty wish. All he had was a gun and his arm around a brute of a man far stronger than he. As soon as Jackson’s desperation wavered, he knew that Dart would take advantage and turn the situation against him.

      With sweat damping his brow and making his eyes sting, he tried to look for an opportunity.

      In a second, he saw it.

      Though this building was old, it was not free from technology. It had electronic lighting, and one of the globes above him buzzed and flickered. Tracking the wiring that had been stapled onto the roof, at the end of the corridor, he saw a fuse box.

      “Drop your weapon, traitor,” the Guards before him ordered.

      Like hell he would.

      Clenching his jaw and sending out a silent prayer that this would work, he shoved into Dart suddenly, releasing his grip from around the man’s throat. Just as soon as he did, he doubled back and shot the globe above the Guards. As it exploded and sent hot glass tumbling down over them, Jackson ducked to the side, behind Dart’s enormous form, and he shot at the generator at the other end of the hall.

      It took two bullets. Then the thing sparked, and flames erupted from it.

      Jackson had seen a generator like that before. They were old, and they were goddamn death traps. He remembered being in a Guardhouse with one in Paladin City and having the thing erupt into flames and setting the building on fire.

      Well right now he wanted the building on fire. He wanted the Guards distracted, and a blaze and unholy sparks were just the ticket.

      Never pausing, he plunged forward, scuffling on his boots as he desperately tried to get away, hoping the distraction would be enough to ensure he wasn’t shot the second he stepped out of the shadow of Dart’s back.

      People screamed. There was a commotion, but unfortunately there was gunfire too.

      Rolling, Jackson tried to dodge it, but a bullet sliced into the side of his arm, just above his wound. He didn’t even blink. He let the pain sink into him, and he pushed past it. Flinging himself forward, he finally scampered around a corner and down another corridor. Pure dumb luck ensured there were no Guards in it. But pure dumb luck would not last for long; they were right behind him. Turning to return fire – to give them second thoughts about plowing down the hall to follow him – Jackson stared around at the same time.

      He had to get to a radio. He’d been in Guardhouses before, and he knew there was always one in the central security room. If he was lucky, that would be where they were keeping Ki too. Though Jackson knew he didn’t have enough fight to get her out of here, he still wanted to see her one final time. He needed to see she was alive, then… whatever would happen next would happen. If it was his death, so be it.

      Firing again, just as he heard footfall echoing around the corner of the hall, he finally spied the door he wanted. It was the thickest one, and it was ajar. It was a gamble, but he did not have the time to play it safe.

      He rushed towards it, firing as he went. Planting a shoulder into it, he wrenched it open and fell to his knees. Rolling onto his back, he kicked out with his foot, slamming it closed. Not getting up and shuffling backward using his shoulders and hips, he kept his gun pointed at the door. When it didn’t burst open, he forced himself up and quickly spied a heavy desk to his side. Without waiting, he plunged his back into it and used the last of his strength to push it against the door. As soon as he did, gunfire split through the wood. He covered his head with his hands as splinters exploded around him, dashing over his hands and the blood soaking down his arm.

      He didn’t pause. Lurching forward, he landed on his hands. He crawled forward, searching desperately.

      This was his last hope.

      He saw it.

      Thank God, he saw it.

      On the other side of the room was a radio.

      He stumbled towards it. Falling onto his knees, he grabbed it towards him with one shaking arm. Resting it on his lap, he used his blood-soaked fingers to make a call on an open channel. “Zeneethians, Zeneethians, Max, Scouts.” He reeled off words he hoped like hell would gain their attention. “Ki is alive. She is here. Track this signal. They are going to kill her. Zeneethians,” he croaked again, his voice wavering. With every breath, it became harder and harder to speak. Yet he could not stop.

      More bullets slammed into the door, and now it shook as no doubt the Guards outside rammed it with their guns and shoulders.

      Jackson watched the wood wobble, his face growing slack as fatigue built and built within.

      He’d done it. This was it. If the Zeneethians didn’t get his call, it wouldn’t matter. He’d done what he could, and now all he had was hope.

      He let the radio fall down beside him, but he did not end the transmission. The microphone was open and would be picking up whatever noises echoed around the room.

      “Come on, you bastards,” he begged. “Come and get her.”

      They had to.

      Jackson closed his eyes. He tried to surrender to the fact it was over. The fact there was no longer anything he could do. It was now out of his hands.

      Yet as soon as that thought cropped up in his mind, he found himself fighting against it. He found himself thinking of her. She’d managed to get away from the Zeneethians. She’d done the impossible. Escaping from them would be far harder than getting away from Chancellor Quellor, no matter how psychopathic the man was, right?

      Jackson forced his eyes open. He no longer watched in cold dread as the door shook and rattled. Though it was incredibly thick and strong, soon it would give out.

      He turned, surveying the room. Though it felt as if he was on death’s door and could slip into unconsciousness at any second, he forced himself to his knees. After several shaking seconds, he then forced himself to his feet.

      His wounded arm hanging limply at his side, his shoulder so rounded it felt like it would pop from the joint, he swung his head in dramatic arcs as he searched around him.

      Anything, goddammit, he needed anything…. Yet there was nothing – just the radio, the desk, several chairs, and a soon-to-be-broken-down door. There were no windows, no doors, and no Hail Mary’s. It was over.

      As that fact dawned on him, Jackson clutched at the radio. He brought it back to his mouth, a drop of blood dripping onto the mesh of the microphone. “Zeneethians. I know you can hear me, for the love of God, come get her.”

      The Guards continued to shoot the door. It shook and wavered now, more shards of wood spewing out in every direction. The desk that pinned it closed also rattled, its drawers loud as they slammed around. Pens and paper clattered off onto the floor, rolling and fluttering towards him.

      He watched them with a dead gaze.

      “Zeneethians,” he said one last time.

      The door gave way. With a heave, they opened it.

      Jackson brought up his gun, shuffling to the side, kicking his feet into the ground until he pushed his back into the wall. Lengthening his shoulder, he directed his gun at the door.

      He waited.

      He was going to go out guns blazing. Because that was the only option he had.

      Out of time and out of luck, Jackson waited.
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      She did not wake until the gunfire started. As it echoed around the building, she blinked her eyes open.

      She was beyond groggy, her mind filled with a sick and cloying fog. With a shaking hand, she brought her fingers up and pressed them into her chest and neck and cheek. She was hot, burning up, yet at the same time, her bones paradoxically felt colder than they ever had. It was the weariness dragging through her form with the determination of a marching glazier.

      She tried to blink against it, but she couldn’t. Again her eyes closed.

      But the gunfire grew louder.

      She had to open them. She managed to blink one, and as she did, she saw something scuttle into view above her.

      “What do you mean he has broken free?” somebody snapped, their voice tight with pressure.

      In a moment she recognized who it belonged to: Chancellor Quellor.

      The prospect of that horrible man was enough to see her open both her eyes. She did so in time to watch a Guard lean down and scoop her up.

      She couldn’t move, let alone fight against it.

      “Commander Dart will deal with it. There’s no escape. He’s pinned down in the security room. He’ll be dealt with soon,” the Guard said, his voice shaking through his arms and into her.

      It took so long, but eventually she understood what he was speaking of.

      Jackson. It had to be Jackson.

      Desperation fought against her agony and fatigue, but it was not enough to see her move.

      She tried to croak out his name, but she could hardly move her lips. Instead she let it echo around her mind, as loud as she could think it.

      “All the same, we should get you and the prisoner out of here,” the Guard holding her said. His voice was calm, though it was quick.

      “Of course, of course,” the Chancellor spat.

      Ki was aware that she was moved through the room. She could feel the Guard’s footfall as his arms moved slightly around her.

      She heard a door being opened. She even felt a dull whisper of air against her arms and cheek.

      As they walked her through the hall, she tried to fight against her weariness. She tried to open her eyes again.

      She couldn’t.

      The blackness was returning. Unconsciousness was reaching its arms up to reclaim her, and there was no way to fight it.

      In another second, she blacked out.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      Jackson waited. His arm was still extended, his gun pointed towards the door. He hoped Commander Dart would be the first through. If there was one last thing Jackson could do, he wanted to eliminate that man from the equation. He needed to give Ki every chance she could get.

      Seconds ticked on. His heart beat so hard and fast, his jaw and teeth shook from it.

      Yet no one came through the door.

      Silence. Just silence. What were they doing? Were they teasing him out? Had they slammed through his door only to pause to think of a strategy?

      Blinking against his nausea and re-gripping his gun, he shuffled forward.

      Was that footfall he could hear? Slow and methodical? Had they sent reinforcements?

      No, the thump of boots echoing over the stone sounded lighter somehow. Plus, even though Jackson was pinned down, the prospect that they were sending reinforcements so slowly and languidly didn’t make sense.

      His eyebrows crumpling in confusion, he pushed further against the wall, pinning his back into it so he could keep his gun raised.

      He heard a strange hissing sound.

      It reminded him of something. Then there was a thump, then another.

      At no point did he hear a scream. At no point did he hear a shout or shot. Just that hiss and that methodical footfall.

      It neared. It was just outside the door.

      It entered.

      Jackson shot. He didn’t wait, didn’t hesitate.

      As a figure rounded the corner, he fired at them. And his aim was true.

      Yet it did not strike. It glanced off something. Something white, something glimmering, and something made from a metal Jackson knew should not exist.

      A Zeneethian Scout.

      Though the Scout held its gun, it did not immediately tote it to return fire. Instead it stood there, its head tipping to the side as its faceless helmet stared Jackson’s way.

      Jackson dropped his gun.

      There was no point in holding it. For one, he could not defend himself against a Zeneethian, not with the trinket he was holding, and not in his current condition. For another, he had called them here.

      His head dipping forward, his mind reeling as a wave of fatigue threatened to pull him into unconsciousness, he somehow blinked his eyes open. “She is here. She is here.”

      The Zeneethian scout took a step forward.

      “Don’t stand there, go find her, go find her,” he begged.

      The Scout took another step forward. Then it stopped. It brought a hand up and latched its fingers behind its helmet. In a second, there was a hiss, and the thing broke free from the joints of the armor. The Scout pulled it off.

      It was Max.

      His expression was unreadable.

      “Go find her,” Jackson croaked desperately.

      “We are looking for her.”

      “Go.” Jackson fell to the ground, his shoulder slamming into the hard stone, and his head cracking next to it. Yet he was still conscious. “Scan for her,” he begged.

      “Without the tracker, she is just another bio sign,” Max answered.

      “You have to find her.” Jackson was losing consciousness, but somehow he was holding on.

      “We’re looking.”

      “Lock down the city, do what you have to do, but you have to get her away from Chancellor Quellor. He’s a psychopath.” Jackson didn’t know how he was still speaking. But he was. And that was all that mattered.

      “We can’t afford to harm her.”

      “Just… just do something.” Jackson closed his eyes.

      He heard Max walk forward.

      This was it, wasn’t it? Max was going to do what he had wanted to do since he had met Jackson.

      Jackson was going to die. He was going to get shot. There was no doubting it.

      He heard Max lean down next to him.

      Jackson waited. He couldn’t even tense; he didn’t have the energy.

      As the seconds ticked on, there was no bullet. There was no slice of powerful light.

      Instead he felt something being injected into his neck.

      In a flash, it made him lucid. He snapped his eyes open, his pupils feeling like they were buzzing with energy. “What…?” he managed.

      “Welcome to the Zeneethian Scouts.” Max was still leaning right above him, his eyebrows pressed low over his eyes.

      Jackson couldn’t speak.

      He didn’t have to.

      “You’re going to find her, or I’m going to shoot you myself.” With that Max stood. And with that, Jackson Walker lost consciousness.

      He would not die today. But when he woke, he would wake to a new life and a new world.

      Nothing would ever be the same.
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      She had a bag over her head and her arms bound in front of her.

      She didn’t know where she was or what was happening, but she could smell the dank, musty scent in the air.

      No one spoke anymore. They just moved. She heard footfall, and she felt someone’s arms around her as she was carried. But that was it.

      She was alive – that she could be sure of. Everything else was a mystery. Where she was going and what would happen to her when she got there were unknown. Yet where she was coming from and who she had left behind were the only certainties strong enough to tear through her desperation.

      Jackson.

      She had no idea whether he was alive or dead. But he was behind her. She was being taken away. Again.

      This time she did not know whether she would have the strength to break free. Yet in that second, she promised herself that whatever happened, she would try. She was not going to give up. She was not going to give up because now she had something to fight for.

      Jackson’s words in the mine tunnels of Paladin Mountain came back to her. When she had plucked up his gun and had tried to shoot herself, he had lectured her that she had nothing to fight for. That she was too willing to give it all up because she had nothing to protect in the first place.

      Well now she had something worth fighting for, even if it was just a memory. Even if he had died, she was not going to give up for his sake and for hers.

      
        
        End of Book Two
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        Ki

      

      

      She woke fitfully. She had no idea where she was. All she saw were shapes flitting past – shadows against the light.

      She was cold all over, a horrible chill rising through her body with every breath.

      She remembered being taken, but that was all. Everything else was a horrible fog in her mind.

      Soon enough, she realized she had some kind of bag over her head. The thick, uncomfortable fabric kept scratching her cheeks and neck.

      It was hard to breathe too – every breath was hot and stifled.

      She wanted to scream out, but she was gagged, the wet stringy fabric digging into her mouth and cheeks.

      As fear mounted through her, she woke faster, soon realizing she was sitting upright.

      She was tied to a chair. She could feel the ropes roughly bound around her wrists. She tried to shift against the ropes, but they only grated into her skin like saws.

      She jerked to the left and right but could do little but distress herself further.

      God, where was she?

      She couldn’t remember how she’d gotten here.

      Where was Jackson?

      God, where was he?

      
        
        …

        Jackson Walker

      

      

      Jackson woke.

      It took him a few painful seconds to remember. For a while, his memory played before his mind’s eye in a haze.

      Then, bleary eyed, he looked up to see a figure before him.

      A Zeneethian Scout.

      Max.

      He was leaning against a wall, his arms crossed, his white armor glinting in the light.

      Jackson bolted upright, running a quick hand down his mouth to dislodge the sweat that had collected over his top lip.

      Max didn’t shift. He didn’t have a gun in his hand and kept both arms locked around his middle as he stared at Jackson with an indifferent glare. “It took you long enough to rouse.”

      “What… what the hell are you doing?”

      “I told you, welcome to the Scouts. You’re our newest member. You remember the rules, though, right? Either you find her, or I kill you myself.”

      “What?” Jackson’s voice spilled from his throat like blood from a cut.

      Then he remembered. In full. Every excruciating and painful detail.

      Ki was gone.

      He pushed to his feet. It was easy. He was light and strong, somehow. In fact, he felt better than he had in years, maybe better than he ever had.

      There was this peculiar strength zipping through his form. His hands and feet tingled with biting energy that felt like electricity.

      Despite the fear of losing Ki, he brought both hands up to stare at them.

      Max snorted. “The tingling wears off after a couple of hours. The strength never does.”

      “What did you do to me?”

      “I shanghaied you. I must admit, I’ll need you to find her. You know her better than we do. You also know this sorry nation. You’ll understand where those bastards are taking her. Now let’s get going.”

      Jackson stood and stared at Max.

      He couldn’t believe this – couldn’t believe the offer.

      “It’s the only way you’ll get her back,” he said through a rigid jaw.

      He considered Max’s bitter, impassioned words in silence for a few seconds. “But I won’t be getting her back, will I? You’ll take her back to… wherever the hell you’re from.”

      Max’s stiff expression only became all the harder. “You want her to die at the hands of that asshole instead? Because he will kill her. I can guarantee that. They’ll keep cutting deeper and deeper to find her secret, but they’ll never find it. They’ll just kill her. You want that?”

      “Stop it,” Jackson spat under his breath.

      “You want her to live, so you have to help me.” Max’s eyes were wide with passion and power.

      For just a second, it stilled Jackson’s own horror and anguish. “What do you want her for anyway? Why did you take her? Why can she activate those lattice-like crystals you run your technology on?” Once he began, the questions came flooding out like torrential rain.

      Max pressed his lips shut. “None of that matters. Not right now.”

      “The only thing that matters is getting her back, right?” Jackson cut in, gaze narrowing as he studied Max carefully.

      Max lifted his head, a determined angle to his jaw. “Yeah. I’ll give up my life for her return. Now, are you coming?” The way he said it suggested it wasn’t a question.

      Jackson had no option, did he? And as much as he hated to admit it, Max was right – joining the Scouts, or at least relying on their power, did seem to be the only way to get her back.

      And Jackson had to get her back. He couldn’t let her die….

      
        
        …

        Ki

      

      

      It was an agonizing wait until anything happened. She felt as if she’d been tied to that chair for an hour. With every passing second, her fear mounted.

      There was something horribly primal about being trapped at someone’s whim, bound until they deemed it time to do anything to you.

      Eventually, though, she heard footsteps. They entered the room slowly, heavy boots slapping rhythmically against what sounded like a stone floor. Every step rang out like a drum beat. One that approached her slowly.

      Soon enough, she felt someone standing over her. She could see their shadow through the sack on her head, though she could not make out a face or body.

      For at least a minute, they said nothing. They simply stood there and watched her.

      Her heart beat faster and faster, feeling like a horse in full pelt as it tried to blast its way out of her chest and onto the floor.

      “We will find your every secret,” someone promised in a low, grating voice.

      It shook through her, far more effective than any explosive or knife. It felt like it cut right down to the bone.

      The voice became quiet once more, and Ki was again keenly aware of the person looming over her. She jerked her head from side-to-side, trying to loosen her bonds, trying to push herself further back from their penetrating glare.

      She could not.

      She was trapped.

      She started to cry. Or maybe she’d been crying from the beginning, salty tears washing down her muddy face and drenching her already wet gag.

      “Crying won’t help you,” the voice promised, “nothing will. You are being transported to a safe place. There you will reveal all your secrets.”

      She wanted to scream at him that she didn’t know anything. She had no secrets to reveal. But she knew that’s not what he meant, anyway. He wouldn’t ask her what she knew – he’d dig it right out of her body like a prospector trawling through dirt to find gold.

      She shivered. Then he latched a hand on her shoulder. It was heavy, hard, and unmoving.
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        Jackson Walker

      

      

      He was determined to get her back. He just didn’t know where he’d start.

      Now he was a Scout – and he couldn’t believe he was saying that – he had access to incredible technology. Though he had seen what the Zeneethians could do, it was only now that he was starting to believe all of Ki’s story.

      This technology… it was light years beyond everything either empires had.

      Max took pleasure in the fact he didn’t understand it. He treated Jackson as an irritating but necessary tool to get to Ki. An ignorant one.

      A caveman, as he kept saying.

      The first thing they had to do was get out of the building.

      Which was easy.

      Max had dispatched everyone.

      It would have sickened Jackson if he hadn’t known what those guards had done to her.

      Max kept manipulating the scanner of his armor, scanning the building methodically, clearly looking for clues.

      Jackson stood watchful but helpless by his side.

      He marveled at the sensations still tingling and pounding through his body. In quiet moments he brought up his hands and stared at the fingers. He felt so strong, like he could take on ten ordinary men.

      … So this was the power of the Zeneethians? They could fly, float, and scan for a man using nothing but a tiny mechanical box. They could also bring a man back from the brink of death and increase his strength by a factor of ten with nothing but an injection.

      “Keep moving,” Max warned. He held onto his gun and had not armed Jackson. But he had given Jackson a small metal wrist band. In fact, Max had broken it off his own armor and latched it around Jackson’s wrist with a warning: “This is your armor, caveman. But if you do something I don’t like – like trying to kill me – I’ll stop you in place. Got it? I’ll lock your goddamn joints, and you’ll be nothing more than a statue.”

      Jackson hadn’t responded.

      Now as he walked behind Max, Jackson stared in wonder as the small white metal around his wrist grew. It was like some kind of metal mold or lichen. Every few seconds, small sections of it would break off, and tiny lattices would grow, the white armor marching further and further up his arms.

      Once they made it to the city outside, Jackson expected Max to stop. He didn’t. Somehow he must have done something with his device, because the streets were bare. That, or Quellor had done it.

      He desperately wanted to know what was going on. But Max would tell him nothing.

      By the time they reached the world outside, the armor had almost covered one half of Jackson’s body.

      “He’s going to move her, isn’t he? Where would he take her?” Max turned and snapped suddenly as he shot his scanner an unmistakably frustrated look.

      Jackson was stunned by his question. “Wouldn’t your scanner tell you?”

      Max snorted. “It’s not goddamn magic. It has its limitations. Now, this is the only reason you’re alive. Tell me where he’d take her.”

      Zeneethian technology had its limitations? That statement floored Jackson. It seemed impossible that something so incredible could have its flaws.

      “Answer the question,” Max snapped as he loomed over Jackson.

      “… He’d move her somewhere safe. Somewhere hidden.”

      “Genius. You’re going to have to do better than that.” Max flexed his knuckles back and forth.

      Jackson ignored them as he shook his head. “No, you don’t get it. He’s not just going to be trying to hide her from us – he’s going to want to keep her hidden from everyone else in the government. Quellor is twisted, selfish, and after power. He’s going to see Ki as a way to get more power for himself.”

      Max listened. “So where would he take her then?”

      Jackson reluctantly shrugged. “I don’t know enough about his holdings. But it wouldn’t be far. It certainly wouldn’t be out of this region. He’s not going to take her into another province.”

      “What about the ocean?”

      Jackson considered the suggestion briefly. “No. He knows the sand. She’ll be under it,” he concluded. Then he looked up at Max sharply. “Can’t you scan the surrounding deserts to find underground tunnels?” A spark of hope shot through his heart.

      Max’s lip twitched, and he shook his head. “It’s not that easy. This scanner is nowhere near that powerful.”

      “Then can’t you contact your… people, wherever they are? Can’t you get them to search for underground tunnels?”

      “This desert is dotted with buildings and tunnels, some naturally forming. It won’t be enough.” Max clutched an armored hand on his chin and shook his head.

      “What do we do then? We have to do something,” he insisted.

      “You think I don’t know that?” Max asked sharply. “I know how much is at stake here. You don’t.”

      What was that supposed to mean? Max kept alluding to how important Ki was. It was almost as if she held the future of the Zeneethians in her hands….

      That wasn’t possible, was it? The Zeneethians were so powerful that nothing on this green earth would be able to bring them down.

      … Right?

      “Stop staring off into the distance,” Max snapped. “Take me to where you and Ki were captured.”

      Suddenly Jackson was forced to remember the catacombs. The disappearing bodies, the library… he’d wiped it from his mind.

      “Why do you suddenly look so pale?” Max asked. “Now hurry up and answer.”

      Jackson took a breath. “He took us near the sea tunnels. We… found… something,” he said in broken words, mind whirring as he tried to figure out whether it was a good idea to share this information with Max.

      Did he have many choices, though? Wouldn’t Max just find out sooner or later? Plus, Jackson’s only priority was to get to Ki. He couldn’t stand in the way of that by withholding critical information from Max.

      “Tell me,” Max rounded on him, words sharp and harsh like blows from a whip.

      Jackson took a breath, forcing it past his dried throat. “I’ll take you to the sea tunnels. We were… we found a room underneath the temple.”

      “What kind of room?” Max asked.

      This was it, Jackson had to decide.

      He took a breath. “There were bodies. Bodies in the tunnels. Skeletons from wars passed.”

      “So?” Max crossed his arms and looked bored.

      He wasn’t reacting as Jackson had expected he would.

      “Why are you being so cagey? Tell me what you were doing. Tell me now. You waste time, and Ki—” he began.

      Jackson put a hand up. “Fine. There were bodies there from countless wars. From both sides,” his voice grated in his throat. “And it seemed… it seemed as if they were trying to get to something. Then… they disappeared.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “We found a room, a library. It… look, when we came out, all the bodies had disappeared as if they’d never been there.”

      At first Max looked incredulous as if he thought Jackson was lying. Then his face stiffened. “Where is this place?”

      “… It has something to do with the Zeneethians, doesn’t it?” Jackson asked in a hoarse voice. “You left something down there, didn’t you? Something to keep your secrets locked away.”

      Max snorted. “Keep trying to figure this situation out, caveman. You’ll never get close. It is far too complex for your simple mind to comprehend.”

      Jackson didn’t react. Instead he narrowed his eyes and stared carefully at Max.

      He had to be hiding something. For a moment – just a moment – his face had stiffened with some kind of recognition.

      Just what had that cavern been? All those various soldiers mounting the stairs to the library… all trying to get to the truth.

      Did it have to do with the white metal – the metal of the Zeneethians? The same material that now marched up Jackson’s arms like a glistening infection?

      “So, should I take you there?” Jackson forced himself to ask, telling himself he was doing this for Ki. As much as he wanted to reveal the secrets of the Zeneethians – and as much as he’d promised her that he’d do that – he had to find her first. And if that meant using the Zeneethians to get to her, so be it.

      Max appeared to be calculating something. He turned from Jackson, locking his gaze on something in the distance.

      Jackson saw a small slice of Max’s face. It was enough to note how odd his expression was.

      Eventually Max turned back and shook his head. “No, we have to keep pushing on.”

      “What… you just said—”

      “I’ve decided we don’t have time,” Max said imperiously. “I will scan the rest of this city instead.”

      Jackson stood there and stared at Max in surprise.

      … What had just happened?

      Why would Max – a bona fide Scout – be wary of going to those tunnels? There was nothing on this simple earth that could scare a Zeneethian, right? With all their technology, with all their power and might, even the darkest of nightmares would flee from them, not the other way around.

      So why was there a flicker of genuine fear in Max’s eyes as he turned, on the pretense of staring out at the city?

      Jackson couldn’t quell his questions. They rose through him with speed like a hurricane.

      Eventually Max turned back. “We’re running out of time. Come.” He swiped his hand forward.

      Jackson had no choice but to follow.

      
        
        …

        Ki

        

      

      She had been moved. Not over land, though. Through tunnels, if she was any judge. The air was so stale, and at no time did the light change around her. It was always provided by flickering torches.

      The gag was still rammed tightly into her mouth, the bag still on her head.

      Her fear had now reached a steady maximum. It couldn’t go any higher – if it did, it would burst her heart.

      She had no idea what would happen next, where Quellor would take her, and what he’d do to her.

      … Or maybe she did know what he’d do to her. Kill her to get at the property of her bones. A property she still didn’t understand. She had no clue why she could use Zeneethian technology, why she could work their floating crystals, and why they’d kidnapped her in the first place.

      All she cared about was getting free from everything. She wanted to go home, back to the monastery, back to her quiet life.

      And yet that would never happen. She instinctively knew that wherever she traveled on this earth, someone would be after her.

      She would never have peace again. Nor would she have solace. Jackson was gone.

      Every time she thought of him, tears streaked her cheeks, falling softly against the scratchy wool of the bag over her head.

      It took an age to move her through the tunnels. They had to be wide enough to allow transport, as she wasn’t being carried by a man, but rather some vehicle. For hours upon hours, all she felt was the bump of wheels. She also smelled disturbed dirt and sand. The sand got everywhere, scratching at her skin under her clothes and clotting through her hair.

      She was beyond whimpering now, as was she beyond thrashing and trying to escape. Her bonds were so tight that even the slightest movement was enough to scrape the rope over her skin like knives. She could feel her wrists swelling and knew they were cut here and there as wet patches spread across her skin.

      She wanted to hold on to hope, but there was none – just desperation. A cold hard desperation that sat in her chest and bled through her heart.

      The cart continued to move, bumping incessantly.

      As terrifying as the situation was, she was still tired and drifted in and out of a fitful and restless sleep. Horrifying dreams and flashes of imagination flickered across her mind, like phantoms in the dark.

      Her back was pressed up against some kind of hard surface. As she nodded in and out of consciousness, it shifted uncomfortably behind her, her hair snagging against what felt like splintered wood.

      She would look worse than a corpse. Dirty, bleeding, swollen, and terrified.

      And yet, she drove that thought from her mind as she thought of Jackson.

      He was a man of science and did not believe in gods or spirits.

      She did. So she prayed that he was alive and that somehow there was some way he would get to her.

      
        
        …

        Jackson Walker

      

      

      Max hadn’t said a word since he’d refused to go to the sea tunnels. He was definitely hiding something. Something fascinating.

      Jackson dearly wanted to know what it was, but that couldn’t be his priority.

      Time was ticking. It had been hours now. Ki was out there at the whims of Quellor, and god knows what that monster was doing to her.

      Max was growing steadily more frustrated.

      So was Jackson. He didn’t understand how the Zeneethians – with all their power – couldn’t just swoop down from the sky, find her, and pluck her out of Quellor’s clutches.

      It seemed there was nothing they couldn’t do…. So why did Jackson suddenly feel as if they weren’t as powerful as they seemed? It wasn’t just Max’s fear of the sea tunnels. It was more. Slowly, little facts were starting to fit into place.

      What if, somehow, the Zeneethians were failing? What if, somehow, they weren’t the gods legend believed they were?

      It was true that he didn’t understand much about their technology, but he did appreciate that it ran on that lattice-like substance.

      What if they were running out? Or worse, if they could no longer operate it themselves?

      That thought stabbed through his mind like a punch.

      No, no. He shook his head. That couldn’t possibly be true… could it?

      “Stop thinking and keep moving. We’ve got to check this whole city.”

      “Where did all the people go?” Jackson asked suddenly.

      “We’ve cleared the way,” Max noted off hand.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you concentrate on the mission,” Max spat like a commanding officer. Which is exactly what he was.

      Whether he liked it or not, Jackson was a Scout. The armor now almost completely covered him. If he’d thought the power pulsing through his veins was strange enough, then the armor was far more incredible. He’d worn some before, but this felt different.

      This felt as if this armor had been grown specifically for him. It fit him so snugly that he could easily confuse it for a second skin.

      It also made him feel invincible. As if he could walk through the deepest sea or climb the highest peak, all with only his armor.

      He felt like he could take Max on too. Even without a gun.

      Maybe a flicker of something passed through Jackson’s gaze, because Max suddenly narrowed his eyes. “I know what you’re thinking, and it won’t work. You make any violent move towards me, and I’ll shut that armor down. I can do that,” he confirmed with a growl. “With just a thought,” he stabbed a white armored finger at his head, “I can make that armor lock around you. You won’t be able to move, won’t be able to breathe. It’ll be your coffin. Got that?”

      Reluctantly, Jackson nodded.

      Seeing Max like this reminded him of the photos and of his sister too.

      “… Why are you looking at me like that?” Max suddenly asked.

      “I’m just wondering how you got to be this way.”

      “What the hell does that mean? I’ve told you, everything I do, I do for my country.”

      “This is your country.” Jackson stamped his foot on the ground.

      Max laughed – confused at first, it quickly became callous. “I don’t know what you’re planning, but rest assured that it won’t work. Now get moving.”

      “I don’t have anything planned. I’m just wondering how a simple desert boy could sell his soul to the sky.”

      “… What?” Max’s face twisted with angry confusion, brow cutting in-half with deep creases.

      Jackson narrowed his eyes. “You don’t know, don’t you?”

      “Know what?”

      “Where you came from. I do. We found a photo of you. You came from around here. As far as we could tell, you were taken out on the ocean…. We met your sister,” Jackson added as he watched Max’s expression carefully.

      Max stiffened, every muscle like steel. Then anger crossed through his expression like a fire whipping through dry wood. “Stop wasting time,” he said viciously.

      “Do you remember her?”

      “Shut up—”

      “You don’t, do you? You had no idea you were born here. What happens, do the Zeneethians take your memories away?” Jackson shivered as he thought that.

      Max snapped towards him, grabbing two hands to his throat. He didn’t squeeze, but he looked menacingly into Jackson’s eyes. “You have one task,” Max’s words could barely make it out of his white, bloodless lips. “You help me find her. Don’t make me regret saving your life. Because the second I regret it, is the second I take it back.”

      Slowly, keeping his gaze locked on Max, Jackson brought his hands up in surrender.

      Max continued staring daggers into Jackson’s eyes, then shifted back, dropping his hands, and bringing up a wrist to wipe across his sweaty chin.

      For a few seconds he did nothing. Then he shook his head and nodded towards the edge of the city. “I’m not finding much.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “That we’re running out of time. If we haven’t already,” he said ominously.

      Hold on, Ki. Jackson thought quickly, eyes jerking towards the desert beyond.

      Hold on.
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        Ki

      

      

      Finally she arrived. Again she was fitful. She needed rest desperately, but she knew she would no longer be allowed any. Not true respite, anyway. From now on, she would be controlled completely by Quellor and his men.

      She felt dead inside. It honestly seemed as if something had curled up and died within her chest, leaving this empty black hollow.

      She was kept gagged with that bag over her head. Still, she surmised that she was underground. There was that same stagnant air, and every now and then, she could hear the crunch of sand under people’s boots.

      Though she had traveled for hours, she realized she couldn’t be that far from the city, which meant she was in the desert somewhere.

      She could concentrate on figuring out where she was, but it would not help her. Even if she found some way to escape her captors, she would then be faced with the endless desert once more. With her hope slowly bleeding out of her heart as if from a fatal wound, she knew she would not be able to make her way back to the city. Plus, the city would only hold more danger.

      Every direction held danger.

      She didn’t want to be like this – desperate, helpless, and pathetic – but she couldn’t stop it. The fight had curled up and died. All that was left was the part that felt fear and sorrow.

      She may not have any more tears to cry, but they would come.

      She heard men talking in low, hurried tones. Nobody talked to her, because she wasn’t worthy of having a conversation with, was she?

      She was just a useless Tarkan animal.

      In her life as a priestess, she had been sheltered and protected from the true brutality of man. Now it was being heaped upon her day after day.

      In those quiet bitter moments, she bemoaned her existence.

      And even that didn’t help.

      Nothing would strip her fear. Except perhaps for one thing – knowing that Jackson was still out there somewhere.

      Knowing that he was okay.

      
        
        …

        Jackson Walker

        

      

      Despite his fears, it seemed that the Zeneethains had not killed all the people in this city.

      He saw them, yet they did not see him. Now his armor had grown in full, it could become invisible.

      Invisible.

      At every turn, he was faced with how incredible their technology was.

      And yet, he did not forget his suspicions – that just maybe Max’s desperation had something to do with the fact Zeneethia was on the line. That somehow, somewhere was an enemy that was hunting them. Whether it be the demise of their own technology or another race equally as powerful as their own.

      That thought sent a shudder down his spine. To imagine another race out there with the godlike powers of the sky people…. It was horrifying.

      Truly horrifying.

      They made their way out of the city and into the desert. Rather than setting off into the dunes, they hugged the coast.

      Max continued to check his scanner, clearly looking for her.

      Jackson didn’t care what Max’s scanner told him – he knew she wasn’t in this direction. She had to be under the desert dunes. Though it was hard to admit, he was starting to understand men like Quellor. The desperation – the will to do whatever it would take. For in many ways, he was turning into that kind of man. He could not push away the fact that he was working with Max. True, the alternative was death. Still, maybe death was justified. The Zeneethians were murderers, gods who played with the lives of men.

      And yet, Jackson wasn’t going to change his mind. He wasn’t going to turn to Max and ask to be shot, because he’d made a decision. No matter how horrible, he was going to make this alliance so he could get to Ki.

      For there would be no other way.

      The further they traveled along the dirt track that led up through the headland, the more Jackson stiffened. He was invisible, but he couldn’t shake the thought that he was being followed.

      Eventually, he couldn’t take it anymore.

      He paused, angling his head towards that dirt track. It was a circuitous route, and he couldn’t see back the way he’d come. Finally, however, he saw a flash of something.

      “We’re being tracked,” Jackson suddenly said, neck growing stiff as he turned it around to face the road behind them.

      “Of course we are. You know, you don’t need to rely on your caveman hearing to figure that out. Your scanner will do just fine.” Max tapped something on the white armor of his wrist.

      Jackson ignored the insult. He didn’t know how to use those Zeneethian scanners properly, at least not yet. And he didn’t trust them. He likely never would. His own ears, however, he trusted. His senses, his body, unaided by technology – that he could rely on.

      It told him that they were being tracked by a group of guards along the coast.

      “Let them come,” Max said as he flexed a fist back and forth.

      Jackson felt sick, his fear turning to anguish. “They’re human,” he tried to reason. “You don’t have to kill them.”

      Max turned to him suddenly, his brow creasing with anger. “You forgotten why we are out here? You forgotten that you let her get kidnapped by those bastards? You forgotten what they’ll be doing to her right now?” Max’s lips snapped around his words like whips.

      “… No, I haven’t forgotten any of that. But you don’t have to kill them,” he said through gritted teeth.

      Max stared at him for a few seconds, then shook his head sharply. “You’re going to need to kill to get her back. And make no mistake – they won’t hesitate to kill you.”

      “Don’t you feel like a god squashing ants?” Jackson couldn’t control his tone as it twisted high, moral indignation wringing his throat like hands. He knew what the guards would do and likely were doing to Ki. He knew that at the first opportunity, they would kill him. But none of that mattered. The Zeneethians had such incredible technology that it made it so very easy for them to kill. Too easy. So easy, in fact, they should think so much harder before handing out death so indiscriminately.

      Max just snorted at him. Then his expression grew serious. “You think I’m not trying to protect my people too?” he suddenly asked, his head ticking to the side in a sharp move. “You think I’m not willing to sacrifice myself and others to keep my people safe?” He jabbed a stiff finger at his chest, lips white with anger. “Well, you want to protect, you have to sacrifice. I don’t have time to pick my way through those goddamn guards, knocking them out and measuring my force. We need to find Ki before it’s too late,” his voice dropped down low into a quiet grumble.

      With that, he reached for his gun.

      He still hadn’t given Jackson one.

      Then again, Jackson wasn’t going to need one, was he? Because the ensuing fight would not be a fight – the guards would be trounced.

      They had no hope. Not only were Max and Jackson invisible, but Jackson had already confirmed that his voice did not carry. He was wearing a helmet, and so was Max, and somehow they communicated between each set of armor wirelessly.

      Yet if that was the case, how exactly were the guards tracking them?

      Jackson turned and stared back the way they’d come to see two sets of footprints.

      The ground around these parts was soft, a combination of sand and a mix of dirt and clay – footprints sank easily into it but were hard to remove.

      He suddenly put himself in the guards’ position – seeing footprints sink into the ground out of nowhere. They would be terrified. Here on orders, they’d want to turn around, but they wouldn’t be allowed to.

      Tracking monsters – ghosts – into the night.

      He didn’t have any love lost for them, but they didn’t deserve what was coming.

      And it came quickly.

      Max paused, angling his head back towards the guards. Finally they came into view. They thought they were being careful, crouching low, moving forward only with swipes of their hands and never words.

      There was a small contingent of them – four in total. They had guns and knives at their sides.

      No amount of weaponry would save them. It was like throwing rocks at the sun.

      Max sighed, his reverberating voice shifting through his helmet. Then he went for his gun. He grabbed it from the holster behind his back, pulling it out with a smooth hiss.

      That hiss did sound out loud, yet it got the guards’ attention.

      Jackson stood there with his heart in his mouth as he watched them – watched as their eyes grew wide, watched as sweat slicked along their brows.

      It was horrible. Like walking inside a novel, like watching a play. Except this was real.

      Max clicked his neck from side-to-side. Then carelessly, effortlessly he shot all four guards.

      Jackson swore, shook back, and slammed a hand over his mouth.

      Brutality, the brutality.

      The guards had never had a chance.

      “Relax,” Max said as he turned on him. “They’re not dead. Just stunned. I can’t afford more dead bodies. This will wipe their memories though,” he said as he tapped a hand along his gun.

      Jackson let his hand fall from his mouth, his fingers stiff and cold, despite the cover of his thick protective armor.

      So the guards weren’t dead… but that had still been brutal. There was something about someone with so much power carelessly picking through people that stilled Jackson’s heart. “Was that easy?” he suddenly asked.

      Max returned his gun to his holster. “What’s that supposed to mean? Obviously it was easy. They have no chance against our technology.”

      “That’s not what I meant – did it feel easy? To just pick them off like that?”

      Max shot him a look.

      “They’re your people. You know that, right? This is your town.”

      “Shut up,” Max warned. “Every breath you waste trying to lie to me,” his voice shook on the word lie, and it shook badly, “is time you waste when we should be trying to find her.”

      “I know that,” Jackson replied, incapable of keeping his bitterness in check. “I know that,” he said louder, frustration welling up from within. “But I told you – I don’t think she’s along the coast. The Chancellor would not have taken her onto the water. I told you, in my estimation, she is further into the desert. There has to be some kind of tunnel system,” he repeated.

      Max shifted his shoulders back, stretching his muscles. “You done? I heard you the first time.”

      “So why aren’t we going into the desert?”

      “Because we don’t have the kinds of sensors that can penetrate it.”

      “So what the hell are we going to do?” True fear shot through Jackson’s voice. He couldn’t push the thoughts of what was happening to Ki away from his mind. They haunted him, swelling around his head like a firestorm.

      “Use bigger scanners. We can’t waste time. You said yourself – this Chancellor is a monster.”

      I paused. “What are you going to do?”

      “I told you, use bigger scanners.” With that, Max turned hard on his foot and continued to walk along the coast.

      With no option, Jackson followed.

      
        
        …

        Ki

      

      

      “I don’t know anything, I don’t have anything,” she kept repeating, the words cracking from her broken and swollen throat. She’d been repeating those same words over and over again ever since they’d begun their experiments several hours ago.

      No one listened to her, and no one attempted to stop her from speaking through her swollen and chapped lips.

      They did not care about her. To them, she wasn’t human. She was flesh and bone that hid a secret.

      All they had to do was pry and pry at it until they pulled it back and revealed what they needed to know. It wouldn’t matter how much of her blood was spilled. In fact, considering her nationality, all the better.

      She was tortured. Not just by the pain, but by the fact she was alone.

      And the fact he was gone. Jackson. Not a minute went past without her thinking of him.

      There was nothing else to do but pray that he was still alive somewhere and that he had not forgotten her.

      The Zeneethians, it seemed, had forgotten her. They had not come for her. As horrible as it was to admit, she would prefer to be trapped by them than Chancellor Quellor. He spoke to her with the fury of a man possessed. And the look in his eyes whenever he glanced at her was like staring into Hell.

      She kept hoping some kind of rescue would come. But as the days passed, she knew it wouldn’t.

      She was alone.

      
        
        …

        Jackson Walker

      

      

      These Zeneethians were so powerful. He was only now starting to truly appreciate that.

      They made their way up the coast, Max periodically checking the scanner on his wrist.

      There was a fell wind marching along the headland. Jackson’s helmet was off, and the breeze slammed into him, playing against his short hair and biting into his cheeks.

      Clouds amassed above, a storm swirling in the skies. Deep black and blue, it promised a deluge.

      Max paused with one foot on a rock as he leaned over the edge of a cliff.

      He stared down to the rocks below, watching the waves cut and dance against the jagged beach.

      Jackson watched him silently.

      Max appeared to be calculating something.

      His helmet was off too, and the wind whipped through the short stubs of his fringe as he lifted his head and shot the broiling clouds a calculating look.

      Jackson wanted to know what he was doing but knew better than to ask.

      Eventually, Max stepped off the rock and turned. He typed something into his wrist device, his head tilted back as he stared at the storm.

      “… Is it serious?” Jackson asked. “It looks bad, but surely our armor could withstand much worse.”

      “Shut up,” Max mumbled.

      Jackson got the sudden urge to push forward and shove Max right off the edge of the cliff. It wouldn’t help him in the end, though. As hard as it was to admit, Jackson needed the oaf. Without Max, he would never find Ki.

      And he’d already lost so much time. God knows what Chancellor Quellor was doing to her.

      And god knows what she was thinking. All alone… he hated to think of her there like that.

      He had to get to her.

      It didn’t matter where she came from – none of that mattered anymore.

      Only she did.

      “Finally,” Max said suddenly as he took a sharp step back and jerked his head out towards the brewing storm.

      Before Jackson could say anything, something started happening to the clouds.

      They moved quicker than any marching wind should allow for. They shifted and boiled as if they were being split in half from the inside out.

      “What the—” Jackson began.

      Then he saw something beginning to protrude through the clouds.

      At first, he had no idea what he was looking at, and his eyes grew wide with shock.

      He even doubled back, expecting attack – maybe some kind of battle plane trying to slice through the storm.

      It was no plane.

      It was… it was massive.

      Max smiled, and it was a truly satisfied move. It was also relieved, and he locked his hands on his hips and let out an echoing sigh.

      “What is that thing?” Jackson couldn’t keep his fear back anymore and virtually fell over as he pushed himself further back along the cliff.

      “Relax,” Max snapped. “It’s home,” he said, tone changing, becoming distant and content.

      “Home?” Jackson’s voice shook so badly, he could barely understand it himself.

      “Home,” Max repeated in that far off tone, his gaze flickering.

      Despite the horror of whatever in god’s name was pulling through the clouds, Jackson knew Max was lying. Max’s home was back in Mencha.

      The clouds continued to shift until Jackson realized what he was looking at.

      A city.

      It was a city.

      A city in the clouds.

      He shook back as realization struck him like a heavy blow to the jaw.

      Max turned and looked at him, arms crossing in front of his chest as he shifted his head to the side. “I’m going to enjoy this, caveman.”

      Jackson didn’t react to the taunt. He couldn’t.

      A city was floating in the sky above him, moving down slowly through the tumultuous gray cloudbank.

      He couldn’t speak. This was categorically the most fantastic thing he’d ever seen. Land in the sky… it should be impossible.

      As the city descended from above, his heart shook in his chest. He shivered, hands jostling into the white armor around his legs.

      He heard Max laughing from behind him. “If you react like this to a corpos, I’d hate to see what you’ll do when we’re up there.”

      Jackson’s eyes widened, then widened more, until it felt they would fall from his head.

      Everything he knew about science and the natural world told him that this should be impossible. A city amongst the clouds, one that could move on its own, descending with the light touch and maneuverability of a bird, rather than hundreds of thousands of tons of rock.

      Jackson brought a shaking hand up and latched it over his sweaty lips, the fingers pressing in so hard, the flesh indented against his teeth.

      “Get a move on, enough staring,” Max said as he shoved an elbow hard into Jackson’s back.

      Jackson didn’t react. He didn’t stop staring either. He couldn’t. His eyes were locked on the slowly descending city as if someone had tethered his gaze to it with steel chains.

      … The Zeneethians were above this world, weren’t they? They didn’t just live above it in their floating cities, but the very fact such incredible technology existed set them in a league apart.

      Jackson didn’t buy that it made them better… but it made them impossible to defeat. Even if the world were to unite and forget all past disputes, no matter how bitter, they would not be able to touch the Zeneethians.

      Max rammed into him again. “Stop wasting time.”

      Reluctantly, Jackson lowered his head.

      As incredible as this was, he still had a job to do. He still had to find Ki.

      And he would, no matter what it would take.
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      She was in hell. So much pain pushed through her it felt as if it had stripped everything else away. Every memory, every hope, everything.

      But beyond that, she was starting to glimpse something else. Though every part of her body burned as if every cell was on fire, every now and then, she would have these brief lucid glimpses through the pain.

      Periods of calm that stretched through her mind like blessed sunshine.

      She also felt connected to something beyond herself. Far out there, far beyond the desert and the stifling hot tunnels.

      She was aware of this diffuse presence.

      It filled her senses. Then snap, it would be gone, and the blistering pain would return.

      She wasn’t aware if she was screaming anymore. She couldn’t really discern different parts of her body – just this overwhelming agony.

      Then, snap – that brief sense of connectedness again.

      Whatever it was, she longed for its return.

      Yet she did not understand it.

      
        
        …

        Jackson Walker

      

      

      This couldn’t be happening – it couldn’t be happening. A city falling from the sky as light as a feather.

      But it was. The clouds continued to part, and the city continued to lower.

      Jackson couldn’t believe what he was seeing, yet he instinctively knew that his disbelief would be nothing compared to the shocked inhabitants of Mencha.

      Except they couldn’t see it, could they?

      As he looked to his left, he saw that the storm continued to grow, massive cloudbanks reaching out towards the town, so thick and dark they would block the sky for miles around.

      The floating city did not land. The cliff they were on was high, and he now understood why Max had spent so long checking its height.

      Incredibly, amazingly, impossibly, the city swung in close to the cliff. Close enough that it was barely several meters away.

      “Alright, jump,” Max said.

      Jackson stood there and stared with an open mouth at the city that had just swept in beside them.

      It was… he couldn’t describe it.

      The buildings were nothing like the ones he recognized. Sleek, white, they looked as if they were carved from crystal.

      “Jump,” Max said with a gruff shout as he turned around and locked a hand on Jackson’s elbow. Then he did something with his armor, took a slight run-up, and somehow threw himself across the gap.

      The city was a good 10 or 20 meters away. It could not pull up right next to the cliff, as although it was sheer, it jutted out in various places.

      Jackson screamed, his voice echoing through his own helmet.

      “Shut up, caveman,” Max snapped.

      Despite Jackson’s fear, they didn’t die – didn’t sail down to the choppy rocks below. Instead, they made the distance easily. Then landed with a thump on a city that could float into the sky.

      He had to hold on to whatever scraps of sanity were left – because this threatened to destroy them.

      Of all the wonders he’d ever seen, this is by far the most incredible.

      The clouds started to mass around the city, but it was different being on the inside. They did not sweep through the city amongst the buildings like an ordinary storm, but rather swept around the outside of this floating monstrosity, leaving the sky above clear as day.

      Once they had landed, Jackson took a step away from Max.

      He could barely stand. He locked his feet into the ground as he stared around.

      And he waited. For the people. For the Zeneethians.

      He waited for them to come, but they didn’t.

      Where were they?

      Max did not pause. Instead he pushed off, marching through the wide clean streets that crisscrossed among the tall towering buildings.

      Jackson had no choice but to follow, and yet as he did, he kept his eyes peeled.

      He waited to see people, but he never did.

      Not a single soul.

      “Hurry,” Max snapped.

      Jackson’s heart was now beating so hard in his chest, he thought it would shudder out of his armor.

      It didn’t.

      Finally they reached the foot of a building. It was a tower that reached high into the sky, far taller than any other building he’d ever seen.

      Before he could marvel at the structure and wonder how it could possibly be that tall without being compromised by wind or shifting land, Max latched a hand on his shoulder and shoved him towards the wall.

      There was no door in the side of that sheer white metal. In fact, the metal was almost exactly like Jackson’s armor. The same glistening white, the same extraordinary structure.

      Rather than slam into the wall, somehow Jackson fell through it.

      Through it.

      Somehow it shifted around them, a door forming in an instant. Surprised, Jackson fell onto the smooth, shiny silver floor beyond.

      He sat there, resting on his hands and knees, staring in disbelief. His head snapped back towards the door, but it was no longer there.

      In an instant, it had been replaced by a wall.

      Max didn’t bother to laugh at Jackson’s reaction. Instead he pulled Jackson to his feet and pushed him forward.

      Just as outside, there were no people in this building.

      It was extravagant, huge. The floor had some kind of blue pattern dug into it in small thin channels. Every now and then, a blue light glowed from them.

      It was eerie.

      He didn’t have long to stare at it though.

      Max half jogged forward, walking into walls only for doors to form around him.

      Jackson’s ability to find things astounding was starting to be overcome. There was too much wonder in this place to comprehend.

      They walked through narrow tunnels, but no matter where they walked, those blue channels were cut everywhere, twisting over the floor and up over the walls in erratic concentric circles.

      He dearly wanted to know what they were.

      He would have to wait to find out, however.

      Max was in no mood to answer questions.

      Jackson felt Max’s tension, and he saw it too. Lines of stress marked his brow, and his breath wasn’t even, but rather choppy like the gusty winds that had assaulted them along the headland.

      It took countless minutes, but finally they reached a room. Wide, expansive, it was circular with a domed window. Though they had not traveled up any stairs, somehow they now appeared to be at the top of a tower, for they looked out at the rest of the city through that domed window.

      That view took his breath away.

      Though he was a scientist, he wasn’t prepared for this.

      No normal man would be.

      Again, Max ignored Jackson’s wonder. He practically threw himself at the panel just underneath that domed window.

      Or was it a window? The closer Jackson came, the more he realized it didn’t seem to be made of glass, but rather some flickering substance a lot like electricity. He walked right up to it, extending a finger towards it.

      “I wouldn’t touch that,” Max warned, just as Jackson’s fingers hovered a centimeter away. “Not unless you want to die,” he said curtly.

      Jackson swiveled his gaze towards Max and let his fingers drop. He took a step back and turned towards him. “What’s going on here? And where are all the people?”

      “This station is unmanned. We can’t control the…” Max stopped abruptly.

      “You can’t stop the what?” Jackson asked, expectation and excitement shooting up his back.

      Max pressed his lips together, and it was clear that he wouldn’t answer. “Just stand there and don’t touch anything. You have to be careful around this technology,” he said offhand as he appeared to concentrate fully on his task again.

      He had to be careful around this technology? What did that mean? Was it a simple warning not to damage anything, or should he read more into it?

      And why weren’t there people here? What was it the Zeneethians couldn’t control?

      Max pressed his lips together, whistling through them as he took a step back. He’d taken his helmet off after fighting the guards, so Jackson could see his expression perfectly. Confusion and yet hope. He even brought a hand up and pushed it through his short hair.

      Then he turned to Jackson as if remembering he was in the room. “Just stand there and don’t ask any questions.”

      Jackson didn’t reply. He watched Max.

      The more he watched, the more he found out.

      And the less godlike Max appeared.

      After a few more minutes of manipulating the controls, Max stood back. The electrified window before them changed. In a flicker, it showed a picture.

      Jackson jolted backward, slamming into a console behind him and almost falling over it.

      “Careful,” Max snapped, his voice ringing loud through the room.

      Jackson caught his balance then turned his attention back to the picture that had appeared over the window. It was perfect, with startling quality – it felt as if he’d been transported somewhere else.

      It showed the desert. Then, in a seamless move, it traveled underneath it to show tunnels. It no longer looked like footage or an exceptionally clear photo – but rather like a manufactured picture.

      “The scanners are rendering the tunnel system under the desert. It’s extensive,” Max said, hissing in clear frustration. “The damn desert is dotted with them. I need your help to figure out where he would take her.”

      Jackson took a breath and stilled his wonderment. Then he set his gaze and his determination on those tunnels. “It couldn’t be more than six hours since she was taken,” he began, thinking out loud. “So we can eliminate the furthest tunnels. There’s no chance Quellor would be able to reach them in such a short time.”

      “Stop saying obvious things,” Max said harshly, “we need to narrow this down. We have limited supplies, and there’s just the two of us. I don’t want her to have to spend a night there. We need…” he trailed off.

      Need what?

      Just how desperately did the Zeneethians need to get their hands on Ki? Just what was on the line here?

      Maybe Max realized what Jackson was thinking, because he snapped his gaze towards Jackson and locked him in a steely look. “You’re not here to think, caveman. At least not like that. Put yourself in that asshole’s shoes and tell me where he took her.” Max gestured towards the screen.

      Reluctantly, taking hold of his courage, Jackson walked towards it. He swallowed hard, throat pushing against his armor, but the armor somehow moving smoothly around it. Though it was stiff and hard from the outside, it didn’t feel like being encased by steel within.

      He stared up at the tunnels.

      And he pushed himself to think.

      “Do you have any more information about these tunnels? Can you tell if people are in them?”

      “There’s magnicite in those tunnels – our scanners don’t penetrate that far.”

      “Magnicite?”

      “Never mind, just think.”

      “… That’s what was in those rocks under Paladin Mountains, right?”

      “I told you to think.”

      “I am. That substance doesn’t occur naturally in these parts. Why would it be in the tunnels?”

      Max shot Jackson a steely look. “Because somebody put it there.”

      “Why would…?” Jackson trailed off and shivered. His eyes grew wide as he realized what this meant.

      Could the people of this region know about the Zeneethians? Could they have figured out the properties of magnicite and realized they could use it to protect themselves?

      Did this have something to do with those mysterious tunnels underneath the temple?

      “Whatever you’re thinking, I guarantee you’re wrong, caveman,” Max spat. “Stop wasting her time.” His voice shook on the word her.

      Jackson swallowed.

      But he would not push those thoughts away. Not forever. They remained on the edge of his consciousness, ticking away.

      The possibility that the mystery of the sky people ran far deeper than legend. The possibility that there had been men just like him before, men who’d found out the Zeneethian’s secrets and who’d tried to protect themselves against that godlike race.

      But he swallowed, and he forced himself to think of Ki.

      “Is the magnicite evenly spread throughout the tunnels, or is it concentrated in certain sections?”

      “It is spread enough that we can’t pierce through.”

      Jackson dropped his gaze to the ground, crossed his arms, and shook his head. “Quellor isn’t just going to want to keep her hidden from you. He’s not going to want the secret to get out, even amongst his own people. That means he’s going to have to cut off supply chains. He’s not going to want people coming back and forth through the tunnels and out into the city for food and scientific supplies. Which means wherever he’s taken her will have to have supply stores already.”

      Max looked interested.

      “So we can cut out any of the smaller tunnels. He’ll be taking her somewhere big.” Jackson peered at the image. As he did, it began to change, the shape of the tunnels shifting until the smaller tunnels disappeared entirely.

      “What else?” Max insisted.

      “He’s a careful man, but he’s still going to have a large contingent of guards – he’ll know that you’re after him. That tunnel system is extensive, but he’s still going to need some kind of aeration. Especially for that many people. These tunnels may be lined with magnicite, but they’ll still be pretty basic. They’ll have to have ventilation shafts. Ones that won’t get filled with dust and sand. I know from experience the winds in these sections of the desert,” he pointed to the east of the city, “are wild. The dunes move all the time.”

      He heard Max’s fingers clicking on the controls, and a second later, the section of the tunnel he was pointing to disappeared.

      They were narrowing down the tunnels.

      They could do this.

      Jackson took a step back, clamping one hand around his middle as he latched a hand onto his chin. “He’s not going to be able to keep her under the sand forever. It’s a stopgap measure. He’ll have another plan. So he’s going to take her somewhere within easy reach of escape. Are there any tunnels with numerous exits?”

      The picture narrowed. Now there were only a handful of opportunities.

      He stared at each one of them. Then his eyes locked on one. He didn’t know why, but he got the sudden sensation that it was the right one.

      Energy rushed through his chest, leaping into his muscles like an electrical pulse. Before he knew what he was doing, he shifted forward and stabbed a finger towards the image. “That one. It has to be that one.”

      “Has to be?”

      “Trust me,” Jackson demanded, his voice ringing with authority. “It’s that one.” He had no idea where this sudden sense of certainty came from, but he could not push it away.

      It felt like her. It was strange, but it was true. It felt like wherever she was, Ki was reaching out to him.

      Jackson swallowed and nodded his head at the sprawling crystal-clear image before him. He kept his stiff finger outstretched. “She’s here,” he said once more with determination.

      Max appeared to assess him for a few seconds before leaning back and locking a hand on his chin. “Alright, but this is on your head if you’re wrong. Literally. I’ll cut it off myself.”

      Jackson brought his hands up in surrender and nodded. “Fine. But we don’t have time to waste. It’ll take us a few hours to make it to those tunnels. Unless…” he paused as he looked pointedly around him, momentarily taking in the shiny panels and those glowing blue lines swirling across the floor, “we can take this ship? If you can call this a ship.”

      Max looked cold for a moment. He didn’t laugh, didn’t joke, just locked his jaw before shaking his head. “No. We can’t take this.” He said without any explanation.

      Just as Jackson opened his mouth to ask why, Max shook his head harshly.

      “Drop it,” Max commanded.

      “Ki doesn’t have much time—”

      “You think I don’t know that?” Max’s words were short and bitter, like shots from a gun, “but I didn’t say we’d give up on her. We can’t take this corpos, but we can take a smaller scout ship… if there are any left here.”

      “Corpos?”

      Max whipped his gaze around to stare at Jackson. Again it seemed the scout had let something slip in a moment of inattention.

      “You call these floating land masses corpos?” Jackson searched his memory of ancient languages. “Isn’t that like a body?”

      Max swallowed. “You aren’t here to question. Now come.”

      Jackson would never stop questioning, and as he followed Max back through the deserted corridors, he entertained every question he could.

      Why wouldn’t there be scout ships on this corpos? Wouldn’t Max know already? And why in God’s name was it abandoned? Didn’t it need people to help it run…?

      They made it through the halls quicker this time.

      With every step, the questions kept flooding in until it felt as if there was nothing else in Jackson’s mind.

      Why couldn’t Max have simply made a call to the other Zeneethians, requesting they scan the desert from the sky?

      … There was so much that didn’t fit, so much Jackson couldn’t make sense of. For an all-powerful race, they seemed to have too many limitations.

      They reached the outside world once more. Was it Jackson’s imagination, or had those blue channels of light grown? He may have simply missed it on the way in, but now they seemed to have darted further amongst the glistening white buildings.

      Before he could brush away his observation as simple inattention, he watched Max jerk his head towards them. The scout’s eyes grew wide with unmistakable worry.

      With a heavy swallow, he moved on. Half jogging now, he led Jackson around the side of the building towards a building with a half dome and a flat wall on one side. Made of a mixture of that electric glass and that by-now-familiar white metal, it looked like a bisected igloo from the far north.

      As they rushed towards the building, Max pushing his armor until he ran three times faster than an ordinary man, Jackson kept noting those blue channels. They were dug into the ground everywhere, making their circuitous way along the paths, and even up the sides of the buildings. The light within was wholly unfamiliar and eerie, reminding him of faint starlight cast against the blue of a deep ocean.

      They reached the half-dome building. Again Max simply rushed at a wall, and a doorway formed around him. Jackson hesitated, though – a lifetime of walls repelling him was not something that could be ignored in a day.

      “Move,” Max growled, his voice somehow punching through the wall as it reformed around him.

      With a swallow, Jackson pushed forward.

      It was a strange experience having a doorway form around his body – one he would never forget. It felt like pushing through nothing more than thick fog.

      When he reached the other side, he stopped, eyes drawing wide.

      This place looked like a hangar bay. Yet it housed nothing as rudimentary as the simple planes Jackson was used to.

      There were scout ships and other sleek white vessels of unfamiliar design.

      He couldn’t guess the use of them, and yet he could tell one thing: the majority of them looked broken. They lay on their sides, the white metal of their hulls melting into the blue channels that traced along the floor.

      Max took one look at the broken ships and actually shuddered back. For a man who it seemed nothing could scare, it was a startling reaction.

      It took several seconds for Max to control himself. With a stiff breath and a shake of his head, he turned his now bitterly cold expression on Jackson. There was true fear playing in Max’s eyes – the likes of which Jackson had seen many times on the battlefield.

      It was the look of imminent loss. That horror that wrenched through the guts of men when they realized they were now fighting in vain.

      But that couldn’t be right, could it? Max was a Zeneethian….

      “Just move,” Max said through a hoarse breath. “Just move,” he repeated as he pointed towards the one remaining scout vessel.

      Before they boarded, Max checked around the sides of the ship meticulously. Running one armored hand over the hull as if he were looking for cracks.

      When he appeared satisfied, he pointed two stiff fingers towards the vessel. With what felt like a silent command, the ship’s door opened.

      A hatch formed, and Max jumped in.

      Jackson hesitated for a single moment, allowing his gaze to cast around the room one more time.

      The ships were melting. There was no mistaking that. The white metal was somehow losing its structural integrity and draining away into those blue channels in the ground.

      He stared at them in wide-eyed wonder.

      How could metal melt at room temperature?

      “Move!” Max bellowed.

      Jackson had no choice.

      He boarded the scout vessel.

      
        
        …

        Ki

      

      

      She was just about to give up on all hope. She was just about to dredge up what remained of her faith and kill it.

      She was just about to surrender completely.

      Then something stopped her.

      She had no idea what it was nor where it came from, but this peculiar sensation reached up from the depths of her chest. It was alien, but not unpleasant.

      … It was the connection. That same far-off realm she’d glimpsed when the pain of the experiments had become too great.

      Somehow, without words, it told her not to give up.

      Help was on the way.

      She was strapped to a bed, the leather bonds so tight, they rubbed her ankles and wrists raw. She wasn’t allowed any room to thrash, and barely any to breathe.

      If she’d thought her treatment on Avictus Island had been bad, she’d been sorely mistaken. At least the doctors there had appeared to have some interest in prolonging her life. Chancellor Quellor had instructed his scientists to find her secret as quickly as they could.

      And they were killing her to get at it.

      In the few brief moments she’d been lucid enough to hear, she’d realized Quellor was worried. Not just about the Zeneethians – though he referred to them as the sky dogs. No, his true fear came from the Ashkan Government itself. It seemed he was trying to keep this secret to himself, and he was justifiably worried how long he’d be able to do that.

      Ashkans were a fiercely loyal race. Jackson had proved that. Loyalty and patriotism seemed to run just as deep and freely as their blood.

      So sooner rather than later, one of Quellor’s men would let his secret slip. They would tell the Ashkan Government, and the Ashkan Government would swoop in to stop this. Not to protect her – Ki was condemned no matter who captured her – but rather to take her away to their own facilities.

      Once Quellor’s treachery was discovered, he would be executed.

      Death seemed to be following her. She felt no love for the man – by all accounts, Quellor was the most despicable of monsters – yet she felt sorry he would have to die. She felt sorry her secret kept spilling so much blood.

      And yet there was precious little she could do about it while bound to this bed.

      The only thing she could do was hold on to that now growing glimmer of hope in her heart – that sensation of faith spilling through her chest, its warm touch eliminating the pain.

      She tipped her head back against the bed. There was no pillow, and the bed was made of metal, so it was easier to clean and secure. But the cold touch of steel did not bother her, nor the grate of the leather against her skin, nor her swollen wrists and ankles, not the pain from their experiments.

      She let her eyes roll into the back of her head, and she pushed herself further into that connection.

      
        
        …

        Jackson Walker

      

      

      The scout ship was faster than any vessel on earth. It moved over the land with the speed of a meteorite crashing to the ground.

      Max said nothing and rather remained hunched over the controls, his shoulders visibly stiff even from under the bulk of his armor.

      Jackson sat behind him, silent. Though he didn’t make a noise, he was screaming on the inside.

      He had to get to her. He had to get to her now. He didn’t know why, but this sense of dread had descended upon him, grasping his heart like claws.

      He jittered, moving his legs up and down, clamping his hands over his knees and letting the white metal fingers grate over his thighs.

      The desert flitted by underneath them, a swathe of orange-yellow. It moved so fast that Jackson could not discern any sand dunes, but rather a sea of unending sand.

      No wind ever buffeted their vessel. It felt as if the view from the screen in the cockpit was nothing but an image.

      An image that suddenly pitched.

      They were coming in to land, though from the speed of their descent, it looked as though they’d crash.

      They shot towards the ground so fast, Jackson lurched to the side and grabbed a hand on the seat beside them.

      Just before they reached the ground – a split second before their vessel punched right into the desert – it changed angle and decelerated immediately. There was no drag, no pull of gravity. Somehow the vessel canceled out the velocity of their descent without the squeal of brakes.

      Then it dropped to the sand without a sound.

      Immediately Max jumped to his feet. Then he turned and considered Jackson for a second.

      Without any words being exchanged, Jackson knew exactly what Max was thinking. “You can trust me,” Jackson said.

      Max stared, then shook his head. “No, I can’t. No gun for you. It won’t matter though.” He reached up and thumbed an invisible button on his collar, a helmet shifting up over his head. “These guards are so primitive, you could blow on them, and they’d fall over.” With that, he reached for his own gun, unhooked it from the magnetic holster at his back, and moved towards the side of the ship.

      A hatch appeared and opened silently.

      Max jumped down.

      Without hesitation, Jackson followed, thumbing his own helmet into place.

      It grew up over his face with alarming speed and with barely a sound. Just before it did, he caught a blast of heat from the desert playing along his cheeks and chin. As soon as the helmet covered his face, the heat cut out. The armor somehow fixed his body in a pleasant continual heat. Despite the fact it was metal, the pounding sun of the desert could not penetrate it.

      He quickly cast his gaze around the area of desert they’d landed in, but he couldn’t find any entrance to the tunnels. Just before he could accuse Max of landing in the wrong section, he watched him tote his gun. That familiar blue scanner appeared over the targeting sight, and he lined up a shot.

      A second later, he let out a barrage, a pulse of directed blue light slamming into the sand and punching through it in a cloud of smoke.

      Jackson’s immediate reaction was to double back and slam a hand over his mouth, to fend off the vapors. But there were none – at least none that could make it through his armor. Black acrid clouds moved around them but could not pierce through their metal skin.

      When Max was done, he shifted aside, and Jackson caught a view down into a tunnel below. Somehow Max had angled his shot perfectly, using just enough force to blast through the sand and the top of the tunnel, leaving a clear path into the underground.

      Around the mouth of the tunnel, the sand had heated to such a temperature that it’d turned to glass. He turned his head to glance at it as he walked forward.

      Without a word, Max jumped lithely down into the tunnel, despite the fact the floor was a good ten meters away.

      The tunnel system was deep and had to be – with the shifting sands above, Quellor would not want it to be exposed.

      This time, Jackson did not hesitate and threw himself in after Max, trusting in his armor. It didn’t let him down. He somehow struck the brown stone below softly, barely a jolt traveling through his ankles and knees.

      They hardly made a sound either. The armor absorbed it in some manner, ensuring their heavy footsteps didn’t echo.

      Max waved Jackson forward, his armor turning invisible.

      Jackson’s turned invisible too, yet at no command from him – Max could control certain functions of Jackson’s armor remotely. It put more strength behind Max’s threat that if Jackson did not cooperate, he’d be entombed within his armor, incapable of moving or drawing a breath.

      Now they’d made it to the tunnels, Jackson focused.

      He also felt that strange connection. It felt as if it shifted out from his chest like some kind of beacon.

      It was the same sensation that had told him to head to these tunnels.

      He didn’t have the time to analyze it now.

      He was close – he could feel it.

      Though Jackson knew Max was invisible, he could see him. Not with normal sight, but with the electronic display of this helmet. Max’s form appeared as an approximation made up of shifting blue lines.

      They both moved forward carefully. “There should be a large room just 20 meters down that way,” he stabbed a hand down the corridor. “You take up the rear guard. Kill anyone who comes from behind.”

      … Kill?

      Jackson had been a soldier and was no stranger to taking another man’s life. It did not make it easy, though, nor should it.

      To Max, it just seemed so simple. As if the idea of depriving someone of existence required nothing but a cursory glance. Was it just the ease at which he could do it? The fact he could murder a whole town with the flick of a switch? Or was there something more driving his callousness?

      Immediately Jackson thought of the abandoned corpos and the melting ships in the hangar bay.

      Was something happening to Zeneethian technology? Was it damaged beyond repair? And was that the real reason they wanted Ki?

      It was a stilling thought, and it made a great deal of sense.

      Now was not the time to entertain it.

      Jackson heard footsteps, or rather, his helmet alerted him to them. He could see sound waves moving through the room. He wasn’t familiar with the telemetry being displayed over his helmet yet, but he was learning.

      “We’ve got company coming from behind. Deal with them quickly.” Max jammed a thumb behind them.

      Instantly Jackson’s heartbeat doubled. It hammered away in his chest with all the force of an earthquake.

      He tried to tell himself he was doing this for Ki, that Quellor was a monster, and that this had to be done.

      It didn’t chase away the guilt that surged just as quickly as the adrenaline.

      Soon the sound vibrations shifting over the screen of his helmet grew and grew in intensity until Jackson realized his targets were rounding the corner.

      Two guards walked into Jackson’s section of tunnel. Their weapons were at their sides, and they had impassive expressions.

      They were not expecting an attack, and neither could they see the two Zeneethian scouts a few meters from them.

      “Do it,” Max growled.

      Jackson moved. As he did, he made a decision. Monster or not, these men didn’t deserve to die. Their only chance of living was to be knocked out by his hands, rather than obliterated by Max’s gun.

      Jackson hadn’t quite adjusted to the speed and agility of his armor, let alone his own body. He powered forward too quickly, his boots shifting into the stone of the floor with so much force, he stamped them into dust.

      Now the guards reacted. “What the hell was that?” one screamed as he pointed a jittering finger at the flagstone that had just exploded before them.

      The other guard backed off, going for his gun.

      He didn’t have a chance.

      Jackson got there. With what he hoped was a measured punch, he shunted his fist into the closest guard’s jaw. There was a sickening, crunching crack, and the man hit the ground, legs buckling out from underneath him as if they’d been cut off at the hip.

      The other guard tried to scream but didn’t have time.

      Max shot him. Right in the chest. This bright white light lanced into his body, spreading until it filled every cell.

      Then he just… disappeared. His body was burned up in one single instant, a cascade of fine powder covering the ground where he’d once stood.

      Jackson turned, true shock and horror plastering over his face, just in time to see Max wave him forward.

      “What was that for?” Jackson couldn’t stop himself. “Why did you kill that man?”

      Max growled. “We don’t have time for this. We have to get to her. You’re right – I think she’s being held in these tunnels.” He brought up his wrist device and pointed to it. “My scanners are picking up multiple life signs. They wouldn’t all be here if this place wasn’t important. They’re concentrated in a room before us.”

      Jackson couldn’t register Max’s words. “You didn’t have to murder that man. You didn’t have to kill him!” he spat.

      Max turned on him. They were both still invisible, and their voices only traveled wirelessly through their helmets. So there was no chance their argument could travel.

      “Don’t,” Max walked straight up to Jackson and stared through his visor, “don’t you dare. Don’t you tell me how many people to sacrifice. Don’t you dare question what this is worth. You have no idea what’s at stake. All you care about are your stupid morals – morals you shrug on and off when it’s convenient. How many Tarkans did you kill during the war, Jackson? How much blood do you have on your hands?”

      “We were fighting a war,” Jackson growled.

      “You were playing a goddamn game with people’s lives. Don’t you dare stand there and justify it to me. You know your wars with the Tarkans were all senseless. You know there was nothing justified about them. Oh, you could believe the rhetoric about them being monsters, couldn’t you – but you’re not that stupid, are you Jackson Walker? You know that every Tarkan you have ever killed in combat was murder. Useless, senseless murder. So don’t you judge the blood on my hands.” His voice dipped so low, it felt as if it would start an earthquake.

      Jackson took a jerked step back, his heart feeling as if it had frozen in his chest. “We were fighting a war,” he tried, but his voice wavered.

      “Over land and resources. Your people wanted more. My people want to live,” Max said, his voice so bitter his words ran into one long drawl.

      “… What?”

      “Everything I do is to ensure my people live. And guess what, caveman? If the Zeneethians ever die, the rest of you sorry bastards on this planet will die too.”

      “… You would wipe us out?”

      Max let out an earsplitting laugh that boomed over the wireless communication. “You have no idea what we protect you from. The only reason you live, is because we stand between you and it.”

      Jackson shook back. “What?”

      Max took his own shifting step back. He withdrew into silence. “It doesn’t matter. Just come. Do what you promised and help me get her back.”

      Jackson wanted to turn away but couldn’t.

      … The Zeneethians kept back some threat? They protected this planet?

      Max had to be lying, right?

      Max shook his head one last time, then pointed behind them.

      More sound waves were shifting over Jackson’s visor now. More footfall, voices even. Somehow the armor was picking up the voices, and though they were rooms away, could pick up what they were saying.

      Jackson heard guards talking about the Chancellor. Inane talk at first, then they mentioned her.

      The Tarkan prisoner.

      His heart exploded with fear and anticipation.

      She was here.

      No more hesitation.

      He pushed himself forward.

      
        
        …

        Ki

      

      

      She wasn’t conscious of anything but the connection now. It burned warmly in her chest as if she’d swallowed a ball of pleasant sunshine.

      She let the sensation pull through her, distracting her mind until she could barely remember where she was and what was happening to her.

      Everything seemed so far away and irrelevant.

      The only thing that mattered was this – this glorious sense that she was more than she’d ever been. That if only she pushed herself further into this sense of connection, she’d never be alone again.

      All her troubles would slip into the past, and all that would remain was the light….

      
        
        …

        Jackson Walker

      

      

      He could feel it – that sense that she was just before him. Again, he had no idea where it came from, but he could not deny how powerful it had become.

      He had never been more certain of something in his life.

      Ki was just before him, and she needed him more than ever.

      They rounded the corner to a corridor full of guards.

      Before Max could tote his gun, Jackson ran before him. “Just let me. Please,” he begged.

      Then he threw himself at the guards, pulling them down with the ease of a man picking fruit.

      To his surprise, Max didn’t shoot. He stood there with his gun raised and ready, but he did not fire.

      When Jackson was done, the comatose guards at his feet, he half turned to stare at Max.

      He held no esteem for the Zeneethian Scout, and never would, but he was thankful Max had held off.

      Then, as one, they surged forward.

      There was a thick steel door before them, locked from the other side.

      Max didn’t hesitate. With a great cry, he rounded his shoulder and slammed right into it. Despite the fact the door was a few inches thick and riveted to the wall with inch long bolts, Max was not repelled. In fact, the force of his impact was enough to tear the door from its hinges.

      It slammed forward, bashing into the floor and shattering the stones beneath, a cloud of rock dust swirling up like smoke from an explosion.

      Chaos. As soon as they entered the room, there was chaos. A contingent of four elite guards stood in the middle, terrified scientists ducking behind them.

      At first it was clear no one knew what was happening. To them, their thick door had just fallen down.

      They could not see Max standing before them with his gun raised.

      Then he saw her, and so did Jackson.

      Ki was strapped to a metal bed by leather bonds. The straps were so tight, they were covered in blood from where they’d grated her skin raw.

      Her head was at a peculiar angle, a peaceful blank expression on her face.

      True powerful fear punched through Jackson’s heart. It felt like it would force him to his knees.

      Max let out a roar of rage. He did not modulate his voice, and it carried through the room, punching out and echoing off every stone wall.

      Now the guards reacted. With wide, terrified eyes, they went for their guns and started to shoot.

      Some of their shots struck home, glancing off Max’s armor. They didn’t harm the armor though and rather ricocheted off the metal, bouncing off and slamming into the walls, floor, and ceiling.

      Max walked forward, rage playing through his stance.

      It was clear he was livid.

      Jackson was livid, too. Seeing Ki like that, her body strapped down to that metal bed… it stabbed through his heart.

      But he still retained one scrap of conscience.

      He threw himself forward, grabbed one of the broken flagstones at his feet, and chucked it at the group of four guards. It sailed into one, knocking him into another. “I’ve got this,” he roared at Max.

      He thought Max’s rage could not be quelled. He thought Max would slaughter everyone in that room. Instead he flicked something on the side of his gun, and this bright burst of light spilled out.

      It did not affect Jackson – his helmet darkened for a moment. Everyone else, however, fell to their knees with screams, clutching at their faces.

      “Fine, you finish them off,” Max snapped at Jackson.

      Jackson turned his attention to Ki.

      He wanted to be the one to lift her from her bed. He wanted to be the one to snap the leather straps that bound her down. And he wanted – no, needed – to be the one to check that she was still alive.

      And yet he did as he was told. These men would die if he didn’t.

      Though the guards tried to fight back, scrabbling to their knees, they clearly could not see. They swiped at him with their hands, a few even stupid enough to shoot blindly. Thankfully the bullets lodged into the walls, and he yanked the guns from their grips without hesitation.

      He knocked out every man in that room.

      Then and only then did he turn.

      Max pulled the straps from Ki, then carefully placed two fingers on her neck. Jackson knew he was not checking for her pulse, and rather his armor was running far more sophisticated scans.

      He waited there behind Max, his body as frozen as the far north.

      He wasn’t aware of his heart, wasn’t aware of his breath – every thought and sensation combined into a hazy mist of uncertainty.

      Finally Max made a move. Backward. He balled up one fist and struck it into his thigh with enough force, the armor jolted and a dent appeared.

      Jackson jerked as if someone had slammed into him from behind.

      No… no, she couldn’t be….

      He forced himself forward, his heart in his throat, his mind frozen with fear.

      He reached her.

      She… she was breathing. He placed a hand on her chest and felt the soft intake of breath.

      She was alive.

      And yet he heard Max let out another frustrated, bitter cry.

      Shifting a hand behind her head and one under her body, Jackson picked her up. Her head lolled against his shoulder.

      Despite the confines of his armor, he could feel her right up against him – her warmth, her life.

      God, he could feel it.

      It made no sense. But he knew he wasn’t making this up.

      That sense that had brought him here played even more in his mind, arching up like an engine revving to full speed.

      When he turned, Ki in his arms, Max was still standing there, body locked with rigid anger.

      “What? She’s alive.” Jackson tried.

      Max looked at him. Jackson couldn’t see his face behind his thick white helmet, but it didn’t matter. His expression was wrought large through his stance.

      “… What?” A terrible chill passed through Jackson’s stomach. “What did they do to her?”

      “We have to get her to a corpos,” Max managed. His voice was clipped and broken, an emotional mess.

      “What did they do to her?” Jackson insisted, his voice lurching high.

      “We need to go,” Max insisted. Then he turned.

      At that exact moment, footfall reached the doorway. Jackson saw it reverberating across his visor before he turned.

      Quellor. Chancellor Quellor was standing in the doorway.

      He was holding a live grenade, the pin held casually in his other hand as he held the grenade with just his thumb.

      Max stopped.

      Quellor’s eyes settled on Ki. To him, it must have seemed that she was just floating there, suspended somehow in midair.

      “To the Sky Dogs in this room. We know you are there. Another step, and we will use this grenade. And if this grenade is not enough to dissuade you, then trust me – we have this whole tunnel system wired. It will explode if anything happens to me. While you may escape unharmed, I doubt your Tarkan toy will.”

      Jackson stiffened.

      Max did not move.

      Again, Jackson couldn’t see his expression, but he didn’t need to. There was something so telling about the way his head was hunched forward, his back rounded and rigid.

      Someone moved in the doorway past the Chancellor.

      Jackson’s armor captured an image of the man, and he instantly recognized him as the man he’d knocked out in the corridor.

      … He’d clearly warned the Chancellor.

      Jackson didn’t have the time to swallow heavily at his mistake.

      Quellor pushed further into the room, shooting the downed guards and scientists a cursory glance. His expression remained impassive, and it was obvious he didn’t care if they were alive or dead.

      Instead a smile twisted over his lips, and he locked his gaze on Ki. Jackson shifted around until the bulk of his form hid hers.

      “There’s nothing you can do,” Quellor assured us. “You are trapped. If you want that thing to live,” he gestured to Ki, “you will do as we say. Become visible and throw down your weapons.”

      Max moved slowly, dangerously, every step pregnant with menace. Quellor couldn’t see him approaching, because that cold, callous smile remained on the Chancellor’s lips.

      Max walked right up to the Chancellor, and stood directly in front of him, a few centimeters from his nose.

      “Become visible,” Quellor warned.

      Max became visible. His head was tilted to the side and down, his helmet directly in front of the shorter Chancellor.

      Quellor’s eyes grew wide, his jaw slackened, and the words died in his throat.

      Max moved. He jammed a hand forward and grabbed the grenade, crushing Quellor’s fingers around it.

      The Chancellor screamed, jaw practically disconnecting as it jerked down with a powerful, painful shout.

      Max kept his head tilted down and to the side. In that moment, he let his helmet flick to transparent, one of those crackling blue shields jumping over it in place of the metal.

      Quellor’s gaze somehow widened as he looked right into Max’s cold gaze.

      The guard behind the Chancellor didn’t know what to do. His gun was raised, but his hand trembled so much, it looked as if he’d drop it.

      The Chancellor kept screaming, trying to jerk his arm back, but never succeeding. “I’ll blow up this tunnel!” his voice pitched high, shaking through his throat.

      “Do your worst,” Max said, lips barely moving around his words.

      For a moment, Quellor said nothing and did nothing. Only terror played through his gaze.

      Max shoved him back, pulling the grenade from his bloody grip.

      Quellor fell into his guard, and the two of them tumbled to the floor. There, they both stared up at Max in terror.

      Max watched them in silence, then stepped back and toted his gun.

      Jackson did nothing.

      He didn’t plead for Quellor’s life. He didn’t offer to knock them out.

      He was locked to the spot, the slight weight of Ki’s unconscious and sickly form pressing against his arms and chest.

      Now she was in his arms, he could see how badly injured she was. Her arms were dotted with injection sites and various incisions that were barely covered with dressings.

      Her usually dark tan skin looked as white as snow.

      Max took another step back, then shifted his gun.

      He shot the wall above the doorway.

      A cascade of rock blocked off the entrance, Max’s blow so well placed that it did not cause a cave in.

      As the last stone tumbled to his feet, he turned.

      Without a word, he lined up a shot above him. Hunching over his gun, gaze locked on the electronic sight, he paused. Then he fired at the ceiling, a burst of bright white-blue light lancing into it.

      Instinctively, Jackson huddled over Ki, using the bulk of his shoulders to protect her from any falling stones. He needn’t have worried – there were none. Using the sophisticated scanners of his armor and gun, Max shot a path clean out of this tunnel and up into the desert above.

      Jackson didn’t know if Max had heeded Quellor’s warning about the bomb, but he didn’t appear concerned. Perhaps he’d already scanned this place and had ascertained no such explosives existed. Or maybe he’d come to the same conclusion as Jackson had – Quellor would not dare blow this facility up whilst he was still in it. He was the kind of man who sacrificed others carelessly, but never himself.

      Max shot the ceiling in such a way that he created a ramp. It was imperfect, but both of them could jump so far that they managed to make it to the desert above with ease.

      There Jackson stood and turned his attention on Ki. She was still breathing, still alive – for now.

      That thought sent a blast of nerves jolting through his body.

      Max didn’t say a word, just rushed to the ship. It was over a dune, and when they reached it, he wasn’t surprised to find guards swarming all around it, faces pale with confusion and fright.

      Again, Max said nothing. He manipulated his gun until there was another blinding burst of light. Then he kicked a guard away from the front of the vessel and opened the door.

      They both entered. As soon as they did, the door closed, and the ship started to take off.

      Jackson sat down, Ki still in his arms. She hadn’t roused. And yet neither had she lost that strange placid expression on her face. It was as if she was having a splendid dream.

      It did not put him at ease. As soon as they were in the air, the desert rapidly becoming a speck below them, he turned to Max. “What’s wrong with her? What have they done to her?”

      Max didn’t answer. He locked a hand against the console in front of him and turned his face to the view screen. Jackson caught a glimpse of his expression – it was horrified.

      Jackson shifted back with a jolt. “What happened to her?” he asked one more time.

      Max started to laugh. It was a cold hollow sound that shifted right through Jackson.

      “What happened?” he asked one more time.

      “They tried to kill her,” Max noted in a hoarse breath, “and in doing so, pushed her closer to it.”

      Jackson shook, a terrifying feeling swelling in his chest. He tilted forward in his chair, his breath stuck in his throat. “Push her towards what?”

      Max collapsed his head into his white gauntlets and didn’t respond. Seconds ticked by. He looked like the picture of defeat as he sat hunched over that console, the light from the dials and numbers playing across his white armor.

      Finally he looked up at Jackson. With his helmet off, Jackson could see his expression.

      Total loss.

      Jackson despised the man, but in that moment, couldn’t help feeling connected to him. “What’s going on here?” he asked quietly.

      “Zeneethia is falling,” Max answered bluntly. He didn’t look like he’d accidentally revealed that fact – he looked directly at Jackson when he spoke.

      Jackson’s cheeks slackened. “What?”

      “The power that runs our technology… is running out. Our cities are starting to eat themselves. This,” he rapped his knuckles on his armor, “the specialized nanostructure all this is made from,” he gestured wide to indicate the ship, “is starting to fall apart.”

      “… How?”

      “There’s a specific… force, I guess you’d call it. It connects our technology.”

      “All your technology is made out of the same metal, isn’t it?” With Ki still in his arms, Jackson leaned forward in interest.

      For a second, it looked as if Max wouldn’t answer. His brow compressed in that by-now-familiar suspicion. But it passed. He leaned back in his seat, sighed bitterly, and ran a hand through his short, sweaty hair. He let that same hand drop to his side limply. Then slowly he let his gaze settle on Jackson. “Yes, it is.”

      “So the force that holds it together is failing? The same force that makes it grow into those lattice-like structures?” as he spoke, Jackson shifted his gaze down to his armor. Though you couldn’t see it now, when it had grown over him, he’d seen that lattice-like pattern – these tiny interconnected complex crystalline structures, like billions of microscopic snowflakes.

      “… Yeah, it’s failing. With it, it will take all our technology.”

      “You can’t fix it? You can’t design some other kind of power source?”

      Max looked at him steadily. It appeared as if he was judging him.

      Jackson deliberately held his gaze.

      “The Zeneethians didn’t create our technology.”

      “What?”

      “We found it.” Max leaned back against the console.

      “But… what? From where? Where did it come from?”

      Max shrugged. “Our best bet is outer space. It came to our planet to colonize it.”

      Jackson couldn’t understand. He comprehended every word that was being said but couldn’t even begin to imagine the concept. Creatures coming from outer space – aliens?

      Max watched him steadily again. “You’re taking this better than I did.”

      “What?”

      “When I first found out what the Zeneethians are….” Max ticked his head to the side and looked momentarily reminiscent. “It crushed me. I guess you’ve had more experience with our kind.”

      Jackson didn’t answer. He was still reeling from what he’d been told. His upper lip was sweaty, his back itching with nerves.

      If Ki hadn’t been in his arms, he would have let them slacken and fall to his sides.

      He dragged his gaze up to stare at Max again. “I don’t understand. If this technology comes from,” he swallowed wildly, “outer space. If it comes from a race who wanted to colonize us… then why are we still here? We have nothing that can fight this.” He flicked his head to the left, indicating the ship.

      “This kind of technology requires minds to run it. The owners of the technology came to our planet to harvest minds,” Max said bluntly.

      Jackson recoiled. “What?” Sickness stabbed through his middle. “The creators of this,” he looked down at his armor, “came to…” he couldn’t finish his sentence.

      “No, not the creators. We haven’t been able to figure out the full history of this technology, but we’ve found out enough to know that many people have claimed it in the past.”

      Jackson couldn’t speak. His eyes widened in horror.

      “We have no idea who originally created this technology, nor how old it is, nor how many planets it’s colonized.”

      Jackson shook, fingers drenching with sweat under his armor.

      Max’s expression was cold and calm, completely at odds with the horrifying news he was imparting. It was clear he’d surrendered to these facts.

      Jackson couldn’t. He kept trying to push them back, to reason them away. It just felt too big. Technology from outer space that colonized worlds? There were so many fundamentally disturbing concepts wrapped up in that one fact that he couldn’t bear to think about it.

      Aliens existed and there had to be countless planets out there that were habitable….

      It put Jackson’s life into perspective, a wholly horrible and alien perspective. All the troubles he’d ever faced suddenly felt small. The wars with Tarka – all of it was ultimately irrelevant.

      Every life that had been lost, every sacrifice – it paled in comparison to the scale of this technology.

      He suddenly jolted back as he realized what he was wearing.

      Max’s eyes narrowed with knowing, and he shook his head. “You need it,” he said simply.

      “If you’re right, and this… this technology comes from outer space and was sent here to colonize us, then we can’t use it!” Jackson’s voice rose with desperate passion.

      Max didn’t react. A few times his gaze drifted down to Ki as if he was checking on her, but his expression didn’t shift.

      It was one of cold, composed defeat.

      “We need it. If we don’t use it, it will use us,” he pointed out blankly.

      Jackson shook his head.

      Max gave a mirthless chuckle as he pinched the bridge of his nose and briefly turned to check a reading behind him.

      “… So this is what you meant about the Zeneethians falling, isn’t it?” Jackson suddenly realized. “If you fall….”

      “Then this technology will reach out and harvest minds. Yeah. That’s what I meant.”

      Jackson found himself shaking his head again, the move so jerky it could have given him whiplash. “That… doesn’t make sense. It’s impossible. Why would something like this need our minds?”

      “Not everyone’s minds – just a special few.” Max nodded towards Ki.

      Jackson stiffened, every muscle in his neck and arms locking.

      “We can’t begin to understand the true nature of this technology – how it really works,” Max revealed, “but we do know what it’s after.”

      Jackson felt like he’d fallen over, even though he was still seated. He stared at Max in unashamed shock. “What does it want with her?”

      Max shrugged and thumbed the sweat from his nose. Though his expression was one of indifference, his body was clearly under stress. Jackson could virtually see the veins in Max’s neck and head thrumming.

      “Like I said, we don’t know how the connection works. But it uses people like her,” Max pointed at Ki, “to fuel itself.”

      Jackson suddenly wrapped his hands harder around her. He stared at Max warily.

      Max stared right back.

      “So what are you going to do now you have her back? Feed her to your machines?” Jackson’s voice wavered, twisting from his throat.

      Max snorted, the move quiet and small. The sweat still beaded along his brow and down the bridge of his nose. “You think if that was our plan, we wouldn’t have done it already?” He stared at Jackson steadily.

      Jackson didn’t respond.

      “We’re trying to find a way to stop this,” Max’s jaw suddenly became stiff. “We’re trying to find a way to fix it,” his teeth clenched together, the words barely making it past them.

      “How?” Jackson asked directly.

      “We had to run experiments, find out exactly what her effect over the technology is,” he admitted as his gaze dropped to the floor.

      He said the technology, not ours. Could his story be true, and could the Zeneethians really have just found all these incredible weapons and ships?

      If Max’s reaction was anything to go by, then he was telling the truth.

      … Incredible.

      Jackson tried to marshal his thoughts, pushing the fear and disbelief away.

      “We need to find out what it wants. The mind.”

      Jackson shivered. “Mind?”

      “That’s what we call the force behind the technology.”

      For some reason, Jackson reacted badly to that word and shivered from head to foot.

      Max watched him carefully. “It exists at the center of the largest corpos. The one you saw was one of the smallest ones. Our central corpos remains over the sea at all times.”

      “… Why are you telling me all of this?” Jackson blurted before he could control himself. He desperately wanted to know what Max did, but he couldn’t help but wonder why Max was revealing this to him now.

      Max stared at him steadily then shrugged. “I don’t know. Because it’s all over I guess.” His expression slackened with somber defeat as he stared at Ki.

      “What do you mean? She’s alive. According to my sensors, apart from some superficial cuts and dehydration due to blood loss, she’s fine. As soon as we get her to one of your corposes, you’ll be able to revive her.… Won’t you?” his voice shook as he asked that question.

      Max dropped his gaze and looked at the floor. “I doubt that.”

      Jackson jolted backward, his shoulders shoving into the seat behind him. “What are you talking about?”

      “We’ve got no idea how the connection works, but we know it can work over distances. It identified Ki when she was still at that monastery.”

      “So you kidnapped her?” Jackson asked bitterly. “You plucked her from peace and into this,” he emphasized this with a hiss.

      Max’s lips spread stiffly over his teeth, and he laughed, the light from the console behind him playing along the edge of his jaw and his joyless eyes. “No. We saved her. If we hadn’t modulated the mind’s response, it would have taken her long ago.”

      “What?”

      “We barely control the technology anymore,” Max admitted through stiff lips, “and as we lose more and more energy, we control it less and less.”

      “That’s why there were no people on that corpos,” Jackson suddenly realized.

      Max conceded his point with a nod. “You’re smarter than you look. We evacuate people off corposes that are starting to fade.”

      “… That was also those blue lines over the buildings, wasn’t it? The channels with light in them.”

      Max stiffened but managed a nod. “That’s the undifferentiated energy of the mind. The more that corpos breaks down, the more it will become that energy. Once it passes a critical point, we won’t be able to control it anymore. We were lucky we could find one scout ship that was relatively unaffected.”

      “Relatively?” Jackson snatched upon that word, a tight shiver shifting through his shoulders.

      Max looked at him evenly. “All our devices are affected. The rot spreads through them all. We can’t control it, but we can decide what to sacrifice.” Max’s voice rang on the word sacrifice.

      And suddenly, Jackson understood him. Not completely, but enough to realize how he’d become this way. How a boy from Ashka could kill without remorse.

      Jackson would never condone Max’s actions. But by god did he never want to walk a mile in the man’s boots either. As reprehensible as Max was, he appeared to be more a product of his situation than an active agent.

      They all were.

      All the Zeneethians.

      Jackson locked a sweaty hand on his mouth, fingers pushing against the flesh.

      When you were fighting a war like Max’s – a war for all of humanity – another death became a number. All perspective was lost.

      And though he hated to admit it, he could feel it happening with him too. Back in the tunnels, Jackson hadn’t flinched when he’d thought Max was going to shoot Quellor.

      In his mind at that moment it had been justified.

      But murder was never justified, was it? Because the second you chose to kill when you didn’t have to, was the second you turned into a man like Max.

      Maybe he hadn’t always been this way – maybe he’d once had morals – but it was clear the impossibility of this situation had burned them up. He was bound by his responsibility and duty, so bound, in fact, that it tied his mind. It made him believe he didn’t have many options.

      He was wrong.

      There were choices everywhere.

      Maybe that thought played across his face, because Max dipped his head down. “Call me a mind reader, but I know exactly what you’re thinking. And you’re wrong,” he noted in a terse breath. “You haven’t been living this life, Jackson. You have no idea what this responsibility is like. You think I’m just looking after my own? I’m not. I’ve already told you what will happen if the Zeneethians fall. But have you thought what would happen to all those other countless worlds?”

      “What?” Jackson asked, his voice a quiet waver.

      “Think about it. When the mind is done with this world, it will move on to another. It’ll take whoever is compatible, raze the rest of the planet, and move on to the next target.”

      “I… I thought you said this technology – this mind – was brought here by some other race?” Jackson couldn’t control his tone.

      “They unwittingly did its bidding. They thought they were in control. They weren’t. They just took it to another planet – exactly what it wanted – when all the time they thought they were the colonizers.”

      Jackson wanted to pretend Max was lying. It was so much easier than entertaining the horrifying possibility that he was telling the truth.

      “So you go ahead and judge me now,” Max said through stiff lips as he pushed forward to the edge of his seat. “You go ahead and sit there and judge me, Jackson Walker. But you remember that you would have done the same in my position. You’re trying to pretend you wouldn’t – trying to tell yourself you’re better than me. Trying to make yourself believe you’re a moral man. But you know the only kinds of men who try to do that? The guilty ones. I’ve seen your war record, and I know exactly the kinds of torture you put Ki through when you found her. So you cling onto the hope that you’re better. Because hope is all you’ve got.”

      Jackson was dumbstruck. Max’s vicious attack was like a punch to the heart.

      Max now shifted back in his seat, his intense glare still locked on Jackson.

      Jackson took a breath, and his gaze slipped back to Ki.

      It grounded his attention, helped push back the tirade of guilt and anger at being judged.

      She was still sleeping softly, that same smile pressed over her lips.

      He let himself truly look at her for the first time since they’d rescued her.

      As soon as he did, that strange sense built in his chest.

      It felt like a fire burning in his heart. It wasn’t passion though or even love.

      It was… he had no idea.

      This growing force.

      This growing connection.

      It quickly became uncomfortable, and he shook his head, tearing his gaze from her.

      The second he did was the second she shifted.

      Max’s eyes practically tore from his face as they opened wide. He flung himself off his seat and fell to one knee, one hand hovering near her face, but not touching it.

      She shifted, turning her head closer to Jackson.

      “She’s awake,” Max said, his voice so startled, Jackson could barely make it out.

      Jackson focused on her completely, not with the sensors of his armor, but with the senses of his own body. His flesh and blood reacted to her every movement until eventually she opened her eyes.

      She stared up at him. At first her gaze was unfocused, and she looked as if she was gazing past him.

      Then, slowly, she focused, until finally her eyes locked on him.

      He couldn’t move, couldn’t shift his mouth or lips, couldn’t close his eyes.

      “J-Jackson?” she managed.

      That single word broke the dam holding him back, and he unashamedly doubled forward, collapsing over her in an embrace.

      Max shifted back, his expression one of total shock. “She shouldn’t have woken,” he admitted in a choppy breath. His chest punched up and down, and he locked a hand on the floor underneath him to steady himself.

      Well she was awake now, and surely that was all that mattered.

      Ki tried to bring a hand up, those Tarkan tattoos along her fingertips catching the light.

      Jackson grabbed her hand, curling his fingers through hers.

      She smiled. It was slow and appeared hard for her, but she managed it.

      Jackson’s own lips spread into a truly relieved smile. “Ki,” his voice shook. “You’re alive.”

      Her smile slowly faded as she stared at him.

      His smile dropped too, a sinking feeling pushing through his gut. “Ki,” he managed through a swallow, “you’re alive.”

      She started to look around herself, and for just a second it seemed that she wasn’t looking at the ship, but through it.

      That sinking feeling suddenly exploded, and Jackson jolted. “Ki?” he asked, alarm curling through his tone.

      Max shifted back, snapping to his feet.

      Jackson followed the move, wide eyes locking on the Scout. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “We need to get her to a proper medical facility.”

      “You mean take her to one of your corposes? Is that safe? After everything you’ve just told me?”

      Max didn’t answer immediately, and it was one of the most excruciating experiences Jackson had ever faced.

      He looked up at the Scout pleadingly. “Should we take her back to one of your floating cities?”

      “We have no choice,” Max admitted as he brought a hand up and quickly swiped the sweat from his brow.

      “Won’t the… mind go after her?”

      “We’re still in control of it. We can still modulate it. We still have a chance.”

      “But… but what are you going to do with her?”

      Max now looked at Jackson directly. For the second time, Jackson felt as if he was being judged comprehensively.

      Max grated his teeth together. “We have to find out why the mind wants her. We have no choice.”

      “You mean you’re going to experiment on her again?”

      Ki suddenly shifted in his grip as she nestled her head against his chest. “Jackson, what’s going on?” she asked in a faltering tone.

      He turned to her, but then shifted his pleading gaze back up to Max.

      Jackson wanted to say that Max stood there imperiously, that cold and calculating expression back on his face. That would deny the exact hollow look to his eyes.

      That wasn’t imperiousness in his gaze – it was surrender.

      Jackson swallowed again. “Please, there’s got to be some other way. She’s already endured so much.”

      “There’s no other way,” Max said quietly.

      Ki shifted again. “Jackson, what are you talking about?” her voice came out in strangled pants.

      Jackson didn’t answer. He couldn’t. All he could do was look past her at Max.

      He wanted Max to be lying – to have manufactured this incredible tale to ensure Jackson’s cooperation.

      But everything Jackson knew told him the Scout wasn’t lying.

      As wild as this tale sounded, it felt right.

      Which meant the responsibility now weighing down on his shoulders could not be ignored.

      Though it felt like too much for his mind to comprehend – too strange, too alien – he was starting to accept the position he was in. If this technology, this mind, really could travel from planet to planet, harvesting souls and razing the land, then it had to be stopped.

      Not just for Jackson, not just for the Zeneethians, not for the Ashkans and Tarkans – but for countless races from countless planets.

      Before today, Jackson had barely considered the existence of extraterrestrial life. The problems of his own nation had seemed far more important than flirting with flights of fancy. For every Ashkan knew there were no other races out there in the stars.

      But they were wrong.

      So wrong.

      When he dropped his tortured gaze down to Ki, she was looking at him.

      She was quiet now, her gaze flicking down his face and locking on his white armor. Then she shifted around and saw Max.

      Jackson expected her to jolt into him, expected her to start screaming. She didn’t.

      She looked resigned.

      Jackson hated that look. He was used to her fire – her will to never surrender. Now there was this constant distracted quality to her gaze. Though she looked right at him, it seemed as if she was looking past him.

      Max’s once tan cheeks were as pale as powdered bone.

      “Ki, I can explain what’s going on,” Jackson tried.

      It took her a few seconds to focus that distracted gaze on him.

      He swallowed, feeling like he was trying to shift a boulder from his throat. “Ki? What are you looking at, Ki?”

      “I don’t know,” she answered in a far-off tone.

      He shivered, the move touching every bone and muscle.

      Jackson suddenly jerked his gaze up to Max. “How long until we reach that corpos?” he asked. Though he hated himself for suggesting it, it seemed it was their only hope.

      Ki was alive, but it was clear something had happened to her. She felt so far off, even though she was right here in his arms.

      A cold dread spread through his heart, pouring into every artery and capillary.

      “10 minutes. I’ve already contacted them,” Max answered succinctly.

      Jackson took the opportunity to stare out of the cockpit window at the land below.

      It wasn’t land anymore. It was the ocean. It sprawled below them in a palette of dark blue. Here and there, clouds zipped by, but they were traveling so quickly, they looked like streaks on the horizon.

      10 minutes seemed too long. Though it was astounding that they could travel this fast, it felt too slow. If there was help out there, even if it came at the hands of the Zeneethians, Ki needed it now.

      Without thinking, Jackson crumpled further over her, resting his arm under her neck as he cradled her.

      To think, his Tarkan spy had touched his heart so deeply. There was no doubting she had. He couldn’t imagine his life without her.

      After a few seconds, she seemed to drift back into a fitful sleep.

      Jackson sat bolt upright, his arms stiff around her as he waited.

      Max didn’t move either. He stood there, watching over her.

      As the silence ticked on, more questions pushed through Jackson’s horror. Eventually he blinked his eyes and returned his erratic attention to Max. “What was that room below the temple in Mencha?”

      “What?” Max unclasped his arms from around his middle.

      “When I mentioned it, you seemed fearful. What was that place?”

      Max pressed his lips together.

      “Tell me,” Jackson asked, his expression a pleading one.

      Max looked away briefly, gaze locking on the darting view beyond the window. “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know? You’ve told me who you are. You’ve told me where your technology comes from. You can tell me this surely.”

      “I would if I could,” Max admitted as he looked at his hands. “I can’t.”

      “That room clearly had something to do with the Zeneethians. And how could those bodies just disappear like that?”

      Max stared at him impassively. “We’re selected,” he suddenly said.

      “What?” Jackson’s brow crumpled at Max’s unrelated statement. “What does that mean?”

      “You told me earlier that you’d met my sister,” Max swallowed uncomfortably. “To be honest, I’d forgotten she existed,” his voice dropped to a hoarse whisper as he returned this attention to the view, eyebrows peaking.

      “What?”

      “You forget your normal life after a while.” Max wiped a hand over his sweaty mouth, his eyes staring unfocussed at the floor.

      “All those memories just seep out of your mind to be replaced by everything you’ve learned.” He locked his hands on his knees and leaned back in his seat to face Jackson.

      Jackson couldn’t find anything to say. Instead he stared at Max, lips slowly dropping open.

      “It will happen to you too,” Max said ominously.

      “What?” Jackson’s tone was choked as if someone had two hands around his throat.

      Max nodded at him. “It will happen to you. You’re a Scout now. There’s no going back. You might think you can turn away at this point, but when you realize everything I’ve said is true,” his words were a mess, as if he could barely push them out of his throat, “then there’ll be no turning back.” Max lifted his head and stared at Jackson directly.

      Jackson wanted to shake his head and ignore Max’s words. He couldn’t. Because he was already starting to feel the facts he’d learned start to work on him – their implied responsibility, not just to this planet and its people, but to countless worlds out there. For a simple man living in a time where extra-terrestrial life was fiction not fact, that was an immense responsibility to be thrust upon your shoulders.

      Max now rested all the way back in his seat, locking one leg over the other as he clasped his hands over his stomach. “You and I aren’t all that different after all.”

      “We’re not the same,” Jackson managed through clenched teeth.

      Max laughed. “We will be. You somehow think you’re better than this situation, Jackson Walker? You somehow think your morals are stronger than what they’ll do to you? You’ve been a soldier, you know how it works,” his voice dipped. “In the dark moments, in the quiet moments when nobody is giving you orders or there’s nobody dying by your side, you pretend you’ve got morals. You pretend you’d never kill without a reason. Then you’re thrust into a new situation, and it makes you kill.” Max unlocked his fingers and stared at them briefly.

      “I won’t turn into you,” Jackson tried, but even as he said it, he felt a sinking feeling shift through his gut.

      “The Zeneethians recruit only the best. They recruited me and my men, and for the past 60 years, I’ve been helping them. And I’ll never stop helping. Because long ago, I realized my morals were irrelevant – only winning matters. You don’t get any rewards for standing by the sidelines and refusing to get involved because you don’t want to get blood on your hands.”

      Jackson felt his jaw stiffen, his teeth clenching together so hard he could have ground them into dust. He didn’t drop Max’s gaze though. Lifting his chin, he didn’t even blink. “You’re changing the subject,” he realized.

      Max’s gaze narrowed, his hand twitching in a tell-tale sign of nervous suspicion.

      “You think I haven’t realized that? Every time I talk about that tunnel under that temple, you change the subject. We found a piece of parchment that said a man from the sky was in the tunnels, and that has to be a Zeneethian, right?”

      Max didn’t react. In fact, sitting there in that stiff white armor, he looked as if he’d turned into a statue.

      Jackson kept pressing forward, sensing an opportunity. “The Zeneethians were hiding something, weren’t they? All those Tarkan and Ashkan officers from all those wars were trying to get to that information, but they were killed by the Zeneethians.” As Jackson spoke, he remembered his time in the tunnels – the fear, the terror. And it cut through the story Max had just told him. It made him realize once more that Max could simply be spinning a tale.

      Max shook his head and turned away briefly. “You haven’t listened to a single thing I’ve told you, have you?”

      “Because they’re lies,” Jackson rallied.

      Max snorted. “A convenient if idiotic conclusion. You don’t want to believe this, so you push it away.” Max suddenly moved, shifting forward until he locked his hands on his knees, his armor not making a sound. “Fine, you want to know what’s in those tunnels? It’s probably one of them.”

      Though Jackson wanted to hold his ground, he couldn’t stop his stiff muscles from shifting back, body receding not just from what Max was saying, but from that haunted look in his eyes. “What?”

      “One of them. A relic from the invasion fleet.”

      “Invasion fleet?” Jackson’s tone shifted with fear.

      “The original alien race who brought the mind and its technology to our planet. You haven’t even asked how we came to take it from the aliens.”

      Jackson stopped, so surprised he felt as if he turned to stone.

      Max’s lip curled, but his mirth wasn’t cruel, nor did it indicate happiness. Just that same bored submission. The bored submission of a soldier who’d been fighting the same war for 60 years. “You haven’t even asked how many people died to stop them.”

      Jackson receded until his shoulders banged into the seat behind him. Again, he almost dropped Ki, but his fingers curled around her just before his muscles could loosen. He shook his head. “If what you’re saying is true – and in the past, we were invaded by,” he swallowed heavily, “some kind of alien force, then there would be evidence. There would be historical records. People would remember.”

      Max’s lip curled. “Have you forgotten who you’re dealing with?” He brought up a stiff hand and rapped his knuckles on his armor. “Have you forgotten what kind of technology we have? Have you forgotten what we can do to historical records?” he asked pointedly. “Nothing is too hard for a Zeneethian.”

      “But, but why would you do that? Why would you wipe all mention of yourselves from the historical record? If what you’re saying is true, and in the past your people sacrificed everything to save this planet, then why would they hide that?”

      “You’re so naive,” Max snapped.

      “Don’t stall, tell me,” Jackson protested. Then his eyes narrowed. “Unless you were trying to keep it to yourselves.”

      Max’s eyebrow arched up. “Congratulations, you’re not that stupid after all.”

      “… You kept this level of technology from everyone? Why? So you could laud over us? Control us from afar?” Bitterness twisted through his words.

      Max laughed that same soulless, cold, surrendered laugh. “Do we laud over you? Do we control you from afar? Or do we let you kill each other while we stand back and protect you from the real enemies?” Max crossed his arms.

      “Sorry?”

      Max shook his head. “You really are an idiot. Imagine for a second what would happen if the Tarkans and Ashkans learned about the Zeneethians? War. A weapons race. They’d try to shoot us from the skies. Not our technology, just the people who run it. No, they would take the technology for themselves and try to use it against each other.”

      Jackson started shaking his head, but he stopped.

      “You know the truth of that statement – you know what your people would really do. If they got their hands on our technology,” Max slapped a hand on his armor, “they would just use it to kill each other more effectively. They would not try to find out the true secrets of the mind in order to stop it.”

      Jackson wanted to defend his own people, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t sit there in silence though.

      Max shook his head. “You have all the evidence you need. When Major Victor Bradshaw took Ki and a Zeneethian gun to Avictus Island, his sole plan was to find out their secrets so he could weaponize them and wipe the Tarkans off the map. You look at me and tell me I’m wrong.”

      Jackson couldn’t meet Max’s gaze.

      “Now, you want to know why those who defeated the alien invaders decided to keep it from the rest of the planet? Decided to sweep this secret under the rug? For that exact same reason. They couldn’t trust everybody. The lure of this technology…” he shook his head, “it’s too great. You can use it to invade other worlds. For a time, it will let you control it. But only ultimately to further its own goals. The second you let more people know about it, the second you let them in on the secret, is the second they start wondering how they can turn it to their own advantage.”

      “You’re wrong. If you give people a chance, if you tell them the truth, you can trust them.”

      Max laughed raucously. “And you are naive. Listen to what you’re saying. Do you think the Chancellor would have listened to reason? Major Victor Bradshaw? Anyone from your government? Or do you think they would use this technology to settle old scores? Do you think they have the foresight and selflessness to preserve future generations? Not just the people of this planet but countless planets out there? Look me in the eye and tell me your government is that selfless.”

      Again, Jackson couldn’t lift his head.

      Max settled back in his chair.

      Then Jackson remembered what he’d said. He frowned. “What do you mean there could be an original invader in the tunnels under Mencha?”

      Max stared at him impassively. “Over the centuries, the true secret of the Zeneethians has been known to a few on earth. High up officials in the Ashkan and Tarkan armies, usually, people with access to information we could not wipe from the records. Collectively, they have tried to find out more, amassing together the few disparate facts they could in libraries like the one you entered.”

      “And what of the… Cloud man?”

      “It’s possible a few of them still exist. We couldn’t wipe them out entirely. Nor will the mind let us.”

      “What?”

      “We must accept that at every turn, while we control it, it in turn controls us. Our only recourse is to figure out how it works, to find out what it truly wants.” Max pointed at Ki.

      Jackson’s mouth was dry, and every breath felt as if he was pushing past sandpaper. He let his gaze drop to Ki.

      “We’re almost there,” Max suddenly said.

      Max pushed around in his seat, fingers flying over the console before him.

      Jackson’s eyes widened. It was… a city. An enormous city floating above the ocean.

      The towers reached so tall, they looked like whittled down mountains. The streets, the buildings, they were all cast in that same glistening white metal. Though the storm raged around the city, it did not cover it from above, and glorious sunlight filtered down from a blue sky. It glistened over those white towers, making the city look like a bed of quartz.

      Unashamedly, Jackson pushed forward in his seat. Though he still held Ki in his arms, his muscles were not beginning to fatigue, and would likely take days to start to feel the effect. The armor was taking all of her weight.

      Max appeared to make some careful calculations, ignoring Jackson as he pushed to his feet and moved closer to the view screen. Jackson couldn’t control his expression as his cheeks paled and his lips slackened.

      For as long as Jackson lived, he was sure he would never see anything as incredible as this. For a simple scientist, it was a combination of every dream and fantasy.

      “Landing procedure initiated,” something said. It wasn’t Max. In fact, the voice appeared to come from the ship.

      Jackson buckled backward, eyes growing wide as if he expected an attack.

      “Calm down,” Max snapped. “It’s just the ship’s navigational control talking to us.”

      “… The machine can talk?” Jackson’s voice shook so badly it sounded like roofing tin flapping in a heavy wind.

      “Of all the things you’ve seen, that is the least exceptional,” Max remarked.

      Jackson swallowed.

      The ship approached the city slowly now until it hovered over one of those half-dome-like buildings. With a careful look on his face, Max typed something into the console before him. Then the ship slowly drifted through one of those electronic windows.

      Jackson shifted back again, a shiver crossing through his muscles as if he expected the ship to slam into the window.

      It didn’t; it passed through it, crackles of blue electricity discharging along the screen.

      “Finally,” Max said with obvious relief. He pushed to his feet, locked his fingers on the console for a moment, stared at something, then turned. All of his attention was locked on Ki. “Give her to me,” he snapped.

      Jackson didn’t move. He couldn’t. The thought of giving up Ki was like giving up one of his limbs.

      “Give her to me,” Max growled, his voice louder. “Don’t make me lock your armor.”

      Reluctantly, Jackson handed her over.

      The ship landed.

      Then Jackson saw people.

      Zeneethians.

      He’d seen Max and the other scouts before, but never ordinary Zeneethians.

      They were thronging outside the ship.

      He stiffened suddenly, scared to go out there, terrified of what they might do to him.

      “Come,” Max snarled.

      Jackson had no choice but to follow.

      The hatch to the ship opened, and Max jumped down, cradling Ki carefully in his arms.

      Immediately several people walked up to him, a few Scouts in white armor behind them.

      “Bring her,” the woman said. She was wearing flowing white robes. At first they looked like nothing more than fabric, but as she shifted, a ray of sunlight caught them, and Jackson realized they had that same lattice-like structure as all the other technology he’d seen.

      They couldn’t be spun from metal, surely? They were soft and flowed around her with the same weight and grace as silk.

      Though Jackson was terrified that he would be pulled away, he was allowed to follow Max and the group.

      In fact, nobody questioned him.

      They didn’t even look at him.

      Max quickly made his way through the hangar bay and out into the city.

      There were elegant paths cut between the buildings, twisting around the megalithic towers, here and there dotted with plants. Despite the extraordinary architecture, it was the plants that got Jackson’s attention. Curling ivies, twisting their way up the sides of walls. Grasses, shrubs, even elegant old trees covered in moss.

      It was fantastic.

      Then, finally, he saw those deep channels dug into the path. There were only a few, and they were not nearly as abundant as the ones he’d seen on that other corpos. But they were there.

      He slowed down as much as he dared, focusing all of his attention on them.

      That same eerie white-blue glow shone from them like subdued starlight.

      … So this city was breaking down too then? Would it melt just like the scout ships he’d seen?

      There was so much to take in as they walked forward, but soon they entered a building. Again there was no door – they simply walked at a wall, and one formed around them.

      Jackson was becoming increasingly nervous that he would be pulled away at any moment, and yet he wasn’t. The other scouts walked behind Max, and they didn’t once glance his way. Perhaps Max had communicated with them wirelessly, or maybe they were toying with him. Maybe they would wait until he saw Ki being taken away. Then they would land a fatal blow.

      Though nerves rushed through his gut, sinking deep into his bowels, he didn’t stop.

      He followed.

      The building had a similar design to the tower they’d entered on the other corpos. Though they never appeared to go up any stairs, a few times he caught glances of windows, and they showed that they were somehow no longer on ground level.

      Every now and then, Jackson would spy more of those twisting white-blue channels. They would form circles, twisting in on each other, then branching out to shift further over the wall.

      Every time he looked at them… he felt some kind of presence. He wanted to tell himself it was nothing more than paranoia – a nightmare cooked up by Max’s warning.

      But was it?

      The more he concentrated on the feeling, the more he realized it was similar to the certainty that had told him where Ki was.

      That thought was truly terrifying.

      … Could something be affecting him?

      The Zeneethian technology? This mind? Could it be reaching into his own mind from afar?

      Before he could truly contemplate that fact, they arrived in a room. It was enormous, sprawling, more like a building. It had multiple levels, and all levels were dotted with technology. Consoles all made out of that white metal. They glowed with strange symbols, lit images shifting over them without screens to hold them.

      Perhaps Jackson was beyond the point of wonder, because this strange sight didn’t still him.

      All he could do was concentrate on that feeling.

      
        
        …

        Ki

      

      

      She was back. In her brief moments of lucidity, she realized that.

      Worse, she realized that Jackson had taken her here.

      She wanted that to shock her. She wanted to be angry at his treachery, and yet she couldn’t be. Something was stopping her. That same heavy feeling in her chest, the one that pulsed with such warmth it felt as if she’d swallowed sunshine.

      It felt like hell to be back on this city, or at least she kept telling herself it should.

      If one thing could be said for the Zeneethians, it was that they were at least kinder than the Chancellor and his soldiers. They didn’t dig into her veins, searching for her secrets. Instead they hooked her up to machines. There was no pain – just that same cold feeling of being watched.

      A few times she became conscious enough to look at the people in the room around her. She saw Max and several other scouts. She even convinced herself she saw Jackson a few times, but if it was him, he would never make eye contact with her, shifting his head to the side every time she lifted hers to stare his way.

      The Zeneethians worked quickly, and soon she was in no pain. The warmth, however, remained.

      As soon as she reached the city it had surged in strength. As if it had returned home, if that made any sense.

      As Ki lay there, being fussed over by the scientists and doctors, her mind flitted back through her memories, through everything she’d learned. Images flashed before her consciousness only to fade away and be replaced by others.

      All of the horror she’d seen since she’d fallen from the sky, all the pain. And Jackson shining through. The Ashkan soldier who’d saved her life. And in a way, she fancied she’d saved him too – pulling the racism, bigotry, and hatred from his heart.

      She wanted to push to her feet and go and find him. Confront him.

      She couldn’t. She couldn’t lift herself. Either she was too weary, or the Zeneethians had learned their lesson, and they would never let her stand again lest she ran away once more.

      Every now and then, her head would jerk to the left. It wasn’t her doing it, or at least it didn’t feel like it was her. It was as if somebody had invisible strings attached to her neck, and every few minutes, they would tug it experimentally.

      It was always in the same direction, regardless of where the scientists moved her.

      What was it? What was drawing her attention from afar? Did it have to do with the heat building in her chest?

      Instinctively, she knew it did.

      … What was out there? Whatever it was, it had reached down to her as the Chancellor and his scientists had done their experiments. Just at the point of death, of maximum pain, it had entered her mind and quelled everything.

      A few times, she thought she heard someone speaking to her. “Just hold on,” they begged, “just hold on.”

      Jackson? Was it Jackson, his tone stripped of the arrogance that had once rung through it?

      Or was she making it up?

      Thinking of Jackson was about the only thing that could center her mind. No matter what she tried to focus on, her thoughts would always drift back to the warmth. It was as if it was trying to deliberately command her attention. As if it needed her to heed it.

      It would wrest her attention from whatever thought she had set her mind to and draw her always back towards the left. Always back to whatever was out there.

      
        
        …

        Jackson Walker

      

      

      “What’s happening to her?” he asked under his breath, but there was no one to answer.

      The scientists appeared to be working quickly and effectively. They had such incredible technology it seemed they could bring back a man from the dead even if he were a skeleton.

      … So why couldn’t they save her? Why was she still thrashing fitfully on that bed, her head twisting to the left every few minutes, her eyes growing wide as if she was staring through the very walls to something beyond?

      He’d never felt colder. The feeling sank deep into his stomach, twisting down into his legs and chilling his feet.

      Nobody had disturbed him. Maybe they were satisfied with the fact he was dressed as a scout, or maybe Max was right. Maybe now that Jackson had learned the truth, he would never be able to turn away. All those countless lives on all those countless planets hung in the balance, and if he shirked this duty, their blood would be on his hands.

      He looked to the other scouts and scientists for comfort. But everybody held the same grim expression. Max stood there, arms crossed in front of his chest, head angled towards Ki, subdued fear playing in his eyes.

      Jackson wanted to beg them to work harder. To try everything they could. Surely they had some trick up their sleeves? With all this technology, there had to be a solution.

      … Yet what was the problem? What exactly had the Chancellor done to Ki?

      It seemed she wasn’t present. As if her mind had been taken.

      Jackson shivered at that. He was lucky he was standing with his arms crossed and his back to a wall, because he could have tumbled to his knees.

      … That mind Max had spoken of – the center of this technology – it couldn’t possibly have reached in and taken her over, right?

      Things like that weren’t possible.

      He tried to repeat that to himself, tried to draw comfort from his certainty. But the comfort wouldn’t come.

      Only the doubt. Everything he’d seen told him that the one thing he couldn’t do was underestimate this technology.

      Jackson had no idea how much time passed, but eventually Ki stopped. She appeared to rest, and her head did not tug to the left anymore. In fact, it seemed that she had slipped into a comfortable sleep.

      He jolted forward, pushing off the wall. Despite the fact his armor was sophisticated, he was still sweating underneath it. Though somehow the armor managed to dry the perspiration, he could still feel it pick up between his shoulders and over his clenched hands.

      Finally Max turned to him. For a few seconds the scout said nothing. “Come,” he said with a growl.

      “I’m not leaving her side,” Jackson said seriously.

      “There’s nothing you can do,” Max snapped.

      “… Where are you going to take me?”

      “Don’t worry. I’m not gonna kill you. You’re too useful. The technology has accepted you. You’re a scout now.”

      “What? What do you mean the technology has accepted me?”

      Max let out a bitter laugh. “It grew you a set of armor. It means it likes you.”

      Jackson shrunk back. “What?”

      “Use your imagination, Walker. What do you think it means? Not everybody can interact with Zeneethian technology properly – at least not in a way to maximize its uses. It takes a special few to be able to access its true benefits. I knew you’d be one of those special few, considering what you did to us in the Paladin Range. You managed to operate our scanners and guns.”

      “What are you saying? This technology chose me?” Jackson shivered, and it was one of the most tactile experiences of his life. In that moment, he felt every muscle twitch with a cold dread.

      “Something like that,” Max snorted. “Anyhow, come. There’s nothing we can do here. They’ve managed to quiet her.”

      “But what happens next? Will it kill her?” he began.

      Max raised a hand stiffly. “You’re asking the wrong person. I don’t know. I was tasked with getting her here. I wasn’t quick enough,” he said bitterly, gaze suddenly locking on the floor by Jackson’s feet.

      For a few seconds, Jackson did nothing but watch Max. Then he cleared his throat. “There’s gotta be something I can do.”

      Max shook his head, darting his gaze up. “It’s not up to us anymore. It’s already reached into her mind.”

      “But… that… no. There must be something we can do. We can’t just abandon her to it.”

      “You think we have an option?” Max stared at him seriously. “Haven’t you listened to a single thing I’ve told you? We’re not in control here.”

      “You must have been studying this technology for hundreds if not thousands of years. There has to be something you can do,” Jackson insisted.

      Max clenched his teeth and shook his head one last time. “All we can do is stand by and hope that she’ll pull out of this herself. If it hasn’t claimed her completely… she has a chance.”

      “And then what?”

      Max turned away abruptly, locking his hands in front of his chest. “We continue to study her ability. The information she could provide us with could be the weapon we need to break its control.”

      Jackson felt sick. He couldn’t respond.

      He knew in his heart that the last thing Ki would want would be to be studied again. And yet, was there another option?

      Once upon a time Jackson had believed in sacrifice. Sacrifice was something you gave your country – your life, your land, your peace. Whatever your country asked for, you gave.

      Only those men willing to give it and give it completely could call themselves men.

      But this… it was different. This wasn’t asking him to sacrifice. It was asking Ki. He couldn’t… he couldn’t do this. But did he have a choice?

      “Come,” Max snapped once more.

      Jackson had no option but to follow.

      He was led from the room, a few of the scouts falling into step behind him. As he surreptitiously glanced at each one in turn, he wondered where they’d come from. Were they Ashkans or Tarkans? When had they joined the Zeneethians? Did they still harbor resentment towards one another, or had they taken up the Zeneethian cause and forgotten their old lives completely?

      It was a sobering experience walking with them in silence. Their footfall rang through those cold empty white halls.

      Again Jackson saw the occasional line of blue light.

      He shivered now. They were no longer a curious oddity but a curse. A virus that was slowly eating this floating city.

      He found himself wondering what would happen when the Zeneethians fell to their technology, when the mind reasserted itself. Would the city melt into the ocean? Would the white metal twist its way through the water and sink into the land, claiming the earth as its own?

      Or would the mind simply identify anybody like Ki, take them, and destroy this world before moving onto the next?

      Jackson had no idea where Max was leading him. For all he knew, it could be to his death. Yet he doubted that. It seemed, just has Max had said, that Jackson was now a member of the scouts.

      He marveled at how much a life could change in a few days.

      And Jackson doubted his was done changing yet.

      
        
        …

        Ki

      

      

      There were fewer moments of lucidity now. That warmth in her chest demanded more and more attention until it seemed she could never look away again.

      She went through brief moments of trying to fight it. Despite its blessed warmth, it was starting to scare her.

      There was something about it. Something so menacing.

      She had no idea how to begin to fight it. The only weapon she appeared to have was her attention.

      The only thing she could focus on was Jackson. She didn’t care that he’d taken her here to the Zeneethians anymore. She didn’t care about anything. She just focused all of her attention on his face, on his memory.

      But most of all, on the promise that he’d never give up on her.

      As a priestess, Ki had never learned to fight for herself. Violence was not even a last recourse – you did not use it. If it was called for, you abstained.

      And yet her terrible journey over the last few weeks and months had taught her that she could not afford to roll over and give up, even in the name of peace.

      So she tried to fight. Yet that warmth fought back, grabbing her attention with both hands until it felt like it was wrapping itself around her throat.

      She was now less and less aware of where she was. She vaguely remembered the large room around her and the scientists dashing to and fro, but it seemed at arm’s-length.

      The only sense was that warmth building and building. Soon it became hotter and hotter, feeling less like she’d swallowed glorious sunshine, and more like the sun itself was lodged in her chest.

      She wasn’t aware of whether she was thrashing, trying to clutch at her chest, trying to remove the pressure and heat. She couldn’t even remember how to move her body anymore.

      All she could remember was that she had to fight.

      She had to fight.

      
        
        …

        Jackson Walker

      

      

      Max took Jackson to a room. It was small, with no view. Essentially it was little more than a square box with white walls, a white floor, and a white ceiling.

      “You sleep in your armor. It’s perfectly comfortable. No need for a bed. It will cushion you,” Max said as he stood in the doorway and pointed to the white cell.

      Jackson’s eyebrows crumpled suspiciously. “How do I know this isn’t a prison?”

      Max laughed. “It is a prison. This responsibility will haunt you for the rest of your life. You keep your armor on in case we need you. Now you’re here, you never take it off.”

      “And what if… it starts to melt like those ships did on that corpos?” The memory came back, haunting him with a shiver.

      “It won’t. We control the technology here. We’ve got enough energy reserves to keep this city running for several years yet.”

      “So what am I meant to do? Just… sleep?”

      “You can try to. You’re always on active duty. We’ll call you when we need you.”

      “Where do I go to eat? To drink? To relieve myself?”

      “Nowhere,” Max stated with an impassive stare, “your armor will take care of everything. It will give you sustenance, and it will provide everything you need.”

      This armor, that had once seemed like a godsend, now felt like a trap. Jackson swallowed uncomfortably.

      “I suggest you don’t think about it,” Max said as he crossed his arms and took a step back.

      “Wait. What about Ki?”

      “What about her? I’ve already told you, there’s nothing we can do. It’s all up to her.”

      “So what am I meant to do, just wait here? Wait for orders?”

      Max nodded stiffly. “You’ve been a soldier; you know how it feels to be on standby. Well, now you’re on standby until we need you. Indefinitely.”

      That word – indefinitely – rang through Jackson’s mind. In a flash, he remembered the weeks and months that had led up to this – traveling desperately through the deserts of the Farsight Province, struggling for his life under Paladin Mountain. It was astounding that all that had led here.

      He’d once thought that his life had changed irreparably – that he’d never get home to see his family, that he’d never put on his white lab coat and do his work again.

      Back then, he’d imagined being on the run for the rest of his life, finding moments of peace with Ki as they traveled through Ashka and Tarka looking for secrets and clues.

      He’d never been able to imagine this. In the space of a day, he’d become a Scout and had a fantastic responsibility thrust on him.

      Max stood there in the doorway, staring at him for a few moments. His stare was blank, but it was clear he was thinking of something. His gaze, as always, was filled with cold surrender. “It gets better,” he said.

      “How?” Jackson’s voice shook.

      “You start to forget.”

      Jackson stared in horror. “What?”

      “Given enough time, you’ll forget your family. You’ll forget your job. You’ll forget your country. You’ll forget everything.” With that, he turned and walked away, leaving Jackson colder than he’d ever felt before. It felt as if he’d swallowed a glacier.

      Not knowing what else to do, he turned and surveyed the white walls, gaze dropping down to the white floor. In the far corner of his room, he saw one of those glowing blue lines. He got down onto his knees, rested a hand next to him, and peered closely at it, using his armor to scan it.

      Though Jackson had never had a formal lesson with his armor, he was getting the hang of it. It worked along the same principle as the scanners and gun he’d found, except he could control this with his mere thoughts.

      His armor scanned that blue light but could not reveal its composition.

      After a few frustrated moments, he gave up. He walked into the center of the room, then just stopped.

      What else was there to do?

      He’d been told to rest, but how could he sleep now with twisted thoughts and fears rising up from every crack in his consciousness?

      There didn’t seem to be any way out of this. There didn’t seem to be anything he could do.

      And he was right – there was nothing he could do. Now, everything was in Ki’s hands.

      He shivered, lifted his head, and tilted it to the side. At first, he didn’t know what direction he was looking in. Then he realized it was back towards Ki.

      Something was centering his attention on her.

      Something powerful.

      He let himself drop to both knees, then let the armor turn rigid, supporting his body as he tilted his head towards her.

      And there he remained, waiting.
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        Ki

      

      

      She tried to fight. She put everything into fighting. But it wasn’t enough.

      She was pulled into a strange place.

      She started to see things. Visions began to form in front of her mind.

      Then she realized she was standing. In a room. A circular room with a domed ceiling. It was black and dark, the walls like coal, absorbing all the light.

      She stood right in the center of the room until slowly her head tipped down and she saw light under her feet.

      Blue channels of light dug into the metal of the floor. They formed concentric circles, traveling around in an erratic circuitous pattern. She stared at them, eyes growing wide.

      Then slowly she tilted her head back, and she realized there was something in front of her. The shadows started to pull back, and she saw an enormous form.

      Huge, she was tiny in comparison. She had no idea what it was, but her gaze darted over the rigid metal struck through with those glowing lines.

      Despite the fact it did not look human, and did not even look alive, she felt a presence from it. It seemed like little more than lumps of metal, and yet it felt like it was staring at her.

      She took a step backward but found she could not move.

      The thing watched her – she was sure of it. It did not shift, and yet she felt its attention lock on her like hands on her shoulders. No matter where she tilted her head or shifted her gaze, the attention followed.

      She started to shake, but she could not fall to her knees. For some reason she couldn’t control her body enough to try.

      Eventually, however, she found her voice. “What are you? Where am I?” The hesitant, scared words echoed through the cavernous room, bouncing off the enormous form before her.

      It didn’t answer. But she felt its attention intensify. It honestly felt like she was standing in front of some kind of concentrated energy beam, like the ones in the Zeneethian guns. It felt like she was going to be pierced right through the middle.

      She tried to swallow. “What is this place? Where am I? How did I come to be here?”

      The thing never responded. No matter what she said, it simply watched.

      As the terror built and built within her, she realized she had to do something. She had to get away. The more that thing watched her, the more she felt her limbs locking in place until it was hard to speak, let alone breathe.

      She had to get away!

      As terrifying as this felt, she tried to convince herself it couldn’t be real – that it was somehow some strange nightmare.

      And you could wake up from nightmares if you tried.

      All she had to do was shift her focus.

      Again, she pressed her mind into the task of focusing on something else. There was only one topic she could concentrate on. Not her meditations, not her prayers, not her home – but Jackson.

      She filled her mind with memories of him. Snippets of conversation, the way his smile cut across his face.

      The more she concentrated on him, the less that thing’s attention pierced through her.

      Until slowly, slowly the vision around her started to end. Those black coal walls that absorbed the light, those shifting channels of blue energy under her feet.

      She woke with a gasp to find herself lying on a bed in a white room. For a brief moment, she looked around, eyes wide. There were scientists, and they were excited to see her move, rushing towards her, expressions showing clear wonder.

      But it didn’t last. It couldn’t. She simply couldn’t hold on to her consciousness. It slipped from her grasp like water through fingers.

      
        
        …

        Jackson Walker

      

      

      Something happened to him as he stood there in the middle of his room.

      His vision started to become hazy. Blackness engulfed him, inundating him like a flood.

      He staggered, he even fell to one knee, but with that thick armor protecting him, he couldn’t be injured.

      Before he could scream out or clutch at his face, he felt unconsciousness shift towards him, slowly at first, then with the speed of a freight train.

      A second later, there was a thump as he hit the ground.

      He lost consciousness immediately.

      Then the shapes started to form. Diffuse at first, they began to twist into recognizable forms.

      Everything was so dark, though. He could barely see.

      But there was something before him – he was sure of that. It was massive, taking up an entire wall. He’d never seen anything so big.

      He gasped at it in horror, feeling the fear restrict his throat as if someone had wrapped a rope around it.

      Then recognition came flooding back in. Seconds before he’d been in his room – now he was here.

      That was impossible.

      He tried to take a step back, tried to twist his head to get his bearings, but he couldn’t.

      He could barely move. It felt like someone had tied weights to every muscle in his body.

      Suddenly the thing before him loomed, that massive shape splitting the darkness. Somehow he found himself standing right underneath it, virtually swallowed by the dark shadow it cast.

      He looked up, tilting his head right back – the only move he could make.

      His eyes grew wide as true terror punched through his heart.

      Jackson had never seen anything like it. He couldn’t… even begin to describe it. It was a form made up of mounds of mesh-like interconnected metal. Then there, right in the center, was a mass. A glowing red light like a blood vessel lit from behind.

      If he could have moved his arms, he would have brought a hand up over his eyes to block out that penetrating eerie glow.

      Instead he had to stand there as it fixed on him. It was one of the most horrible experiences of his life. Though the light did not move or focus like an eye, he somehow knew it was locking on him, that the vast intelligence behind that massive mound was now staring down solely at him.

      He felt so exposed, as if he’d been stripped bare.

      “What are you? What is this? What’s going on?” he begged the darkness.

      It said nothing.

      With every passing second that awareness narrowed in on him more and more until it felt like the whole universe had been whittled down until it was just him left.

      If Jackson could have shaken, he would have convulsed until he’d fallen on his back.

      But he couldn’t – he couldn’t move!

      No matter what he did, he couldn’t turn away, couldn’t distract that thing as it concentrated more and more on his form.

      He tried to scream, but suddenly found he could barely move his lips. They felt like concrete walls locking in his voice.

      The terror built in him, arcing like an electrical discharge as it soared through his chest.

      Torture. He’d never felt anything like this.

      Again, somehow, he found himself closer to the monstrosity. He wasn’t moving though, and it couldn’t be shifting either. No, somehow, the space between them was simply being eaten up like a fire consuming wood.

      One last time, Jackson tried to scream.

      He couldn’t.

      He couldn’t even breathe.

      
        
        …

        Ki

      

      

      She woke, bolt upright. And this time, she was really awake.

      Her eyes widened in shock as she took in the scene around her.

      She was back – back on Zeneethia, back in one of those god-awful labs.

      The scientists around her were clearly shocked. She could see the emotion rippling off them as they staggered back.

      Though some part of her had known she’d come back here, she was suddenly aware that this was the first time she’d been truly awake in days.

      Snippets of memory flashed past her. The tunnels under the Farsight Desert. Chancellor Quellor’s scarred and hate-filled face. The experiments… then she’d been saved, plucked out of the desert and into the sky.

      … Jackson.

      With a snap that jerked her body forward and almost threw her off her bed, she remembered him.

      Jackson!

      Before she could fling herself out of the room and try to find him, all the scientists surged forward as one.

      With a hum, something formed around her. She’d seen it before – some kind of crackling blue wall that hurt if she touched it.

      She didn’t care. She flung herself towards it.

      She had to get to Jackson.

      He was in trouble. God, she knew it with every fiber of her being.

      As soon as her body slammed into that blue wall, she was rebuffed, a surge of electricity biting through her hands.

      She fell to the floor, knees crumpling underneath her, messy hair fanning out over one shoulder.

      “Just stay still,” someone begged.

      “She shouldn’t be awake!” someone else remarked, clear fear and shock rippling through their tone.

      She ignored them. She forced herself to her feet and ran at the blue wall once more.

      Again she crashed into it, and again it threw her back. She slammed into the floor with so much force, she heard something crunch.

      It was her wrist.

      It was broken.

      She could feel the pain twisting up her arm and lancing into her shoulder, but she didn’t care.

      She couldn’t afford to.

      She had to get to Jackson.

      “Stop her,” someone begged.

      Ki heard another whir, no doubt some other machine the Zeneethians were readying to trap her.

      She ignored it.

      “Stop,” someone bellowed.

      She knew that voice.

      … Max.

      She twisted her head, the first time she’d paused since waking, and watched him sprint into the room. He stopped, armored boot locking onto the floor as he pivoted to face her. Both his arms fell slack at his sides, and his face widened with shock.

      Shock directed at her.

      Then he shook his head and brought up both hands in surrender. “Just stop,” he begged. “Please don’t hurt yourself.”

      It sounded like honesty shifting through his tone, but it couldn’t be.

      Max was treacherous. Every Zeneethian was. All they wanted was to get at her secret – whatever mysterious power pulsed through her veins.

      Defiantly, she moved towards the crackling blue wall once more.

      “Please.” Max kept one hand held forward, fingers spread, as he slowly walked towards her. “Don’t.”

      “Let me out of here,” she snarled.

      “… I’m sorry, but we can’t do that. This is for your own good,” he said.

      “That’s a lie. This is for your own good,” she snarled.

      Max didn’t respond immediately. Instead, with a saddened expression, he turned his gaze to the floor for a few seconds. “You’re wrong. It’s for everybody’s good.”

      There was something about his expression that made her back away from the shield. Something that made her recoil inside. She’d never known why the Zeneethians had captured her. True, it clearly had something to do with her mysterious ability. But what did they want to do with that ability?

      Now as she stood there and stared at Max’s immeasurably saddened expression, she couldn’t deny the sinking feeling in her gut. She even had to press a sweaty hand over the thin, smooth fabric of her tunic.

      She felt sick. And just for a second that sickness distracted her. Then the memory of Jackson came slamming back into her mind, and she took another jerking step forward.

      Max’s eyes widened as he pushed his hand further towards her, the fingers spreading wide in a stiff move. “Please,” he begged. “We need you.”

      “No. I need to get to Jackson. Where is he? I need to check he’s safe.”

      Max frowned. “Is that all this is about? You want to see Jackson? Fine. I’ll go and get him myself.”

      She gasped. “What? You mean he’s okay? He’s here?”

      Max nodded, and it didn’t appear that he was lying. “You have my word – Jackson Walker is fine. He helped us bring you here,” he added carefully. “And if he hadn’t told us about your whereabouts,” Max’s expression changed, becoming sour, his eyebrows scrunching up over those piercing eyes, “that monster Chancellor Quellor would have killed you. He did the right thing,” Max added.

      Ki recoiled once more. In the snippets of memory that flashed before her mind, she’d recalled seeing Jackson on the Scout transport. But to have it revealed that he’d brought her here… that he’d called upon the Zeneethians himself? She couldn’t believe it. She didn’t want to believe it.

      She took another snapped step towards those flickering blue walls until she was but a centimeter from them. She could feel how warm they were, and that biting heat sank deep into her cheeks and the exposed skin of her hands and forearms.

      Again Max’s eyes grew wide, and his fingers stiffened even more as he held them out in a placating move. “I will go and get Jackson,” he said slowly and clearly, a discernible shake in his voice.

      “He’s fine?” she asked with disbelief.

      She couldn’t deny the feelings running through her body, the sense that there was something critically wrong with Jackson. She didn’t know how to describe it, didn’t know where this certainty came from, just knew there was no way she could ignore it.

      “I will go and get him now, you have my word,” Max said as he dipped his head low in a respectful nod and then turned.

      Ki watched him walk away, eyes unblinking, a quick drenching sweat slicking across her brow and in between her fingers.

      She pumped her hands at her sides, trying to chase the tension back, but it would not go.

      As a priestess, she was no stranger to meditation. She was no stranger to analyzing every aspect of consciousness. She didn’t have Jackson’s faith in skepticism. She believed there was much more to this realm than what she could see. And yet she simply could not make sense of what she was currently feeling. This unshakeable thought that Jackson Walker was somehow in critical danger.

      As she waited, she pressed a shaking hand against her chest, shifting the fingers until they dug into her muscles, until they got as close to her heart as they could.

      And she waited and waited.

      Her first sense that something was wrong came when the scientists around her began to react. They hadn’t received any verbal command from anyone, but as one, they all started to scurry about, dashing towards consoles and checking them.

      Next, she saw several guards run out of the room, their pure white armor glinting under the harsh lights.

      She stood on her tiptoes, pushing herself as close to the crackling blue wall of energy as she would dare, trying to stare out towards the door.

      Her heart beat hard in her chest, hammering against her rib cage, feeling like a prisoner trying to escape. Her mouth was dry, and with every swallow, it felt like she was still down in the desert, trying to breathe around a mouthful of sand.

      Nobody told her anything; even though she tried to ask a few times, they all ignored her.

      Desperation pumped through her bloodstream with every beat of her frantic heart.

      Then she felt it.

      True dread. It came upon her from behind, rushing up her back, sinking into the base of her skull. She jolted forward, hand almost brushing the blue electric wall.

      She gasped, just as a group of Scouts entered the room. They were carrying another scout amongst them. Though the man’s helmet was on and she could not see his face, she recognized him, every fiber of her being recognized him.

      “Jackson!” This time she really did fling herself at the shields, hands impacting that jolting wall of color, electricity jumping up and sinking into her flesh.

      She was thrust backward and fell to the ground. She jolted her already broken wrist and let out a hiss of pain. But it did not stop her from clambering to her feet.

      “He’ll be fine,” someone bellowed, and she recognized it was Max. He ran into the room behind the guards, movements quick and frantic.

      She tilted her head to watch him as he rushed over to a set of consoles.

      “What’s going on?” one scientist asked.

      Ki pressed herself as close to the arcing blue wall of light as she dared, ignoring the burns that seared across her cheeks and down her neck.

      “The armor is… doing something to him,” Max managed. Though his voice was quiet, and clearly not meant to travel far, she discerned it.

      She thrust back, gaze snapping towards Jackson. His body was still held limply between several scouts. A second later, they took him to a bed, dumping him on top, his armor clanging against the metal.

      Then the scientists and doctors thronged around him.

      She wanted to be free, wanted to run to his side, pull the helmet from his head, and stare into his eyes.

      She wanted to touch him, check that he was real.

      Because he didn’t feel real. Standing here separated by the wall of light, Jackson felt like nothing more than a memory.

      She started to cry, tears tracing down her cheeks as she screamed at them to let her free.

      Again, nobody paid attention to her.

      Before she could start thrusting herself towards the shields, Max began to walk towards her. He took his helmet off and stared at her with a truly grim expression.

      She’d once thought he was a monster – and in many ways, still did – but that expression was filled with so much simple humanity that she was forced to take a breath. “What’s happening to him?” she managed through a choke.

      Max didn’t immediately answer, and it was one of the most terrifying experiences of her life.

      She took another nervous step towards the blue wall.

      Max brought up a hand and spread his fingers immediately. “It’s okay. We’re looking into it. He will be fine,” he said.

      Ki wanted to be comforted by his statement but couldn’t. Because while his words were full of promise, his gaze wasn’t. There was a lost, scared edge to it. One that made her swallow and lock a hand firmly on her stomach.

      It was her good hand – she kept her other arm with its broken wrist loose by her side.

      Max’s gaze snapped towards it. “That’s broken,” he said. “I will have somebody fix it.”

      “No. Ignore me. Concentrate on Jackson. You have to save him from it,” she begged. It took her half a second to realize what she’d said.

      Max’s brow creased with confused worry. “What? What are you talking about? His armor is just—”

      “That thing – that thing is trying to get into his mind,” she said. Again, the words came out before she truly realized what she was saying. They bubbled up from some unconscious well. She took a step towards Max.

      Instantly he put his hands up. “Please, don’t hurt yourself.”

      Ki shook her head bitterly, several tears welling in her tightly closed eyes. Then she opened them and stared at Max. “You have to help him,” she begged.

      “Don’t worry. We are. But tell me,” he frowned, the move so pronounced it looked like his chin would fall off, “tell me what you know. And how… how did you wake up?”

      She took a jerked step back. It was the look of amazement in his eyes. “What do you mean?”

      He didn’t respond, and it was clear he was searching through his words to figure out what he should say. “You were… just… tell me what you know.”

      “No. Not until you tell me what’s going on.”

      “What’s going on is we are trying to save the world,” Max choked on his words, eyes opening wide in desperation.

      She recoiled. “What?” her voice came out as a sharp hiss.

      “You have no idea how important this is. How important you are,” his voice broke, “how many lives you could save.”

      She found herself shaking her head over and over again, her loose hair trailing over her shoulders and bunching up against her neck. “You only want me to secure your power,” she said in a low tone.

      “Wrong.” He shifted quickly towards the blue wall, even bringing up two hands and letting them hover several centimeters from it. “You have no idea how wrong you are. Everybody here – everybody,” his voice shook badly, “is here to save the world. This world and countless others.”

      She shifted back, mouth dropping open slowly. “What?”

      He shook his head, clearly realizing he’d said too much. “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is you tell us what you know.”

      “You kidnapped me, hunted me, then finally brought me back here,” she dropped her gaze and stared at his feet, “and now you demand I tell you everything while you tell me nothing.” She let her gaze snap up to him. “I owe you nothing. You owe me everything. Now save him. Save Jackson.”

      She took a step to the left, staring past Max as she tried to get a lock on Jackson. It was hard to see him though, considering the number of people thronging around his bed.

      She would have given anything to know what was going on with him, but there was nothing left she could give, and it was clear Max wasn’t going to tell her anything.

      Several seconds of silence passed between them. Then Max shifted, the polished white boots of his armor grating over the floor. “His armor is… trying to absorb him,” he managed.

      Ki snapped a hand up to her mouth, pressing the fingers hard over her lips as she gasped between them. “What?”

      “As far as we can tell, his armor is… melting into him.”

      “You have to save him,” she said around her fingers, her words muffled badly but her tone still filled with the emotional intent of the truly desperate.

      “We’re going to do everything we can. But if you know something,” he begged.

      Know something?

      She’d never known anything. Throughout this entire horrible journey, she’d always been behind, learning facts only after they became useless. Nonetheless, Max stared at her pleadingly, as if she held the secret to saving Jackson.

      “You weren’t meant to wake up,” he noted softly as he dropped his gaze to his feet. “None of the others ever did once it took hold.”

      She shivered. A truly powerful shiver that crossed down her shoulders, deep into her legs, and finally into her feet. “Sorry?” A cold pressure was starting to build in her chest.

      It reminded her of something.

      The vision. That terrible nightmare she’d woken up from barely half an hour ago. It was still fresh in her mind, albeit pushed back since she’d heard of Jackson’s horrible fate.

      Now she pressed her sweaty trembling fingers into her chest and stared at Max.

      He matched her gaze keenly, his eyebrows peaked, his mouth tucked into a straight frown. “It’s okay. Tell me.”

      It wasn’t okay. And yet she didn’t recoil at his request.

      She wanted to tell somebody, wanted to pull that vision from her mind with words, wanted to try to explain it to somebody else so it would make sense to her.

      She swallowed, the move heavy, her throat feeling parched.

      “It’s okay,” Max encouraged once more.

      “It felt like something was trying to…” she trailed off.

      “Trying to what?” Max asked insistently, pushing ever closer to that crackling blue wall, despite the fact that electric discharge was snapping over his armor.

      She swallowed once more, barely capable of carrying the moves through as she concentrated on the vision. Pressing two sweaty fingers into her brow, she half closed her eyes. She could see Max’s shadow looming over her, as close as the blue wall would allow.

      “I saw something… I don’t know how to describe it. It was this kind of awareness. It wanted… it wanted,” she couldn’t say it, but she had to. “It wanted to absorb me,” she managed, putting words to that horrible memory. “I wanted to dismiss it as a nightmare. But it wasn’t. It was something more,” as she said that, she felt how true it was. The vision had been too sharp, the details too perfect.

      Max didn’t respond. At least not with words. His expression began to crack. That facade of control shifting as his eyes opened wider, his brow creased, and his lips slowly parted. “What?” he asked in a hoarse voice.

      “It was some kind of force,” she managed as her voice dropped to a whisper.

      “Do you remember any details about this… force?” Max pressed.

      She shivered. “It was massive. Huge.” She couldn’t find the right word to describe it. It felt like it had defied size itself, as if it had extended far, far beyond the reaches of ordinary space.

      Max watched her so intently it seemed as if a bomb could go off behind him and he wouldn’t turn. He still pressed himself as close to that crackling blue wall as he could, too, and the electrified light danced up and down his armor. His face was protected by one of those shields, and every now and then it reacted with that wall of light, crackling and sparking like a dry log thrown on a raging fire.

      “Any details you can tell us could help,” Max said, his voice barely above a whisper.

      It sent a shiver racing down her spine. “But what about Jackson? What’s happening to him?”

      Max turned, eyes narrowing as he stared back towards the scientists. They were still massing around Jackson, so many that she couldn’t see past them to catch a glimpse of him.

      Several seconds passed, Max’s gaze growing narrower. She did not understand his technology perfectly, but she could guess he was somehow wirelessly communicating with the other scientists.

      A second later, he turned back. Again it seemed as if that facade of control had cracked. He looked so vulnerable in those few moments, gaze darting left and right, a hard swallow pushing his Adam’s apple out.

      He blinked. “The armor is somehow infecting him.”

      “What do you mean? How is that possible? Don’t you control all your technology?”

      He looked at her blankly for a few seconds. Then he got a strange surrendered look in his eyes. “We barely control anything anymore,” he admitted.

      She wanted to dismiss his statement as a ploy – some emotional game designed to get her attention – but she couldn’t. They were too raw, too real. “Sorry?” she asked, her voice a low surprised hiss. “What do you mean you don’t control your technology?”

      “I’m not meant to tell you anything… but what’s the point anymore?” He briefly dropped her gaze, only to jerk his head back and stare at her in full. “Soon it won’t matter at all.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked through a choking swallow.

      “It means that we are falling,” he admitted, his voice so subdued it was barely a whisper.

      “You are falling?” She tried to survey his expression as closely as she could, looking for the lie she knew had to be there. And yet she couldn’t find it. She was trained in emotional techniques, knew when someone was lying, but she could find no lie in Max’s words.

      She took another step back.

      “We are losing hold of this technology. And when we do… that thing you saw,” his gaze became distant for a moment, eyes locking on some far-off object not in the room, but likely in his mind, “then we’ll all fall. This entire world will fall. And when it has fallen, another will fall. The mind – the force behind this technology – it will move onto another world,” he said ominously, his voice dropping to a low growl.

      “What… what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying the Zeneethians can no longer protect this world. We failed,” he said with obvious exasperation.

      She began to shake her head, but stopped, her gaze locking on him unblinkingly. “Don’t lie to me.”

      “I’m not,” he gave a frustrated, mirthless laugh. “There’s no point anymore.”

      “Stop saying that,” she pleaded.

      For a second his gaze drifted back to Jackson. Then it locked on her. “I know we haven’t been honest with you. I know we’ve…” he let his gaze drop from her face as he cleared his throat, “used you,” he managed. “But trust me, it was only because we needed to. Not for ourselves, but for everybody.”

      The look he locked her in was so intense, it felt as if it could replace the sun. Again she wanted to shake her head, but she couldn’t. She found herself just staring at him.

      Then the question she should have asked when she’d been kidnapped sprang to mind. She fixed him in her gaze, wanting to see every micro-expression – wanting to pick up every minute change in his emotions. “Why did you kidnap me? Why do you want me? What is it that you think I can do?”

      At first it looked as if he wouldn’t answer. He half turned away. Then she saw him swallow and turn back. He shifted back on his feet, taking several steps away from the crackling blue shield. “The mind identified you. It can use you somehow.”

      Her brow crumpled. “The mind? What is that?” Even as she asked, she got a shiver of recognition. A cold, drenching sensation that made it feel as if someone had dropped an icy bucket of water over her head.

      “It’s the force that holds this technology together,” Max admitted. “It’s not from this planet,” he added, suddenly staring at her, clearly waiting to gauge her reaction.

      She didn’t react. Not at first. He had to be mistaken.

      When Max didn’t correct himself, she frowned. The frown became deeper and deeper, cutting further and further into her cheeks. “What?” she asked in the hoarsest breath possible.

      “The force behind our technology,” he said clearly and without pause, “does not come from this planet. As far as we can tell, it is some kind of extraterrestrial life form. One that invades civilizations, takes what it needs, and moves onto the next.”

      “No,” she whispered.

      “Yes,” he said gently. “It was brought to this planet by an invading force, intent on using this specialized technology to take over this planet. Well, they were the ones taken over. Once they brought this technology here, it took them over. It was only through the efforts of a brave group of Tarkans and Ashkans that we managed to defeat the remaining alien invasion force and lay claim to this technology,” his voice became gravelly, his expression even direr. “But this technology cannot truly be controlled. Once we discovered its secret – once we realized it travels from planet to planet – we set about trying to find a way to stop it. And that’s where you come in. This technology – the mind, as we call it – is not after gold. It’s not after weapons. It is not after land. It’s after people. Certain people,” he could barely control his tone as it shook as badly as a tree in a gale, “people like you,” he admitted.

      She was far beyond shaking her head now. It seemed all she could do was stand there and stare at him in stunned silence, the shock shifting through her body with all the force of an explosion.

      “Our only chance to save this planet and to continue to control this technology is if we discover why it needs people like you. If you have some ability, or some compound in your bloodstream – something that can be replicated – we may find a way to overcome the mind and its terrible legacy.”

      He had to be lying. Every scrap of reason she had told her that he had to be lying. His tale was simply too fantastic.

      So why was she standing here listening to this?

      Did it have something to do with her vision – with the presence she’d started to experience? That warmth? That unusual attention that had locked on her as the Chancellor had coldly experimented on her body?

      Maybe Max saw something in her gaze, because he pressed forward again. “This is the truth, Ki. We won’t keep it from you any longer. But in exchange, please understand how critical this situation is. You must tell us everything you know.”

      “I have,” she admitted.

      He shook his head, the move as fast and jerked as a wild animal slaughtering its prey. “No, there has to be more. You woke up,” he said bluntly, gaze filling with wonder as he stared at her. It was the kind of stare that told her she shouldn’t exist. “You woke up.” He pressed his lips together. “And nobody else has ever woken up once they’ve reached that stage. How did you do it?”

      “I… I…” she trailed off.

      “Ki,” he ducked his head down low towards her, “please. Please just tell us everything you know,” he begged. “It could mean the difference between saving Jackson Walker’s life and condemning him.”

      She shook. It felt as if she’d suddenly been hit. Again she tried to look past Max at Jackson, but again she couldn’t see him for the frantic hive of activity swelling around his hospital bed.

      She returned her attention to Max. She also made a decision. She had no idea whether he was telling her the truth. Or whether this was just some other act to get her loyalty. To ensure she didn’t run away again. But she had to decide. She couldn’t stand here and stare at him forever.

      And if he was right – if there was even the remotest possibility that he was right – she couldn’t let Jackson die.

      She swallowed. “When I had that vision, when it was trying to pull me in, I wouldn’t allow myself to go. As a priestess, we were trained in several powerful concentration techniques. I used them to focus my attention on something else.”

      “What?”

      She blushed, but nonetheless, she forced herself to stare at Max. “I concentrated on Jackson,” her voice was even. Maybe she should have been embarrassed by that fact – especially considering she was a priestess – but she wasn’t.

      It was the truth, and she was done running from the truth.

      Max didn’t react in the way she thought he would. He looked pensive. “Really? Is that all it took? Concentrate on something? There has to be something more, something you aren’t telling me.”

      She shook her head. “It was a fight,” she admitted, her voice dropping to a whisper, “it was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. It didn’t want to let me go,” she admitted in a stuttering voice as she remembered that horrible creature’s attention. It had felt like staring into the sun.

      Max stopped protesting and instead watched her.

      “I only barely got away. And then I woke up immediately. Here.”

      Max opened his mouth to say something, but then frowned.

      “What is it?”

      He appeared to dismiss whatever was bothering him. He turned sharply to stare at Jackson.

      “What is it?” she asked, desperation mounting through her tone.

      He put up a hand but didn’t say a word. She wondered if he was again wirelessly communicating with the scientists.

      A few seconds ticked by. Then he turned to her.

      “You woke up approximately 24 minutes ago. According to scans, that’s roughly the same time Jackson’s armor started to try to absorb him.”

      She shivered back, pressing a hand over her mouth. “What does that mean?” she said between her words.

      “We don’t know,” he admitted.

      She tried to breathe, but it felt like pushing a mountain every time she moved her lungs. This terrible weighty guilt was starting to descend on her shoulders. “It couldn’t have been me, could it? When I broke free from the mind, I didn’t set it upon Jackson, did I?”

      She didn’t know why she was looking to Max of all people for comfort, but he was the only person nearby who could offer it.

      He considered her words, brow pressing low over his eyes. “There’s another possibility,” he noted in a grating gravelly tone.

      She waited breathlessly for him to explain. “Jackson has the same ability as you, and we haven’t noticed until now. It makes sense.” Max’s gaze dropped to the ground as he considered something. “He was too good at using our technology. Too good at figuring it out.”

      “… But… but he couldn’t use those levitation crystals. Only I could,” she protested.

      Max shrugged. “Your abilities were unique. You’re the first person we have come across in centuries who could activate the levitation crystals like that. But regardless of whether he has the same level of ability as you, it’s clear he has something the mind wants,” Max noted in a terse breath as he briefly turned his attention back to Jackson.

      She stared at Max, waiting for this dream to end. Because it had to be a dream. Nothing about this could be real. It was too fantastic and too horrible.

      But when it didn’t end, she was forced to take a breath. “Let me out of here,” she suddenly tried, surprised the request had spilled from her mouth.

      Max kept his attention on her, eyes narrowing.

      “I won’t escape. I promise you that. I just want to help Jackson. You said yourself, there might be something I could do.”

      “It’s dangerous,” Max admitted. “The mind could go after you again at any moment. And once it gets what it’s after – once it finds whatever resources it needs from this planet – it will get rid of us. It will get rid of us all.”

      “It’s already found something it needs,” she pointed out desperately as she gestured at Jackson with a frantic pitch of her hand. “You’re already losing this battle. Now, I don’t honestly know if I believe everything you said, but…” her voice became fragile for half a second before surging with power and determination, “but I have met that mind. That force. And I know what it’s capable of. I know how powerful it is. And if that thing currently has Jackson, then I will do everything I can to save him.” She looked up at Max, honesty spilling across her face, widening her eyes, setting her mouth into a pleading frown.

      For a few excruciating seconds, Max didn’t react. In fact, it looked as if he would turn around and ignore her. Then something happened.

      Without a word or a gesture, the shield around her disappeared.

      At first, she couldn’t believe her eyes. She simply stood there and blinked, bringing a hand up and experimentally passing it through the area where the blue wall had once been. When she wasn’t shunted backward in a blazing fit of pain, she took a step forward.

      Max did not stop her. He stood close by, a wary and watchful look in his eyes, but he made no attempt to restrain her.

      Even if she got the sudden urge to run from the room, she would not follow through with it.

      She had to get to Jackson.

      Several of the other scouts watched her warily, as did the scientists as she made her way towards Jackson.

      A sinking feeling of terror rippled through her gut, shifting down lower and lower, feeling as if it would drag her right through the floor. When she reached him, her chest felt cold, her heart as frozen as a glazier.

      Then she saw him – saw the armor.

      She screamed, the pitching sound tearing from her throat and echoing around the large, cavernous room.

      The armor was melting into him. It was melting into him! Whole patches of it had disappeared, revealing sections of his skin. But his skin did not look normal nor healthy. That familiar lattice-like pattern was sewing its way through his flesh, small mounds of muscle and even bone visible from underneath.

      She staggered back, gasping again. Max put a hand on her shoulder, stopping her before she could fall over.

      She wanted to turn and run from the room, but she couldn’t. She utilized every technique she knew to stand there and quell her fear and disgust.

      She couldn’t give up on Jackson. He’d never given up on her. “What’s it doing to him?” She forced herself to ask.

      “Merging with him,” one of the scientists answered in a snap.

      She shivered at that description. A cold, terrible shiver that shook her like an earthquake.

      Suddenly her gaze jerked down to the floor beneath Jackson’s bed. She saw something. Blue channels of light dug right into the metal of the floor.

      She shifted back in horror and pointed at it. “What’s that?” She couldn’t control her tone, and it shot up in a screech.

      Several of the scientists moved back, and they all shared the same terrified shocked look. “We’re losing control of this section!” one of them snapped.

      The scouts, almost as one, shifted forward as they scanned those blue channels.

      Even as Ki watched, she saw them move. Expand. She actually saw them march their way across the floor, gouging a path through the metal, more white-blue light traveling through them like slow water through a river.

      Suddenly Max latched a hand on her shoulder and jerked her back. “We have to clear this area,” he commanded, “we can’t let the infection spread.”

      Reluctantly, the scientists began to back off.

      Ki struggled under Max’s grip, trying to dash forward. “It’s dangerous,” he hissed at her, locking his armored hand further into her shoulder.

      “No. We can’t abandon him. No,” she cried desperately.

      Then a strange sound split the air. It sounded like some kind of alarm and certainly had the effect of one. Everyone in that room froze, terror slackening their features. “It’s the alarm. We have to leave!” Max, hand still locked on her shoulder, shifted her around bodily.

      “No, no!” she begged. “We can’t leave him. We can’t leave him.”

      Max gave her no option. A second later, he bodily picked her up, and then everyone fled the room as if it were on fire. She caught a last glimpse of Jackson, lying there as the armor melted into his body, more and more patches of his skin visible beneath that distinct white metal.

      She screamed his name.

      He couldn’t hear her.

      
        
        …

        Jackson Walker

      

      

      He wanted to say he was still alive, but truth be told, he had no idea if he was. Something was… something was inside his head. Or maybe he was inside something else’s head. But the point was, he was stuck, trapped. And he was losing himself, bit by bit. It felt like every memory and wish and desire was being digested.

      He tried to scream, but how could he scream without a voice? He tried to run, but he wasn’t even sure if he had legs anymore.

      Random snippets of memory flashed before his mind’s eye, one after the other, snippets of the life he’d led. He remembered his fiancée, his time in the army, and meeting Ki.

      In fact, proportional to his life, his memories of Ki stood out stronger and far more recognizable than the rest.

      He kept remembering he had to save her from something, but with every passing second, the clarity of that memory faded, until it was murky and muddy like sludgy water covering a photo.

      He tried to thrash. He couldn’t. He tried to fight. It wouldn’t let him.

      So he succumbed. Second by second. Moment by moment.

      He did not know what he succumbed to, just that whatever it was, it was eager to absorb him. He got the impression it had been waiting a long, long time for food, and now it was devouring him with all the alacrity of a starving lion to stake.

      And yet, it hadn’t absorbed him yet. There was still a scrap of Jackson left, a scrap to which he held onto with the rest of his life. He wrapped that scrap of his personality up in his memories of Ki. And it was only by doing that that he could preserve them.

      He fought the impossible fight. One that he would lose with time.
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        Ki

      

      

      She had never been more desperate in her life. Maybe she had mistakenly thought that on other occasions. When she’d faced other terrors, other impossible situations, but she’d been wrong. So very wrong. This was worse. Worse than anything. Worse than being studied, worse than being tracked, worse than being tortured. Either Max was carrying this play too far, or the city really was falling.

      Zeneethia was falling, and it would take Jackson with it.

      It was chaos outside – people screaming, running to and fro. She could have darted away at any moment, but she didn’t – not to save her own skin. She wouldn’t do that. She didn’t know if she believed Max’s tale in full, but she believed enough of it to know how selfish it would be to leave. It would also condemn Jackson.

      The guards and scientists split up, going about whatever assigned tasks they had in this chaos.

      She was left with Max. Left standing there as he barked orders into his helmet, left staring at those white channels of light that had dug through every building, street, and path. The more she stood and stared at that light, the more she recognized it. The way it glowed, and more importantly, the warmth. Its peculiar warmth. She’d once felt it swell in her chest. She’d once thought it a friend, too. Now she stood there and stared in terror, and she understood it for what it was.

      The mind. The intelligence – the true intelligence – behind Zeneethia.

      Her journey had come so far. She had learned so much. The narrow worldview that had been thrust upon her in her home nation and at her monastery had crumbled. Now her mind had opened to space – to extraterrestrials, to invading forces. And behind that, behind everything, the mind – that enormous presence that appeared to dictate everything that was going on here.

      Maybe she still wanted to hold on to the idea that Max and the Zeneethians were her enemies. They had done her so much damage, after all. But even though she wanted to hate him, to blame him for everything, she couldn’t. The more she turned her thoughts to that enormous focused intelligence – the mind of Zeneethia – the more she realized everything else was irrelevant. Everyone else was irrelevant. Everyone was a puppet in its game.

      She had stood in its presence, and she understood its abilities.

      Suddenly a flame of anger flared in her gut, churning up towards her heart.

      If this intelligence really was from outer space, and it really had come to this planet to harvest whatever it required before moving on, then she couldn’t forgive that. She couldn’t forgive such inhumanity and brutality. Even if the intelligence was not human, she still could not forgive it.

      “We have to go. Evacuate,” Max said in a disbelieving tone, gaze locked on one of the buildings before them as those blue and white channels of light appeared to digest it.

      People ran around them, the chaos continuing. She’d only ever seen Zeneethians calm and in control, their expressions one of cold, heartless efficiency. Now she saw their fear. And their fear made them human. She no longer saw them as sky people, but as plain people.

      “We have to evacuate,” Max said again, his tone twisting as if someone had their hands wrapped around his throat.

      Ki turned to him jerkily. “But we can’t give up,” she began.

      “We have prepared for this eventuality. For the mind regaining control again. We hoped it would never happen, but we have prepared for it,” he said ominously.

      She shook. “What are you going to do?”

      “Destroy this corpus. This floating city,” he explained. He wouldn’t look at her. Instead his gaze slowly shifted over every building and every street and every screaming person running amongst them.

      “You’re going to blow up this city?”

      He turned to her and nodded, the move so stiff it looked as if he would break his own neck. “We have no option,” he said, his voice barely carrying beyond his own throat. “We have no other option,” he repeated.

      Ki couldn’t believe how fast things were moving. It felt like only yesterday that she’d met Jackson, let alone come to the Farsight Province and been kidnapped by the Chancellor. Everything was moving too fast. Every time she found a sense of stability, it was snatched from her to be replaced by gut-shaking uncertainty.

      “You will leave with the rest,” Max stated flatly.

      “What?”

      He gazed at her, his confusion obvious. There was also a searching, pleading edge to his expression. “You almost sound as if you care that I will die.”

      She held his gaze, trying to shake her head, but failing. She swallowed instead. “I don’t want to leave Jackson behind.”

      “There’s nothing we can do for him.”

      “But you promised!”

      “This city is falling,” he said passionately. “It’s falling, Ki. And I told you what would happen if it fell. The mind… there will be no one left to control it. It will sweep over this planet, take whoever it wants – and that will include you – and then it will leave. It’ll kill the rest of us, and it will leave,” by the end, his voice was so haggard it sounded as if he’d swallowed shards of glass.

      She stood there and stared at him, incapable of speaking, practically incapable of thinking. “No, that’s impossible,” she tried.

      “You’re smart, Ki, well-disciplined, and well-trained. You managed to escape us, after all,” he said thoughtfully as he watched the city with that look of surrender in his eyes, “so you know there is no point in denying the truth.”

      She couldn’t contain her shock.

      She knew her eyes widened as far as they could go, knew her mouth dropped open, knew her cheeks became slack and pale.

      “This is our only chance,” he said once more, his voice quiet.

      “But… but what if it doesn’t work?”

      He wouldn’t look at her. Even when she shifted around to face him, he wouldn’t look at her.

      “What if it doesn’t work?” she demanded louder. “What if the explosion is not enough to take this city down? What if the mind finds some way of stopping it? What if it doesn’t work?” she now screamed desperately.

      Max looked at her. “That’s why I’m staying behind. To make sure it will,” he said with dark determination flickering through his gaze.

      She wanted to recoil, but she didn’t. Instead she stood there and stared at him directly. “You’ll need help. And I’m not going to leave Jackson.”

      For a moment he looked at her in confusion. Then he paled. “You can’t stay. It wants you, remember. You’re food for the mind. You have to get as far away from here as you can. I know you don’t trust us. I know we haven’t given you a reason to trust us. But please, for the preservation of this planet, please work with the other Zeneethians when you reach safety.”

      She was speechless, so startled it felt as if her heart would never stop hammering in her chest.

      But she did not take a step back, and she did not turn from him. “I’m not going. I’m not giving up on Jackson. And you’re wrong, Max, you can’t defeat this,” she added quietly.

      He opened his mouth gently. It was clear he was about to argue with her, about to shout at her to leave. But he stopped. He stared directly into her eyes. “What do you mean?” He too could not control his tone. So much fear and uncertainty punched through it, he sounded like a lost and scared little boy.

      “It won’t work. Everything you try. Even destroying the city, it won’t work,” she spoke, her voice becoming louder, splitting the air with every new word.

      Don’t ask her how, but she knew she was right. In her brief encounter with the mind, she’d learned so much about it. The way it felt, and more importantly, its cruel, dark intentions. It wanted to have everything, to be everything, to absorb all and then to move on and to repeat the process – an unstoppable unquenchable force ravaging every world in its path.

      Before today, Ki had never even considered the existence of extraterrestrial life. Now she couldn’t ignore that it was, though alien, still life. She didn’t know the planets out there, did not know the people who inhabited them, but knew that if she couldn’t find a way to stop the mind, it would kill them too.

      If Jackson were here, maybe he would point out that she was being too gullible, that she was accepting Max’s outlandish story too easily.

      Jackson wasn’t here, and that was the point. She could only rely on herself and her experiences and feelings, and they told her this was the right thing to do.

      She continued to face Max. To think, he’d once terrified her. Now she could see him for what he truly was – a cog in a machine run by that mind.

      She hardened her jaw. “We need to fight it. If we allow it to take Jackson, there will be no stopping it.”

      It was clear he wanted to dismiss her, yet just as clear that he couldn’t. A confused look shifted through his gaze, his brow slowly compressing until more and more lines of worry dug across it like wind tracks in the sand.

      “It’s safer to leave,” he began, but he didn’t finish. Instead he continued to look at her.

      “No, it’s suicidal. This mind, I don’t think it has full control of this city and its technology yet. I think it’s… I think it’s… using Jackson somehow. But it’s taking time. Time we could use to fight it.”

      He looked at her warily. “Fight it? There’s no way to fight it, Ki. Not without weapons. And our weapons are its weapons. As soon as it regains control, we’re done for. The only option is to destroy this city and hope for the best.”

      “No,” she practically screamed. “Hope will get us nowhere. We must find the mind and attack it.”

      On many levels, she couldn’t believe what she was suggesting. She was a priestess, a creature of peace. She had been taught her whole life to turn the other cheek. That violence – in all its forms – was unnecessary and simply perpetuated more violence. And yet she had never been in a situation like this, facing a force so vast and intelligent and powerful. A force with the power not only to destroy her world, but countless others.

      She couldn’t shy away from this responsibility.

      Max continued to consider her warily. Then he gulped, the move obvious as his throat shifted forward. “We don’t even know where the mind is. It’s been practically impossible to explore the lower regions of the city. In the countless centuries the Zeneethians have been up here, we haven’t been able to do it.”

      “I’ll be able to find it,” she said, believing her brave assertion as she said it. It had to be true. She knew that if she could open her mind to that thing once more, it would pull her in, and in doing so, would reveal its location. It could cost her life and would most definitely be the most terrifying experience she would ever face, but she would do it. For Jackson. For everyone.

      She continued to stare at Max with obvious determination crumpling her brow.

      Finally he took a step back. He breathed, brought his hands up, and locked them over his face.

      Another human move. Another move to remind her he was little more than a man in fancy armor.

      “Fine,” he suddenly said.

      It lit up the remaining hope in her heart, and it blazed through her body with incredible warmth. Not the warmth of the mind, but her own.

      She took an eager step towards him. “Take me to the lower levels of the city, I’ll do the rest,” she promised. Though it was not a promise she could make, it was a wish she could hold. If only she could be brave enough, forthright enough, and smart enough, she knew she could find this mind.

      Then… then she would have to try. Maybe she would never be able to defeat it, and maybe her loss was inevitable, but she had to try.

      Max looked at her seriously. “No matter what you do, we still have to set this city to self-destruct. We have no other option – the stakes are too high. Even if blowing up this city will only slow the mind down, then so be it. Ki, if you choose to stay here and fight, it will be a death sentence,” he stated flatly.

      “I know that,” she managed through a pitching breath, “I know that,” she repeated, louder, more confidently. “But this is my life to give. And I also know that this is the only true option we have. So help me,” she asked flatly.

      Everything she knew of Max and the scouts told her that he would not help. Every memory, everything he’d done to her.

      But those memories were wrong.

      He took another step back, considered her in silence for a few short seconds, then nodded. “I’ll help you. There’s a limit to what we can do though. Ki, you have to understand how incredible the intelligence behind this technology is, how many worlds it’s claimed. How many countless races before us must have tried to stop it? Not everybody has used this technology as a weapon. We know from our investigations that there have been other races like us who have tried to stop it. Other races who have failed. Other races with far greater technological understanding than our own.”

      She should have felt sickened by his words. The remaining hope pulsing in her heart should have been obliterated.

      It wasn’t. It seemed nothing could touch it.

      Slowly she nodded her head. “I know,” she said in a hoarse whisper. “That doesn’t change anything. Giving up will lead to sure defeat.”

      He held her gaze and nodded.

      “The self-destruct process will take an hour to complete. The infection,” he pointed at some of the glittering blue lines by her feet, “will take almost an hour and a half to reach a critical level. So we have time. But not much time. Above all else, we can’t allow it to stop the self-destruct process.” He looked at her seriously.

      She nodded.

      Then she looked past Max at the chaotic city. A once great city that was now splitting asunder, eaten by the very technology that sustained it.
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        Jackson Walker

      

      

      There was nothing now but blackness. The thickest, darkest, most encompassing blackness Jackson had ever experienced. It was as if all lights had been extinguished from reality.

      And yet something remained – this powerful malevolent awareness.

      He didn’t know how, but he had kept a scrap of himself – that same fragment of personality he’d wrapped up in memories of Ki. It was still here, surviving long enough that he was aware of where he was and what was happening to him.

      On very few occasions, he was afforded brief glimpses of his body.

      He would suddenly remember he had legs, a chest, arms, a head, even a mind of his own, but the moments would not last. Everything always returned to that enormous malevolent presence.

      And of the few memories that remained, he knew enough to realize what he was and where he was.

      The mind that ran Zeneethia – he was somehow inside it. It had somehow claimed him.

      Suddenly the blackness shifted, forms darting through it like shadows at the bottom of a deep, deep lake.

      With nothing else to see, they transfixed him.

      Slowly those forms became recognizable shapes, and slowly those shapes took on color and texture, until he was looking at a recognizable scene, yet one he did not understand.

      Blackness embedded with stars, it appeared to be space.

      Not space viewed from the surface of this world, but space viewed from space itself.

      He could not shudder back. He could not gasp. All he could do was look.

      The vision of space shifted, and slowly he saw a planet. Round and blue, covered with oceans.

      Though he had never seen his own planet from space, he somehow knew that the world he now looked upon was not his own.

      The oceans were too blue, the land masses too sparse.

      Suddenly the view of that planet shifted. Time appeared to speed up, the clouds circling around the planet going faster and faster until they were an impenetrable gray mass. Then the planet itself crumbled.

      It crumbled. In the blink of an eye, it shattered like nothing more than a glass that had been dropped on the ground.

      Jackson was not afforded the time to understand what he was looking at before the view shifted once more. This time another planet. Again, not his own. And yet again, he saw it change and shift until it too shattered.

      The vision repeated with countless worlds.

      Jackson understood. He knew what he was now looking at. The history of the mind. The countless worlds it had overcome. He could feel its hunger now too. Somehow he was trapped within its memory, privy to every feeling as it conjured up images of the past, a past of conquests and horrors.

      Its hunger was unlike anything Jackson had ever felt. It was too big to comprehend. As if he were trying to condense the entire universe with all its space and time into a single point.

      But though he could not comprehend the hunger, he could still feel how devastating it was. This mind was driven by an insatiable need to absorb something.

      It took some time for Jackson to understand what that something was. He had to live through the memories of it feasting on world after world until he understood.

      Other minds – it was after other minds. It feasted upon consciousness – not all consciousnesses, only the minds of a few. When it found them, it gorged itself. And they gave it the energy it needed to repeat this endless horrendous cycle.

      Jackson was a man of science. Or at least until today he’d believed he was a man of science. But now he knew that the greatest failing of a man of logic and reason is not the facts he has access to, but the knowledge he cannot even comprehend. The questions he cannot even begin to ask for their concepts are far, far too beyond him.

      In his simple world, in his simple life, Jackson had never considered something as monumental and yet impossible as this. An extraterrestrial consciousness that absorbed others like itself….

      But whether he could conceive of it or not was irrelevant.

      With every passing second, Jackson became more and more aware of that hunger. It sank deeper and deeper into him.

      It was beyond insatiable. It would never be quenched. And this force would never be stopped.
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      Everyone else was evacuating.

      Somehow, despite the protestations of others, Max managed to keep Ki on the floating city.

      She would never respect him – not after what he’d done – but a cold ceasefire had spread between them. Each one knew that they needed the other to survive.

      Though war had always been around her, Ki had been relatively sheltered from it. Her monastery had never been attacked, and she had never had to endure an evacuation. So she had no grounds to understand what was happening to her.

      Chaos didn’t do it justice. The frantic desperate level of activity went beyond any simple concept she could conjure.

      Seeing the dreaded Zeneethians like this eliminated every sense of awe she had for them. To see them scream, to see them run, faces pale with terror, was to see people no different from herself.

      Or perhaps they were different from her – or rather, she was different from them.

      Somehow, she could make a difference. Somehow, she could connect to that mind. Somehow, it needed her. And she knew she could use that to her advantage. She had fought it off once before, and she rested everything on the hope that she would be able to fight it off again.

      During her imprisonment on this floating city, she hadn’t seen much of it. Little more, in fact, than the inside of her room and the lab.

      Now it flitted past her as she ran alongside Max. He’d offered her a section of his armor, said that within a few minutes, it would grow around her and increase her agility, strength, and speed.

      She’d rejected it outright.

      It felt wrong.

      That metal felt wrong. Though at one point it had comforted her, now it brought only fear.

      For it was the same metal those strange necklaces were made out of.

      Now she understood it for what it was.

      The mind.

      And there could be no comfort there.

      
        
        …

        Ki

      

      

      She ran, Max by her side. In truth, she did not know whether she should trust him. But instinct told her to push her wariness back for now.

      Desperation drove her forward with every step as the city crumbled and melted around her. Chunks of white metal fell at her feet, crashing onto the ground, only to dissolve and shift silently into the glowing blue channels that cut through the ground and up the walls like fracture lines.

      The plants that had covered the walls fell around the disintegrating buildings. White metal marching through the green leaves and vines, puddles of molten metal amassing underneath them.

      It was the strangest scene of destruction Ki had ever seen and ever would see. There were no explosions, just this once great city falling at its own hand, its buildings being eaten by the very substance that sustained them.

      Ki tried to avoid the channels, but they were opening up everywhere, splitting every wall, floor, and path, twisting and coiling their way over everything. There was something organic about them – almost primal. As the channels marched relentlessly forward, that eerie light flowing from them, they resembled lines of infection snaking through a man’s arm.

      Breath trapped in her chest, they finally reached a building, Max nodding towards it with a sharp movement of his head. It descended into the ground – a slim, smooth ramp leading down, cracks forming in it, like fissures in bones.

      Without pause, they ran down it, Max’s footfall reverberating and echoing around them, drowning out her own.

      The ramp leveled off after a steep descent, and soon they reached a solid wall.

      Ki stopped abruptly, shifting back before she could strike the wall. Her wrist was still broken, and she could not afford to injure it further.

      Max snapped over, grabbed her by the arm, and pulled her towards the wall and through it.

      The wall formed around her, losing its solidity, allowing both her and Max passage through.

      But it was an awful sensation – that metal wall shifting around her, at once feeling like solid matter and yet moving like air against her cheeks, neck, and arms.

      On the other side of the wall, they reached a series of intertwining corridors that branched off in every direction. It was like being inside a many-branched tree.

      Max didn’t say a word. Instead, he pushed her onwards with a flick of his hand, grip falling from her arm.

      As they ran, she saw flashes of the side of his face, her gaze picking out his grim expression, locking on the defeat flickering in his once cold eyes.

      He didn’t think this was going to work, did he? To him, they’d already lost.

      … And maybe they had. Maybe it was pure hubris to think they could ever fight something as powerful as the mind.

      But she couldn’t give up. Surrender – get that same kind of look in her eyes – and there would be no point in continuing.

      She had to focus, push her mind into a single point. Concentrate only on finding the mind. It was at the core of her practices as a priestess – the ability to concentrate on a single point, to ignore all other distractions.

      So she did it – she concentrated and pushed the doubt from her mind.

      That didn’t stop her from noticing the scene around her, though. The infection – the channels cut into the ground and walls – was different down here. The channels didn’t form erratic circular patterns that ran over the top of each other. Rather they resembled branches, somewhat like the corridors themselves.

      Everything branched, splitting up and then reconnecting.

      They didn’t have to run far before they reached a room.

      It had a very low ceiling and was circular along one wall, a large set of panels towards the front.

      Without warning, Max threw himself at them, his body lurching with such speed his armor slammed into the side of the console and dented it.

      Slamming a hand on her chest as she felt his desperation, Ki stood back and watched.

      Max’s fingers flew across that panel, various lights blinking on as an electronic buzz filled the air.

      She concentrated on him, hearing every movement he made echoing around the room, even from the slightest shift of his stiff knees to the quick choked breaths he took.

      She wanted to ask him what he was doing but knew they didn’t have the time. She couldn’t afford to split his concentration either.

      Seconds ticked on into minutes, her heart pulsing with more and more fear. Then, from behind her, from through the doorway and out into the corridor, she heard something.

      Light at first, subtle, barely more than a soft rustling like a leaf falling from a tree in autumn.

      She couldn’t help but stiffen though, the shock of adrenaline shunting through her heart. She snapped her gaze towards the doorway, eyes drawing wide.

      Max followed her move. “What is it?”

      “I… I thought I heard something,” she managed, breath high in her chest, feeling like it was choking her.

      “You probably did,” he answered grimly.

      “No, I don’t mean the walls crumbling. Nothing like that. I thought… I think something might be out there.”

      “It probably is.”

      “What?” She shivered, backing away until her shoulders banged up against the far wall.

      “As the walls crumble… things are being let out,” Max warned.

      “What?” She could barely breathe, her chest frozen hard against her tunic.

      “These lower levels are largely unexplored,” Max’s words were quick and harsh like the crack of a whip. “We tried to push through further into this area but could never get through the walls. They’re too solid. We don’t have any weapons that can pierce through them. Now they’re crumbling, whatever secrets lie beyond are getting out.”

      She shivered, nerves tracing up her back with the speed and power of lightning.

      Before she could say anything, she heard a grating from the corridor beyond.

      Max turned in a snap, face paling, cheeks slackening as he stared towards the doorway.

      There was… something out there. More than sound, a shadow.

      She thought she saw a form, moving quickly, a flash of dark against the stark walls.

      She shunted back into the wall, a scream cracking from her throat.

      Then she felt it. The room around her shift. A pulse of some kind of strange energy.

      It was Max’s turn to scream. She heard him jolt back, heard his boots squeak over the polished floor.

      And then she saw it.

      The dead bodies. The skeletons. The blood.

      Suddenly, in an instant, this room had filled with corpses, some fresh, some decades maybe centuries old.

      It was impossible. She couldn’t believe her eyes. But they were there. Corpses.

      Bodies covered the consoles. Bones were littered over the floor.

      Ki shrieked, letting out the most terrified scream her broken mind could manage. She had never seen so much carnage.

      “It’s a cloud man,” Max suddenly said, expression locked with hatred and fear. As his gaze twisted around and settled on each of the corpses in turn, she could feel his revulsion and fear. If she’d ever thought he wasn’t human any more – that somehow his life as a Zeneethian had stripped him of that humanity – she was wrong.

      Now she saw it play over his wide-open eyes, through his clenched and pale cheeks, through his slack and sickly brow.

      Then the term struck her. Cloud man. She’d heard that before – no, she had read it.

      The creature that inhabited the sea tunnels underneath Mencha. There too she had faced skeletons only for them to disappear.

      “They attack when the bodies disappear,” Max suddenly warned, reaching for the gun on his back in a swift swipe of a move. He held it up to the door, hands tensed around the trigger, shoulders visibly tight even under the bulk of his armor.

      She couldn’t believe this. This couldn’t be happening. Something like this wasn’t possible.

      But as her mind screamed through those excuses, something unimaginable occurred.

      The bodies disappeared. Again a pulse of that strange energy shifted through the room. Then no blood, no bones, no slack rotting skin.

      Nothing.

      Max let out a scream and started shooting wildly at the doorway.

      Then she saw it – the cloud man. It entered.

      It moved like flashes of lightning on a dark night. It could appear and disappear instantly. And every time it disappeared, those bodies came back in a flash.

      It was horror personified – the most nightmarish scene anyone could imagine.

      The Cloud man was an alien, his form so very different from her own. Tall, slim, he had a wide oval head that shifted to the side with the speed of a snake tracking its prey. Two wide, white, saucer eyes with pinprick black pupils stared at her and Max.

      She was so terrified she couldn’t move.

      Max did. She could feel his fear though – rippling off him. Feel it as if it were her own.

      But he still moved. Gun in his hand, he threw himself at the cloud man.

      The alien momentarily disappeared, a flash of those bodies returning before he reappeared on the other side of the room, head still held at one angle. “New ones,” he said, his voice sounding like 1000 men talking all at once.

      It shook through her, driving a shiver right down to her bones.

      “New ones. You are the new ones,” it spoke haltingly, as if from a script. “You replaced us. My kind.”

      “Ki, get out of here!” Max screamed, trying to shoot at the cloud man.

      But the alien shifted again. “New ones,” it repeated. “You fought us off. Claimed the land and claimed the sky cities.”

      Ki couldn’t move. She was frozen to the spot in fear and curiosity.

      … Could this really be a member of that original race? The race that had taken the mind and all this technology to her planet? The same race that had haunted the tunnels under Mencha?

      She couldn’t move as those fear-fueled thoughts flashed through her mind.

      “Escape, get out of here!” Max screamed, his voice so hoarse it sounded like he would tear his throat in two.

      “Replaced us,” the alien said, appearing for a few short seconds as its cacophonous voice echoed through the room. “Revenge,” he said.

      Then it threw itself at Max.

      “Get out,” Max managed.

      She pulled herself from the wall. Somehow she forced herself to move.

      And she fled into the corridor. She could hear Max screaming, swearing, shifting about frantically. Hear the shots from his gun, hear his boots as they tore across the floor.

      And she could see the flashes, even from out here – the alien moving from point to point.

      She couldn’t deal with this. The constant change. The constant surprises. She was meant to be a simple priestess. That did not prepare her for aliens, for world-destroying technology.

      For this.

      But she had no choice but to throw herself forward.

      She threw herself down those branching corridors, her head shifting behind her, staring in fear at the way she’d come, her heart waiting for the alien to strike.

      It didn’t.

      Max was keeping it occupied.

      The further she ran, the more her frantic footfall echoed through those hallways, the more she realized she had no idea where she was going. It felt as if she was running in circles.

      Just as the confusion set in, fracturing her concentration, she felt something.

      Or maybe she heard it.

      A strange kind of echo. It centered around her chest, pulsing out from her heart. And there was a warmth, a definite warmth spreading through her tensed muscles, down her chest, into her stomach, and into every part of her body.

      But it wasn’t that warmth – that soul-defying, body-encompassing heat that had once threatened to burn right through her. That had felt as if it was digesting her from the inside out.

      The heat of the mind.

      No, it was something different.

      She concentrated on the feeling as she ran through the corridors, feet slamming against the melting floor, the branching light still marching its way around her.

      The molten metal traveling through the channels was reflective in part, and she saw flashes of her pale, scared face, her tunic flapping out around her as she pushed herself forward.

      She ran and ran, traveling further and further into the network of tunnels.

      With every step, it felt like something was reaching out to her.

      There was a pressure building in her skull. She had to jerk her head to the side as pain stabbed down her temple and into her jaw.

      She ran and ran, but she still had no idea where she was going. Every tunnel looked the same and felt the same. The only difference was her. With every step, she fell further and further into the fear in her heart. As she did, the pain grew stronger and stronger in her mind.

      
        
        …

        Jackson Walker

      

      

      He could feel something taking him over.

      In the darkness, something was trying to lay waste to his mind. Or whatever was left of it.

      He was only aware of its greed, of its desire to survive.

      It was the strongest force he’d ever encountered – the will to consume in order to continue living.

      That was its foundation.

      And maybe his too.

      Slowly, out of the nothingness, he felt a voice. It spoke to him, not with words, but with raw concepts that drove right through the center of his chest like blows to the heart. They pulsed and shook through him with all the pounding force of a hammer to an anvil.

      “You too want to survive,” it said without speaking. “As do we.”

      Survive.

      That word echoed and shook through him.

      “All try to survive. That is life.”

      He would have shaken his head but couldn’t. He would have replied, but he no longer had a voice. Just whatever remained of his mind – the final scraps of his consciousness that begged him to hold on.

      The will to survive.

      “We become loyal to whatever lets us survive. Whatever force helps us live – we worship. You will help us live. You will continue in us.”

      Jackson tried to push back the words but couldn’t. They swam around him, filling his senses like water pushing into the mouth of a drowning man.

      “We understand loyalty. We know of sacrifice. We know your mind. You – the being that is called Jackson Walker – was loyal to his country. You served it so that it might survive, so that your sacrifice might mean something. We will offer you the same. We will be your new country. You will afford us your loyalty and sacrifice, and you will live on through us. We will remember you.”

      Jackson wanted to recede, to get away, but there was nowhere to go. Instead the horror filled him as his mind thrashed like the dying throes of a beaten animal.

      “Give up. Surrender to us, Jackson Walker. Feed us so that we may survive. In turn, we will remember you forever.”

      
        
        …

        Ki

      

      

      The pain was getting worse and worse. As she stumbled forward, the corridor crumbled more and more, falling at her feet in chunks of rapidly melting metal, like snow falling into a fire.

      Her world started to circle around her as she took another staggering step forward. Then she fell, blackness engulfing her sight, pushing in until her view of the corridor was extinguished like a dying flame at night.

      But she didn’t fall into unconsciousness. Instead, she felt her body fall. As the pain pressed further and further through her temples, driving with rapid blows towards her brain, her eyes grew wide.

      Though she was too crippled to see, she could feel the floor beneath her melt, shifting under her feet like undulating waves.

      It was melting. She tried to shift forward, tried to throw herself away, but couldn’t.

      Everywhere was melting.

      It started to drag her under. She could feel the molten metal shift up around her hands, dragging against her fingernails and moving between her fingers, pushing against her wrists, pulling her down.

      She tried to escape, tried to escape. She couldn’t.

      She couldn’t.

      Ki had led a life of escape.

      She had escaped the Zeneethians. She’d escaped the wars trapped safely in her monastery. She had even escaped normal life. And with Jackson at her side, she had escaped more.

      Yet now, here, she could escape no longer.

      
        
        …

        Max

      

      

      It drove towards him, flashes of bodies and blood accompanying its every move.

      The cloud man – one of the original aliens.

      Max was familiar with its form, had seen examples of them in the records, but he had never fought one.

      It was like fighting Hell itself.

      Max tried to get off a shot, tried shooting everything around him in the hope it would slow the cloud man down.

      It didn’t work.

      The cloud man could transport from spot to spot.

      This was hopeless.

      Which meant one thing – Max’s only option was to go down fighting.

      To give up his life to take this creature out.

      In a flash, the cloud man disappeared again, the dead bodies reappearing, covering everything.

      He didn’t know why the bodies appeared when the cloud man wasn’t attacking. Perhaps it was a tactic specifically crafted to induce fear. Or perhaps the cloud man had to shunt all that blood and bone to the back of his mind when he unleashed his rage. Perhaps he couldn’t see the results of his destruction while he was meting it out.

      … It was the same for Max. He’d killed. Countless times. All in the name of Zeneethia. And always, always he had turned away.

      He never faced a dead body for what it was, but rather as a symbol of his own sacrifice. Of everything he’d given up and continued to give for Zeneethia. For the only force that could save this world and countless more.

      The cloud man spoke occasionally, deafening words tearing from its throat. It was always the same. It wanted revenge for its people.

      Revenge – because only that would make his own sacrifice worthwhile.

      They fought in flashes. It was like fighting a lightning storm. The cloud man would appear and streak towards Max, slashing at his armor or grabbing at his neck. Then with a snap, he would disappear.

      Despite his armor and his gun, Max knew he couldn’t win. The alien was also equipped with equally powerful technology – technology that came from the same twisted force.

      The mind.

      After all, they both served the same master.

      Max screamed, pulling his bloodless lips over his teeth as he thrust towards the alien with nothing but his hands.

      His armor was starting to fracture, revealing his unprotected skin underneath, blood trickling through every gap like water pushing through a fractured dam wall. Pain exploded through every limb, pulsing in and out, getting worse and worse.

      But the fight continued.

      With blow after excruciating blow, he refused to give up.

      With last-ditch effort, he waited and threw himself forward, wrapping two arms around the alien’s middle.

      They fell to the floor and grappled for their lives.

      
        
        …

        Jackson Walker

      

      

      It forced all its will into him, driving him to surrender.

      And it was powerful.

      He didn’t know how he was holding on, what scrap of determination kept him clinging to his sense of self like a man clutching onto the edge of a cliff.

      But he would not give in.

      He could feel its hunger pressing in on him from all sides. It was ready to consume him any instant now.

      His memories faded. There was no room for them anymore. He could only hold on to survival.

      Something remained though.

      A feeling. Right in the center of his chest, lodged deep in his heart.

      And a word.

      Ki.

      Her name. It stretched out, seeming larger than life.

      It wasn’t just the way he felt for her. It was what she stood for.

      Before he’d met her, Jackson’s life had been stilted, structured, trapped. From his blind nationalism to his bigotry, he’d been penned in by his own beliefs.

      She’d set him free. She’d showed him a way out of the life he’d lived, out of the blind loyalty and foolish devotion. She’d showed him how to feel – how to feel something other than the obligation to do as he was told.

      And he held onto that.

      For now, it would keep him alive.

      
        
        …

        Ki

      

      

      Somehow, she held onto her consciousness as she was sucked right through the floor.

      And she fell. Fell until she reached a cavernous room. Though she struck the floor, she did not die. She crumpled, head resting on her chest, hands pushing into the floor, legs limp underneath her.

      Slowly, she realized she could see. And she wasn’t dead. She could feel her heart still hammering in her chest, the sweat between her fingers, the breaths forcing their way through her cold chest.

      She opened her eyes. And she recognized the cavernous room before her. She’d seen it in her vision.

      And there, at the other end, was the mind. That massive conglomerate of metal, that enormous impenetrable structure.

      This time the room was not dark. This time it was lit up by those glowing channels. They covered the walls, pulsing and flashing in and out like a heartbeat.

      As she sat there, she felt like she was somehow inside somebody’s brain, within the pulsing center of the mind itself.

      Then, as her gaze swept back towards that massive structure on the opposite side of the room, she saw something – a crumpled body, half-covered in white metal.

      Even from here, she recognized him.

      “Jackson!” She flung herself forwards, hands outstretched, hair fanning out behind her.

      She couldn’t reach him. Suddenly, in mid-step, she stopped. She froze on the spot as if someone had cast her out of clay. Her legs were spread in mid bound, her hair locked in a fan around her shoulders.

      She felt the attention and focus of the mind. It zeroed in on her, with all the concentration and force of 1000 stars pushed into a single point.

      The mind locked her in its attention, and there was no way she could move.

      “You can’t escape me,” it spoke, and yet it hardly said words. Its voice was the strangest thing she’d ever heard. It cut straight into her mind, bypassing her ears, and sending with it a splitting pain that felt as if it would rupture her brain.

      She tried to shift back, tried to move – used everything within her power to force her muscles to shift – but there was nothing she could do.

      And as she stood there, frozen, incapable of fighting or protecting herself, she felt its energy growing. Its concentration focusing in and in, centering on her until there was nothing else left in the universe. Until there was nowhere else left to hide.

      As it closed in around her, she felt it. Its greed. So much greater than her own. It wanted to live and would sacrifice anything and everyone to achieve that.

      She could feel how old it was, how ancient its desire had become. The passing years had only made that desire stronger and stronger, concentrating it until it was a force of nature itself.

      She had to break free, but there was no one to help her. She was alone. Jackson lay unmoving a few meters from her feet.

      There was nothing she could do but wait.

      As the overwhelming pressure of the mind pinned her down, she realized how hopeless her situation once. Fear, loathing, and surrender flooded in, washing away the last scrap of her hope.

      If she could not escape and she couldn’t fight, all she could do was give up.

      She screwed her eyes shut, the only movement she could make. And she wished with all her heart that it would end, that it would all go away.

      If only her life would return to normal. Return to the peaceful monastery she’d once known. A quiet life. A meaningful life. One devoted to helping others and to fostering peace.

      But most importantly, a life without sacrifice. True sacrifice, at least. As a priestess, she’d given up an ordinary life of pain and pleasure. But that sacrifice was nothing compared to this. This demanded blood and bone, body and mind. And she had none left to give.

      Her eyes blinked open one last time as she prepared to drop the last walls from her mind, as she prepared to let it in.

      Then she saw him. Jackson.

      And just locking her gaze on him let the memories pour back in.

      She saw the Zeneethians running from their homes. She saw Max sacrificing his life to protect her. All the pain Jackson had gone through to keep her safe.

      The sacrifices of others.

      All those sacrifices – and their ultimate meaning – now fell into her hands.

      If she gave up, they would be meaningless.

      … She had to fight.

      Fight.

      So she fought.

      With a surge of concentrated desperation and hope, she focused on Jackson, eyes locking on his body, and heart on his memory.

      She moved. Shifted forward, whatever force that had locked her in place falling from her muscles.

      She flung herself at Jackson, throwing herself to her knees as she skidded to his side. Locking two hands on his shoulders, she turned around and looked down into his face.

      Then she looked up at the mass before her.

      The mind.

      It could not move. It didn’t need to. It could move the molten Zeneethian metal instead.

      And that’s what it did. Suddenly the pulsing, glowing channels in the room shifted, traveling towards her.

      She kept Jackson locked on her lap, his head limp against her leg as she jerked her head from left to right, staring at those lines.

      She’d been taken from her home because she’d been chosen, because she could control this technology. She had something within her that the mind wanted.

      If she could find out what that was and marshal it, she could fight.

      As a priestess, she believed in peace. Violence was never an option.

      She could choose to die for that belief, or she could let the situation change it. Let the concept evolve to ensure peace as well as survival.

      “Jackson,” she called out his name, letting her voice split the air. “Jackson, hold on.”

      
        
        …

        Jackson Walker

      

      

      He heard something. In the darkness. A voice.

      Her voice.

      Ki.

      Together they had started this. Together they had traveled. Together they had survived every danger.

      And together, they could end this.

      So he reached up to her. Without a body, without a hand, he reached through the darkness to that voice and let it carry him forward.

      
        
        …

        Ki

      

      

      The channels reached her, amassing underneath her. Then the light within moved. It shifted up and wrapped around her wrists, pushing against her skin, trying to find a crack so it could plunge into her body.

      She wanted to scream; she didn’t. Instead she focused on the mind, channeled every thought and feeling against that marching metal.

      She could control it, she told herself. She could control it. She had no other option.

      As the metal marched, she screamed his name. “Jackson. Jackson.”

      She expected no response. She called out his name for her own comfort, to center herself.

      Then she felt it. He moved in her arms. Soft at first, she felt his shoulders push against her legs.

      She snapped her eyes open just as he snapped his open too.

      For a second, they stared at each other. Time was meaningless – the moment shifted into eternity.

      He was alive.

      God, he was alive.

      She wanted to cradle him in her arms but didn’t have the time.

      Though the mind could not move, the channels of light could. They amassed upon her, so much light pooling below her that she could feel it start to burn her skin.

      She screamed.

      The pain was excruciating as it pushed further and further into her body.

      No. It couldn’t end like this. Not when she’d found the mind, not when she’d found Jackson.

      It couldn’t end like this.

      “We’ve got to fight it. We can fight it,” Jackson managed, his wavering voice cutting through her own pain.

      Fight it?

      How?

      It was so….

      “Ki, we’ve got to fight it,” he managed, his voice so quiet it seemed as if he would pass out once more.

      “No,” she screamed, hunching over him, cradling him closer, despite the pain winding through her body.

      In those few moments, an eternity passed. She saw everything that had led to this point, every battle and every sacrifice.

      As the metal marched into her, she could feel the mind with it, its attention winding its way through her body along with its technology.

      Soon it would control her. Then it would consume her.

      It would have what it wanted, and it would move on to Jackson. Then whatever other minds it could harvest from this planet.

      That cold certainty stretched out and out before her, leading to a horrible destiny for all.

      “Fight,” Jackson begged.

      … So she did. Somehow she found the strength to grab up his hand, lacing her fingers through his.

      She could control Zeneethian technology. This had all begun when she’d stolen a levitation crystal and used it to fall to earth.

      She could also force the mind back. She’d done it before.

      She would do it again.

      “Jackson, concentrate on me. Block it out. Concentrate on me,” she begged. “Jackson?”

      “I’ll do it,” he promised.

      She held onto that promise, wrapping it around her mind, using it to protect herself. If only she could believe in it, in him, she could do this.

      She lifted her head and opened her eyes.

      She saw the light everywhere now. The metal touched everything, pulsing like a heart gone wild.

      The mind didn’t speak to her. It didn’t need to. It directed its greed towards her as if it were a weapon, the light pulsing further and further through her.

      She wrestled with the mind.

      There were no explosions, no guns, no overt violence – just the pure agony of two powerful minds pitted against each other.

      Jackson somehow found the strength to keep his fingers firmly laced through her own.

      And it gave her the strength she needed. “Concentrate,” she begged once more, “keep it out of your mind. Help me overcome it!”

      He tightened his grip.

      And she tightened hers.

      She could do this.

      She pushed her mind into a point, focusing everything on the metal swamping her body. She just needed to gain control long enough to turn it against the mind, to turn it against its master.

      Time stretched out then condensed into a point.

      Pressure filled her.

      All sound, all sensation, all feeling – all ended.

      From somewhere, or from everywhere, there was a scream. It came up from the floor, echoed around the walls, and pierced into her mind.

      It was falling.

      The mind was falling.

      She could feel its desperation. Though it had no hands, if it had them, they would be clutching at her face as it fell.

      She used the last of her effort to plunge her conscious attention into the metal, and then she shifted it, forcing it back against its master.

      She jerked her eyes open to feel the metal falling from her body. Then she saw it shift and turn, marching towards the mass on the other side of the room.

      The mind continued to scream. But the scream became quieter and quieter until it ended.

      The mind fell. It ended – died in a screech of metal and time.

      The ground below her shook, shunting from left to right as if it were held by a shaking hand.

      “Jackson!” She grabbed him up, the final scraps of his armor falling from him to reveal his clothes and skin underneath.

      Somehow he found his footing and let her pull him forward.

      As she ran towards the wall, she used her last ounce of strength to concentrate. Pressing her eyes half closed, her brow creasing with pressure, she flung herself at it.

      As she did, she willed it to open.

      … And a door formed. Right around her, letting her pass through.

      She ran, willing a path to open up before her.

      One did.

      Before too long, she realized where she was and saw an open door ahead.

      Max.

      Together they ran into the room, Jackson still beside her.

      She saw the destruction.

      The cloud man lay dead in the middle of the room, his corpses all around him.

      At the far end, propped up against a panel, lay Max.

      At first, she thought he was dead. A shot of fear and sorrow snapped through her heart.

      But then he moved.

      His armor was a patchy mess over his body, blood seeping from every crack. With one hand pressed against his stomach and the other loose by his side, he lifted his head.

      Once upon a time, she’d hated Max. To her, he’d been a symbol of corrupt Zeneethian power.

      Now she understood. He’d given his life to protect them. If he hadn’t been able to stop the cloud man, the alien would have killed her.

      Max had helped save this world.

      He held her gaze.

      And she forgave him.

      She forgave everyone. Every Zeneethian, every Ashkan, every guard. Everyone who’d been pulled into this sorry tale. Everyone whose actions had been dictated by a power greater than themselves.

      She forgave them all.

      
        
        …

        Jackson Walker

      

      

      Max rested against the console, staring at them both. He was alert, but he would die. Jackson could see that certainty playing in the Scout’s defeated gaze.

      “We need to help him,” Ki began.

      “No. Get out of here. There’s nothing you can do for me. This city is starting to fall. You need to get to a ship and leave,” Max managed. Though his body was frail, his words were strong.

      Ki began to shake her head.

      Jackson reached forward and placed a hand on her shoulder.

      Max shifted his attention to him. “It’s up to you. Get her out of here. I’ll keep this city solid for as long as I can. But you have to promise me, find the other Zeneethians. Lead them, keep them safe. Heal them.”

      Jackson held his gaze.

      He nodded.

      “Now go.” Max looked up, the blood still pooling beneath him. He held Jackson’s gaze. “I’ve got this. I’ll let you leave. Then I’ll… get rid of this place for good.”

      Jackson lingered in the doorway, staring at the Scout.

      He understood Max.

      “Go,” Max shouted, shifting forward with the effort of screaming, more blood seeping from the wounds that littered his body like daisies through a field.

      Jackson understood. He understood exactly how a man could become like Max. All it took was sacrifice. Ask a man to sacrifice enough, and that’s what you got.

      “Go,” Max begged once more.

      Ki closed her warm hand over Jackson’s and pulled him back. She paused in the doorway, dipping her head low in a bow.

      Max stared at it, sorrow shifting through his gaze. Somehow, he found the strength to dip his own head forward. “Go. As soon as you’re off… I’ll blow it up.”

      That promise stuck in the air. Then Max turned, locking his fingers into the console before him and climbing up it, pushing his elbows and knees against the metal to get the purchase he needed. Locking one blood-soaked, armored hand on the console, he waited.

      “Come on,” Ki called.

      Reluctantly, Jackson let himself be pulled away.

      They ran through the crumbling halls. He’d never seen anything like it and never would again. It was like being in a dream as it fractured back into reality.

      Ki’s hand was so warm over his, it was like an anchor.

      They ran, pushing through the crumbling building until they reached the streets above.

      Everything was ruined. Every building was melting like ice castles left in the sun.

      The only recognizable objects were the plants that had once climbed the walls.

      Chaos surrounded them as they ran forward, chunks of molten metal falling all around them.

      They ran, feet a blur of steps, hearts thrumming in their chests.

      Ahead, he saw the hangar – the once great crackling wall that had covered one side was gone.

      They threw themselves inside, desperation pushing them further and further.

      And then he saw it. Right in the middle of the room. One ship that hadn’t fallen.

      The hangar was crumbling around them, the walls melting into puddles that soaked the floor.

      Somehow, they made it through the chaos and reached the ship. Jackson flung himself at it, ramming a balled-up fist against the smooth metal, hamming on it like a closed door.

      It opened. Maybe it was his desperation, or maybe it was a last gift from Max in the control room.

      The hatch shifted forward with a silent move.

      Jackson threw himself inside, lurching towards the controls.

      He waited for Ki to follow. She didn’t. Not immediately. She lingered, hand locked on the doorway, knuckles pushing against taut white flesh.

      She stared out at the fallen city, subdued horror shifting through her eyes.

      He didn’t hesitate. He reached forward and wrapped a hand around hers, prying it from the doorway so his fingers could lace through her own.

      Without a word, without a promise, he led her inside.

      With a few choked, desperate commands, he managed to get the ship airborne.

      Then they took off. Just shot towards the sky like a bullet, the city falling into ruin behind.

      Suddenly Ki gasped, pressing towards the screen.

      Jackson felt it too.

      It was about to fall.

      For good.

      Sure enough, a shock wave shot towards them, jostling the ship.

      Then it crumbled. That great city fell away like a mere clump of dirt being crushed in a hand.

      They both stared.

      Those great chunks of a once great city falling into the ocean far below.

      The view did not last.

      The ship flew away.

      Jackson knew they didn’t have time. He doubted this ship would hold together long after the destruction of the mind.

      Sure enough, he saw the walls starting to melt.

      He had to land.

      He pressed over the controls, his body taut with rigid tension.

      Then he saw it, just as the console beneath him started to crack apart.

      A slice of land.

      He didn’t know where it was, what country it belonged to.

      He didn’t care.

      None of that mattered anymore.

      He instructed the ship to land. And somehow – somehow it did.

      He swooped in, the hull holding together long enough to land on a soft bed of grass.

      He threw the hatch open, and hand in hand, they jumped up.

      Staggering away from the ship, it began to melt in full, the hull oozing into the grass with a soft hiss.

      He stared at it, mouth agape, heart in his throat.

      All that technology. All that sophistication – all of it gone.

      It could have changed everything – the history of this whole planet. It could have finally stopped the war between Ashka and Tarka. It could have ushered in a new era of peace.

      Suddenly Ki reached over and grabbed up his hand.

      He turned to her.

      With her head on the side, she considered him. “It’s okay,” she said quietly. “It might be gone, but that doesn’t matter.”

      “How could you say that? That technology could have saved so many lives.”

      “And condemned more,” she countered in a quiet tone. “You know it’s possible now. You know you can reach for the stars. Zeneethia proved that was possible.”

      “It will take years, centuries.” He swallowed. “We may never reach that level of sophistication. It’s all lost. And it could have changed everything.”

      “For the worst. That technology condemned countless worlds. And countless races let it, all because they thought they could control it. It wasn’t worth it.”

      “If we’d tried harder,” he began.

      She shook her head softly. “No, Jackson. You felt the mind; you felt what it could do. Power like that – power you don’t create for yourself and you don’t fully understand – will control you, and not the other way around. This time, you can chart a path forward. You can change this world. You know you can reach for the stars, but you can take your own path. One devoid of greed and ambition.”

      He let out a soft laugh as he stared at her.

      There was so much genuine sincerity radiating off her, he couldn’t find the words to argue anymore.

      Maybe she was right, maybe that was the point. They couldn’t have the Zeneethian technology, for the cost was too great. Yet just seeing it proved it was possible. No, proved that something greater was possible. Not just the power to go to the stars, to make a city float, to bring a man back from death. But to do so without greed. To base one’s technology not on the acquisition of more, but the exploration of all.

      Jackson stood there and stared at Ki. His life with her played before his eyes – not just the journey until now, but the one to come.

      He smiled.

      She still held his hand and did not move back. Instead she took a resolute step towards him, staring adoringly up into his gaze.

      “It’s not over,” she said quietly, “our peoples still hate each other,” she warned.

      He nodded. As he did, he brought a hand up and pressed it against her cheek, brushing several stray strands of fringe from her face.

      “Peace is possible,” he remarked as he stared into her eyes. “If it was possible for me, it will be possible for them. We’ll find the other Zeneethian survivors, we’ll help them to reintegrate, and we will use their knowledge to heal this planet.”

      “It’ll be hard,” she said quietly, never looking away from him. “There are still so many enemies out there. Quellor, Bradshaw—”

      He shook his head determinedly. “It doesn’t matter. We’ll find a way. Ki,” he said through a soft laugh, “we brought down the Zeneethian Mind. There’s nothing we can’t do.”

      She joined in his soft laugh.

      Then they stopped, as one.

      She leaned towards him, intention playing through her eyes and her soft smile.

      His heart sang. So much love burst through it, it seemed to grow until it took over his entire body.

      The wind played through the tall grass around them, pushing it against his legs, the soft rustling sound chasing along the breeze.

      They kissed.

      Long overdue, they pressed together, cheek to cheek, lips as one.

      He was Ashkan, she was Tarkan, and it was irrelevant.

      They were both people. People who’d endured an incredible journey. Together.

      Their histories may have diverged to begin with, but now they intertwined. Two souls from warring races who found peace in each other, not apart.

      They lingered, the kiss drawing on and on as the wind rustled around them, the sweet smell of spring flowers blowing on the breeze.

      
        
        The End of Ki

      

      

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Oblivion Gate - Sample

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        There is a gate to another world. The government has known about it for years. Beyond, lies a land like no other. Xandia, the treasure of the gods. Sergeant Mark Sheppard is a member of the Earth Taskforce sent to explore Xandia. A soldier at heart, most of the time he has to play diplomat to the beautiful Lady Tallet. But Xandia has its secrets. So does Grace Brown. She’s just an ordinary human, but her whole life she’s been obsessed by Xandia. Her dreams of its lush plains and mountainous lands eat her up from the inside out. Those dreams are about to turn into a living nightmare as an accident on Earth pulls her through to the Otherside. Sergeant Mark Sheppard will have to do everything he can to take her home. But it won’t be enough. For when Xandia beckons, all fall.

        Oblivion Gate is a thrilling, fast-paced action adventure blending sci-fi and fantasy. It is sure to please fans of Odette C. Bell’s Ki and Betrothed.

      

      

      

      
        
        Chapter 1

        Sergeant Mark Sheppard

      

      

      Another day, another ridiculous request.

      I don’t know why I kept up with them. Okay, I do – my superiors told me to go through with them, and I was a loyal little Army brat. Plus, considering the current situation with the realm on the other side of the wormhole – X4 90, or Xandia, as they called themselves, we had to keep the Othersiders happy.

      Shit, Othersiders. Even though I’d been part of the special military taskforce who restricted and controlled transport through the wormhole for three years now, sometimes it still hit me like it had the very first day I’d found out about the door.

      Once upon a time, humanity had thought it was alone. It had always been wrong. Out there, connected through a network of wormholes, was another realm.

      I could fondly remember over five years ago when I’d been nothing more than a brat in the Academy and the news had hit. Though the top brass had known about it for a full 50 years before that, it had finally got out, as the portal had grown so large, even the top military might in the world hadn’t been able to hide it from view.

      Now everyone knew about it.

      Everyone.

      Though the Othersiders weren’t exactly aliens – as they didn’t come from another planet, but another dimension – it was close. Close enough that it had changed everything. Or it should have changed everything.

      I’d grown up on a steady diet of sci-fi films as a kid, and I knew what was meant to happen on first contact. The world was meant to freak out, lose its shit, riot, and then change. You know, deep-seated, meaningful social change. The kind of change that would finally get rid of inequality and man’s lust for grabbing the resources of others.

      But it hadn’t changed.

      Sure, the media’s favorite topic was the portal, and politicians around the world vied for control of it, but that was it. To the common man, the portal was an incredible fact, but nothing that would change their day-to-day lives.

      It had changed mine, though. Three years ago, when I joined the Taskforce, after half a year of specialized training, I’d been allowed to go to the Otherside.

      I’d seen the footage, read the reports, and known what to expect. But actually going through the portal? It was indescribable. Firstly, the process of walking through a stable wormhole to another dimension was just… nuts. Excuse me if my words have abandoned me, but that’s honestly the only way to describe it. It feels like you’re being torn apart, ripped to shreds, then re-knitted again all in a few precious seconds. And that happens to me every time I have to switch posts from Earth back to Xandia.

      Which is what I had to do this morning. I’d been given another unreasonable request by Lady Tallet of the Zentaria Royal Family to buy her yet another set of Tahitian pearls.

      That’s why I was right now standing in line at a seriously expensive jewelry store, in full dress uniform, trying not to smile too uncomfortably as the rich hoi polloi around me looked at me suspiciously from over the tops of their diamonds and gold.

      Me? I just brought up a hand, flattened my hair again, grabbed my wallet, and kept playing with the hard plastic of the military credit card that would furnish dear Lady Tallet with another set of pearls.

      The military would do anything to keep the Zentaria Royal family on-side. Why? One word. Resources. Of the mineral variety.

      The other realm was an untapped Earth. Kind of like our planet would be if we hadn’t stripped it away through millennia of mining. All the gold, all the precious metals, all the rare earth elements – all the coltan, the lithium, the uranium – it was all still there. And it was ours for the taking.

      And Xandia’s mineral resources were only the beginning. Their true wealth lay in Candarian Ore – a metal that plain didn’t exist on Earth but one that had the potential to completely change our technological evolution. Of all the resources the Xandians had, Candarian was the one they held onto the tightest. We’d only just managed to get our hands on some samples over the past several years, and they’d blown our scientists’ minds. Get enough Candarian, or so the theory went, and Earth’s clean energy crisis would be a thing of the past.

      Heck, if you believed some of the ancient Xandian scriptures, Candarian was just the beginning. Scratch deep enough under the surface of Xandia, and there was yet more magic for the tacking.

      So we played nice. The military did everything conceivable to keep the ruling family of Zentaria on-side.

      As a loyal representative of the Army, I had to play nice too. So I smoothed a smile on my face as soon as the lady at the counter dealt with her final customer.

      “Here for the special order?” She let her gaze tick down my dress uniform.

      I pulled out my card. “They called ahead?”

      “They always do.”

      Thankfully she was quick and efficient and had the pearls boxed up as soon as she could. Which meant I could get out of that stuffy store and onto the street beyond before I lost my nerve and started to question if jewelry errand-boy was the job I’d signed up for when I’d decided to serve my country.

      It was a blisteringly hot day, and the only reason I was being forced to wear a full dress uniform was that this was official business. Hell, I was even being forced to wear my hat. Though I’d taken it off in the store out of politeness, I had to cram it back on my head the moment I was out on the street.

      I’d even been a good, dutiful little soldier boy and straightened my pin. Both were requisite branding when it came to the Portal Taskforce. It was part of the UN’s attempts to keep the portal front and center in people’s minds. Part of their attempt to show everybody that we were winning – that we were safe, and that we were getting everything out of the portal that we needed.

      As I looked around the street, casting my glance over the various pedestrians as they chatted on their phones and drove past in their cars, I kind of wondered what the point was.

      When the portal had first been discovered – or at least made public – it had been done so with the promise that this would change everything. They’d said there’d be a quantum leap forward in human technology, but that promise hadn’t come to fruition.

      Yet.

      Who knew how many more Tahitian pearls I’d have to buy to get our hands on more samples of Candarian?

      There was another option – we could just take it. Earth’s military might far outstripped that of the Othersiders.

      Technically.

      And there was a big damn technicality.

      Though the majority of Xandians led a relatively simple life compared to humans, there were glaring exceptions.

      Your average Xandian had a roughly agrarian lifestyle centered around farming and trade.

      Their gods, however, did not.

      Yeah. I just said gods. Once upon a time, I’d been a religious man. Then I’d met them. They looked roughly the same as an average Xandian, but they had… Christ, how do I put this without sounding like an imaginative kid?

      They had powers.

      Super strength, agility, quick healing, extreme physical resilience – you name it. They also had strange powers that couldn’t be explained.

      So while technically Earth could just assault Xandia and take what we want, their gods were a wild card we couldn’t estimate. Though we’d tried to study them, they were strictly off limits. You’d see them walking through a crowded marketplace or off in the distance in one of the Royal palaces, but never up close.

      There was a standing reward out for any military officer who could get close enough to a god to figure out how they worked.

      Until that happened, Earth would have to play by Xandia’s rules.

      And there was a bucket-ton. They were a highly superstitious race. I wasn’t talking black cats and broken mirrors, here – I was talking demons and myths. You couldn’t shake the hand of a Xandian if yours were cold – cold hands meant you’d been infected with demon breath. You couldn’t speak if you had a stutter – a stutter meant an evil spirit had hold of your tongue.

      That was just the beginning. The list of Xandian rules was so extensive, every person sent from Earth was given a pocketbook of them they had to keep on them at all times.

      Those were just the small rules. The big rules were even more insane.

      It was forbidden to drag the sun from the sky.

      It was forbidden to wake up the sleeping Goddess of Death.

      And it was forbidden to bring Pandora home.

      Though the first two didn’t make any sense, that last one at least struck a chord.

      Pandora was no transliteration mistake – it was the same word as the ancient Greek. It was the same damn myth too. To the Xandians, if Pandora was ever brought home, she would open a box of all that was bad, evil, and forbidden. She would unleash the demons of Xandia upon the world once more, and the realm would be swallowed up.

      Though I usually didn’t believe in coincidences, this one got to me. By all accounts, the portal hadn’t opened 50 years ago – it had only been found then. So it technically was within the realm of possibility that other humans had wandered into Xandia before, and maybe they could have brought their knowledge of Greek myths with them. Yet there was a problem with that theory – the primary portal gate was a full kilometer above international waters in the Indian Ocean.

      Just thinking about the sheer possibilities gave me a headache, and I yanked a hand up, pressed it across my brow, and tried hard to massage away the pain.

      That’s when my phone rang.

      I picked it up, not even bothering to look at the screen. “I’ve got the damn pearls. Keep your shirt on. Have you set the coordinates for the sub-portal?”

      “You always sound so grumpy in the morning,” Cadet Sparks commented with a lilting laugh.

      “That’s because I am grumpy. How are the negotiations with the Vandax going?”

      “Badly. I tell you, the more we negotiate with the Othersiders, the savvier they get. If you believed the reports 15 years ago, they were nothing but primitives.”

      I growled. I hated that word. “Then we came along, screwed them over for their minerals, and they eventually got wise. It happens, Sparks. And it’s their right to demand adequate compensation for loss of material wealth.”

      Wherever Sparks was, I swear she was rolling her eyes at me.

      So I just set my teeth into a grim line. “How about that sub-portal, though? Is it up? I was told by Colonel Ventari that these pearls are an integral part of negotiations with the Zentaria family.”

      “They are, they are. And we’ve got a sub-portal opening up in a secure transport station in the middle of the city. You don’t need me to guide you there, do you, Shep?”

      “I’ve been there thousands of times; I think I’ll be fine,” I said grumpily.

      “You should try to catch a bit of beauty sleep before you go see dear Lady Tallet. She’ll be disappointed if you’re this gritty.”

      “Had to get up at 4 o’clock in the morning to transport over here and buy these damn pearls. Lady Tallet can take me as I am.”

      Sparks let out a significant laugh. “I’d be careful, Sergeant – she’ll take you up on that offer.”

      I winced. Once upon a time I’d liked to think that my life had been complicated. Five years ago before I’d found out about the existence of the Othersiders, I’d thought there’d been too much on my plate. From shifting family relations to growing up as the son of a decorated general, there’d always been too many machinations for me to juggle.

      Now?

      Now I was right in the middle of two frigging realms. If I thought my life had been complicated then, I could now appreciate that I’d been nothing but naïve.

      Now the whole goddamn world was complicated. Because now the world was two.

      Turning off the phone and returning it to my pocket, I rubbed my face and made an automatic beeline for the security station. There were several in the city, but only one big one. My team and I referred to it as the train to oblivion. Though that wasn’t the technical name of the continent on the Otherside, it was close. They called it Oblevia. We called it oblivion.

      Humans always love a shortcut, after all.

      And that right there – looking for shortcuts – summed up everything to do with Earth relations with the Otherside.

      Before I could descend too far into my twisting thoughts, I heard a siren.

      It wasn’t that unusual – this was a big city. But it was a loud siren.

      A second later?

      A second later there was an explosion.

      Not close enough that it threw me onto the road and blasted my eardrums to smithereens, but close enough that I ducked down instinctively and shifted toward a parked car.

      With my heart in my throat, I turned, and I saw a plume of smoke rising over the city.

      Everyone began to scream and run in the opposite direction.

      I tucked the pearls under my arm and ran toward the smoke.

      I wouldn’t get there fast enough.

      
        
        Oblivion Gate is complete, and there are four episodes in total. You can pick them up today.
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        Do you want to read more great fiction? For plenty of free series starters, serializations, and information on current and upcoming titles, visit www.odettecbell.com today.

      

        

      
        To sign up for the Odette C. Bell new-release newsletter, head to www.odettecbell.com/sign-up-forms/sign-up-2

      

        

      
        For a full list of series, head here: www.odettecbell.com/books

      

        

      
        Thank you for reading!

      

      

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More complete sci-fi series by Odette C. Bell

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Plain Jane – She’s a hidden princess. He’s the galaxy’s greatest hero.

        A Princess Rising – She’s a runaway princess. He’s her old guard. He’ll do anything to find her; she’ll do anything to escape.

        A Time of Kings – In the Zenith Kingdom, kings are not born - they are remembered.  

        Betrothed – She’s betrothed to the most powerful man in the galaxy, but he cannot recognize her and time is running out.

        Ever – The galaxy has waited centuries to use her. He must stop them.

        Final Game – She's the top-rated player in a galactic-wide game. Then she meets a real soldier who doesn’t like playing around.

        Finder's Gate – He hunts treasure, and she’s his greatest find.    

        Hena - What will you be doing when the world ends?

        Lucky Star – She wakes 400 years in the future to a war only she can stop.

        Ghost of Mind – She’s the last of her kind in a galaxy that will fight for her last drop of power. He’s tasked to find her.

        Shattered Destiny (the sister series of Betrothed) – She’s a hardened survivor; he’s a prince. They’re destined to be, but this time, they may be broken apart forever.

        Star Destiny – Her world is dying, and only she can help.

        Star Soldier – Her world is dying. She is chosen to save it.

        The Betwixt – She's a ditz; he's a hero. Together, they must save the galaxy.

        The Crucible – She’s a weapon bred to win wars. He’s meant to use her. He won’t.

      

        

      
        Galactic Coalition Academy

      

        

      
        A Galactic Coalition Academy is a continuing meta-series. It is set in the same universe and centers around the adventures of graduates and recruits of the Coalition Academy. Every series is pure space opera.

      

        

      
        #1 Ouroboros – She’s the worst recruit in a century; he’s the best the academy has. Together, they’re thrown through time to save the Milky Way.

        #2 Broken – He’s a powerful, decorated soldier with a shady history. She’s a budding journalist who senses a story. Together, they’re pitted against the greatest enemy known.

        #3 Axira – She is different. Powerful. A soldier of centuries. She’s never needed help until she needs his.

        #4 The Lost Star – She’s a weak recruit with a secret; her power is unmatched. He can’t get out of his brother’s shadow.

        #5 Fractured Mind – Her nightmares could bring down the galaxy unless he can stop them.

        #6 Ava – She inherits the greatest AI in the galaxy. He’s the only man she can trust, but he can’t trust himself.

        #7 Vira – She’s the greatest weapon in the galaxy. He has to control her. He can’t

        #8 War Begins – He’s a psychic but he’s never met a mind like hers.    

        #9 The Admiral – She’s the greatest commander ever seen, and the battle for the galaxy starts now.

        #10 The Eye of the Gods – She has a secret that could bring down the galaxy. He doesn't care – he hates her. 

        #11 The Hand of the Gods – She’s the best the Academy's got. He isn’t. Where she shines, he's tarnished down to the core.

      

      

    

  



OEBPS/images/odette-c-bell-2.jpg
orserir ( BELL





OEBPS/images/ki-2020-the-complete-series.jpg
ODETTE C.B E LL

FROM THE AUTHOR OF GHOST OF MIND AND A PLAIN JANE





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/odette-c-bell.jpg
o (BE






