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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.
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