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      Blurb

      

      
        3 books. One volume. Binge the complete Ki series.
      

      

      
        In a snapped second his life changes.
      

      A woman falls from the sky, right before his eyes. 

      She is his enemy. Yet the men that hunt her are worse. 

      As his life crashes down around him, Jackson is faced with a horrible choice: blind loyalty to the country he loves or informed betrayal for a woman he hardly knows.

      He chooses her.

      ....

      Ki follows an ex-soldier and a priestess fighting to save their kingdoms from a shadowy enemy. If you love your fantasies with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Ki today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Ki Book One

  
    Prologue

    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.

  
    Chapter 1

    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.

  
    Chapter 2

    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.

  
    Chapter 3

    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
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