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      Blurb

      

      
        Stuck in the desert with no food and water, things are desperate. Ki and Jackson may have fled Avictus Island, but the real challenge is still ahead.
      

      The next leg of their journey takes them through the wastelands of Farsight and right into the arms of more mystery and even greater danger. Their growing relationship is the only force that keeps them sane, yet it is not enough to keep them safe.

      ....

      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 Book Two today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Chapter 1

    The sun had burned and dried everything around them. Over centuries it had pushed the desert on, crumbling the ground and seas and forests into nothing but sand.

    Now those undulating dunes were all they could see. They went on forever, stretching out in every direction and lined by the dance of the wind

    They’d been walking for days. Traveling mostly at night, they’d navigated using the stars and Jackson had used his knowledge of this waste-like expanse to find them what little food and water he could.

    She couldn’t go on like this forever though. Ki had been through a lot over the past month, and Jackson had hardly fared better.

    Yet they had no other option – continue on or die.

    For the first day Jackson had frothed with questions. Now they were free of Major Victor Bradshaw and Avictus Island, they could pursue the mysteries of the Zeneethians on their own. All too soon he’d realized that unless they made it through the Farsight Desert however, they would not get the opportunity.

    Stumbling, she tried to force her frozen limbs to cooperate. Temperatures during the day were blistering, but at night the desert was a cold, penetrating shroud she could not break free from.

    Though Jackson had insisted on giving her his shoes, her toes still curled and fought against the numb, tingling sensation that ate away at them.

    She tried to keep animated by promising herself this vast expanse of nothingness could not go on forever. With every step, they had to be getting closer to Gora – the ancient city Jackson had vowed was on the edge of the Farsight Desert. It was going to be their first port of call on their new journey. He’d assured her there was a library in Gora that was just as old as the city itself. It was filled with scrolls, books, and tablets dating back to the founding of the entire province.

    Marching around in a stuffy library, blowing dust off antique tomes, was a world apart from trekking through this expanse. She clutched onto the thought of it, letting it distract her from the probing wind and call of the desert wolf.

    “We’re getting closer,” Jackson whispered.

    It was something he routinely promised every hour or so as he tipped his head back to gaze up at the stars above.

    She nodded mutely, pushing out a hand and resting it on the undulating dune beside her as she clambered down it. Her boots were full of sand, and though she tried to clean them as often as she could, after several steps, they would fill up again.

    “If we’re lucky, we’ll come across one of those old campsites I’ve mentioned before,” Jackson croaked as he spoke, his voice soft and hardly carrying beyond the call of the wind.

    He was not whispering to keep their presence hidden; there was no one to hide from out here. His voice was a quiet murmur because he’d been giving her nearly all the water he’d been able to scrounge.

    She didn’t respond. For the first few hours of their desert trek, they’d argued and bickered as usual, but now fatigue and the never-ending wilds of Farsight had taken their toll.

    “Ki, we’ll make it through this,” he tried again. Giving a raspy cough, he shook his head and patted his throat. “We’re bound to stumble across one of those campsites. During the Fourth War, this area was hotly contested. It’s a wonder we haven’t come across anything yet.”

    They had come across things, but she shuddered at the mere memory of them.

    Bones dotted through the sand, the last tattered scraps of some uniform half-buried under a dune, even chunks of old bomb casings with the remnants of the Ashkan flag still visible.

    Jackson had scrounged what he could. He’d given her his own shirt and pants when he’d found a khaki uniform buffeting around in the wind. Though she’d tried to decline them, the prospect of continuing to swan around in her pale blue hospital gown had been too terrible to ignore. He’d also been fortunate enough to come across several old water canisters and a damaged but still sharp hunting knife.

    Yet the fabled campsites he’d promised had not eventuated.

    “Ki?”

    “Yes, Jackson,” she answered, drawing her arms in and rubbing her stiff fingers over her wrists.

    “We’ve got to keep our spirits up. We’ve traveled a good distance. Gora can’t be far off now.”

    She appreciated what he was trying to do, yet as the cold sank further into her back with every step, she could hardly pay attention to his words, let alone formulate a response.

    This was just the beginning. Whether they made it to Gora or not would likely turn out to be a moot point. The force they were up against was immense. The precious few facts they knew about the Zeneethians became insignificant in the face of what they did not know. Though Jackson had tried to speculate, they could only guess the motivations of that mysterious race.

    What Ki knew, however, was that her knees were locking up from the cold and her burned cheeks and forehead tingled with a dull pain as they adjusted from the scorching heat of the day.

    “This isn’t like you – you aren’t usually this quiet.” Jackson scratched at his throat. Though he’d gotten the chance to shave off his beard on Avictus Island, stubble was now returning. It seemed to bother him, as he plucked and itched at it continually, running one of his large and tanned hands along his beard and down his neck whenever he could. “I usually can’t make you shut up.”

    Despite the chill, one of her eyebrows sliced up. “I will have you know that priestesses often choose to keep their silence. It helps to center the mind.”

    “Ah, there you go,” he chuckled.

    Her other eyebrow twitched up. “Are you mocking me again?”

    “No, I’m trying to draw you into a conversation to keep your mind off the bone-numbing cold. And the only way to do that, apparently, is to take a stab at you.” He laughed again, his cheeks full under that dark ray of stubble.

    She gave a slight harrumph. He took it as yet another opportunity to chuckle at her expense.

    Speeding up, she tried to get past him.

    “Oh no, don’t try that again. Every time you walk off in a huff, you either get kidnapped or cause a cave-in.” He marched to catch up with her, the sound of sand scattering around his every step soft but distinct.

    “Excuse me, but I’m fully capable of looking after myself—” she began. She did not get the chance to finish berating him though. Her over-large boot snagged on something under the sand, and she fell forward.

    Like a flash, he was at her side, hauling her up by the elbow. She caught a close glimpse of his expression as he helped her to her feet. The half-moon above cast its silvery glow down over the barren desert, and it provided just enough illumination to see the flickering humor playing through his eyes.

    Smiling again, he ticked his head to the side. “You were saying?”

    “I tripped.” She pulled her arm free, but the move was not sharp. A month ago she would have yanked back like her life depended on it – because it had. Now she simply pushed his fingers away.

    Jackson shrugged affably, clapped his hands together, rubbed them for warmth, and got to his knees.

    He was close enough to her that his arm brushed past her leg.

    Though her instinct was to track backward quickly, she didn’t move.

    “Well, my lady.” Jackson grunted a little as he tried to pull something from the sand, “let’s see what the trouble is.”

    Crumpling her arms around her as she scrunched her lips in, she waited.

    Jackson had hold of the corner of something, and though he heaved, his shoulders straining against his tight khaki shirt, he couldn’t pull it free from the sand.

    He yanked at it again, then stopped, resting back on his haunches. “Are you just going to stand there, or are you going to give me a hand? You priestesses ever do any manual labor? Or were you holed up in your monastery while the unworthy cleaned your floors and grew your food?”

    She stared at him darkly, a move that was pointless in the poor light, but one she could not help. Getting to her knees, she brought her face close to the mysterious object. “I’ve already told you we had to look after ourselves. I’m very used to manual labor.” She ran her hand over the jutting piece of metal, “now hand me your knife.”

    “You did tell me, and I was teasing, but do you really think I deserve to be stabbed for it?”

    She rolled her eyes. “Jackson, the knife?”

    “Don’t I get a lawyer or a court case or something?” He pulled the knife from his belt and handed her the hilt carefully.

    “No. You are clearly guilty. There’s no point in formalities.” She started to dig away at the sand mounded around the mysterious object.

    “Oh, really? So what are my charges?”

    “You have to wander through the desert with a no-good, dirty Tarkan priestess and keep her safe from a legendary race of sky dwellers.” She didn’t look at him as she spoke. She concentrated on shifting the sand. Perhaps she also wanted to hide her awkward smile.

    Jackson laughed louder, not seeming to care that his voice sounded croaky and broken from dehydration and heat. “I suppose I can put up with that. But you’ve forgotten something. I also have to—”

    He stopped. He snapped forward and grabbed her hand, the force of his fingers locking her wrist in place.

    “Jackson—”

    “Don’t move,” he breathed. “Just… don’t move.”

    Alarm rose through her. Panting, she looked at him. His eyes were rimmed with white, his teeth bared as he stared down at the metal object nervously.

    “What is it?” She could hardly speak. Her hand began to shake, but he tightened his grip, pulling her backward slowly and deliberately until the knife no longer touched the sand.

    “Just… get up very, very slowly. Walk away.” He let go of her hand gradually, his warmth lingering around her wrist.

    “Jackson—”

    “It’s a bomb.”

    She shivered. “Oh my god.”

    “Looks as if it’s never gone off. Move as carefully as you can. Don’t shift any more sand towards it.”

    She didn’t move. “You can’t stay here.”

    He looked up at her. “I have no intention of getting blown up. I didn’t flee Avictus Island just to get done by a 50-year-old bomb. But you are moving first,” he added in a firm, definite voice.

    She didn’t argue. If there was one thing she’d learned about Jackson so far, it was there was no point in challenging him. Whenever he made up his mind, a god would be unable to change it.

    Taking a single breath and holding it tight in her chest, she inched back as carefully as she could.

    “That’s it. Just take it slow,” he encouraged. He was no longer looking at her. His attention was centered on those few fragments of worn metal poking out from the dune.

    She felt the hard sand shift under her knees as she maneuvered back.

    Just as she pushed up onto her feet, a keen, loud cry cut through the silent night.

    A desert wolf.

    The unexpected howl shocked her, and she jolted, sucking in a gasp.

    He raised a hand slowly, fingers stiff. Not looking at her, he offered a quick, “It’s okay.”

    Moving back fast now, she turned and started to climb up the nearest dune. Craning her neck behind her as she scrambled up it, she couldn’t take her eyes off him. “Jackson, get up. I’m far enough away now. Come on.”

    He didn’t shift.

    “Jackson, don’t you dare try to defuse it.” A cold fear spread through her chest, and she ground to a halt. “Jackson?”

    “I couldn’t if I tried, especially in the dark,” he managed after a long pause.

    She closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath.

    It wasn’t over yet though.

    Not daring to blink, despite the wind shear, she stared at him. With movements so small she could barely register them, he backed away. Even in the dim moonlight, she could see how tense his shoulders and neck were.

    Never turning from the partially covered bomb, he backed away up the steep side of the dune just behind him. With his body low to the ground and one hand clutching the knife as the other was spread wide for balance, he didn’t say a word. Nodding at her with a sharp move, he made a clear signal for her to keep moving.

    She made it to the top of the dune. They were now more than twenty meters away from each other.

    “Just stay there, I’ll come around to you.” Jackson let out a deep, resounding sigh, even doubling over and planting his hands on his knees.

    She opened her mouth to respond.

    There was a scampering behind her – the scrabbling sound of something moving fast over sand.

    Then there was a growl. Distinct and grating, it cut through the air around her.

    “Ki,” Jackson screamed.

    He’d promised her the desert wolves would not attack them. The first time she’d heard one of their keening cries, he’d assured her they never hunted anything larger than an Ashkan mole-rat.

    He was wrong.

    The wolf launched itself at Ki. She heard the sound of it shifting forward just as Jackson screamed her name in abject desperation.

    Its paws locked into her back, the impossibly sharp claws slashing into her skin. It pushed into her, and she tumbled forward, back down the dune she’d just climbed.

    The wolf was thrown off and jumped deftly onto the sand, scrabbling down towards her.

    She tumbled all the way back to the dip between the dunes. Ki continued to roll until she slammed up against something sharp.

    The bomb.

    She lay there, winded, eyes drawing wide with undiluted panic as she waited for the wolf to pounce.

    It didn’t.

    She could hear it growling and the sound of it pacing back and forth over the steep dune.

    She could hardly breathe as she continued to wait. Either the bomb below her would explode, or the wolf would make its final pounce.

    Neither happened.

    “J-Jackson? Wh-wh-what’s it doing?”

    “It’s just pacing. It’s halfway down the dune. It’s not getting any closer. But, Ki, don’t move.”

    She went to nod, then realized how suicidal that would be. So she just lay there, her senses hyper-aware as she listened to the wolf.

    The exposed metal from the bomb dug into her right shoulder. It didn’t feel like it had cut the skin, but it was shoved deep into her flesh, causing just as much agony. She didn’t dare shift one millimeter against it, let alone pull herself up.

    Any sudden movement could trigger the bomb to detonate.

    As a child, she’d grown up in a town that had been heavily shelled in the Fifth War. Once when she’d gone walking in the birch forest outside her grandmother’s home, she’d come across a bomb. Intact, it had been covered in dirt, weeds, and vines.

    She’d been a curious child. Too curious. She’d poked and prodded at it with no understanding of the risks.

    She’d also been lucky. Only when she had decided to leave had the thing detonated. At least ten meters away and behind a thick-trunked oak, she’d been shielded from the blast. Ringing ears and a few scrapes and bruises later, she’d had the fortune of returning home. Yet she’d never forgotten that day.

    The power of that blast had been horrendous.

    She was now lying against a similar device.

    With sweat covering her brow as she panted in fright, she stared up at the half-moon above.

    “Don’t try to speak, don’t try to move. The wolf… it’s still not attacking. It’s just… what the hell is it doing?” Jackson sounded desperate. His words were quick and slurred, the croak gone from his voice.

    “Jackson?”

    “Don’t speak. Look, I’ll try to draw it away. Stay where you are.”

    She wanted to joke that she didn’t have anywhere else to go. She didn’t though. She lay there, pain snaking through her back and into her arms and legs. She wanted to turn to track what was going on, but she couldn’t.

    It was torture.

    She knew she should draw on her years of emotional training to calm herself, but it was hard. All she wanted was to turn to see how he was.

    There was a scrabbling sound. It was either the wolf or Jackson, she couldn’t tell.

    Her panting increased as her heart felt like it beat as fast as a humming bird’s wings.

    Jackson grunted. The wolf growled. There was yet more scratching and the tumbling of sand.

    She would have given anything to know what was going on.

    Jackson gave a sudden cry.

    “Jackson? Jackson?”

    He wouldn’t answer.

    She knew if she moved, she could set off the bomb. She didn’t care. She had to check on him.

    Pushing her hands into the sand around her, she moved to get up.

    “No, no, no, you can’t move.” Jackson tumbled down the sand dune and came to a sudden but controlled rest next to her.

    She spluttered through a relieved sigh. “Oh my god, you’re alive.”

    “You sound relieved,” he joked. He did that a lot these days. It seemed to come easier to him the longer they spent in each other’s company.

    Now was not the time for levity though, and she did not join in.

    Yet she could appreciate the sentiment.

    “Any more of that and I might start to think you like me,” he chuckled.

    She could not, however, appreciate that sentiment. It made her shift suddenly and uncomfortably.

    “Whoa… d-don’t—” Jackson began.

    Something began to whir. She could hear it from underneath her. It moved up through her body, vibrating over the pain that locked her shoulder.

    “It’s starting up.” Jackson shook as he spoke.

    “Move back. Get out of here.” She went to push him away.

    He caught her hand and grabbed her forward. She gasped at the shock of being pulled off the bomb.

    “Move.” He pushed into her, shoving her up the dune.

    They made it to the top before it exploded. It flung them both forward, a cascade of sand slamming into their backs as they were dashed into the dune. Jackson locked his arm over her back, moving forward until he covered her head with his chest.

    Her face was almost buried in the bank, and she sucked in sand with every breath, but Jackson did not move back until the blast had settled.

    Her ears felt like they would burst. Her body tingled all over, and it seemed like sand lined her throat and nose. Coughing and spluttering, they both got to their knees. Pushing the back of her hand over her mouth, she virtually retched.

    Jackson swore loudly, or at least she assumed he did. The ringing in her ears was still deafening, but she watched his lips move sharply.

    Getting to his knees shakily, he took several steps forward until he could stare back down into the dip. It was now a crater with swathes of dark blast marks up the sides.

    Still coughing, she rose to meet him. “God…” she mumbled.

    Chunks of metal were scattered through the crater, and they smoldered softly, wisps of trailing smoke visible despite the night. Here and there, flickers of dying embers and super-heated metal caught her eye. Soon the frozen desert would extinguish them, but for now, they showed just how violent the explosion had been.

    Through the buzzing in her ears, she heard a dull murmur. She turned to see Jackson speaking. Tapping her ears, she shook her head.

    He appeared to understand instantly. Placing a hand flat on his chest, he indicated he would go down to the crater but she should stay where she was.

    Not capable of bickering, considering she could hardly hear him, she stood on the verge of that dune, staring down. She watched as he took heavy, careful steps into the crater, his arms spread wide for balance.

    They’d been fortunate to find some old army boots dotted amongst the sand, even though they were not a pair. If Jackson hadn’t been wearing them now, his toes and feet would have blistered from the heat. Though the sand would cool quickly, it would still be ferociously warm from the explosion.

    After a tense minute or so, he finally waved her down with a large, expressive sweep of his arm.

    Her hearing was starting to return in fits and bursts, though a constant, tinnitus-like drone was still present. It was enough to pick up the distant call of a wolf.

    Her back arched with the sudden memory of it. The explosion had chased it from her mind, but now she could recall it pouncing into her back and pushing her down the dune.

    Clutching at her side, trying to lever her arm up until she could push her fingers into the back of her shoulder, she searched for the cuts she knew would be there. Her whole back throbbed from where she’d fallen on the bomb, and the rest of her body tingled from the still-raw memory of the blast, yet as she pried, she could feel the rips in her shirt. Bringing her hand around, she saw her fingers wet with blood.

    Though she could not tell, she doubted her injuries were too severe – a couple of deep cuts, an aching shoulder, and some momentary deafness. All things considered, she was extremely lucky.

    “Ki, Ki, you okay?” Jackson reached a hand out to her, latching it onto her elbow tenderly as he stared down at her face, shifting his head so he could see her from every angle.

    She nodded, making a face as she brought a hand up to her ear to boost her compromised hearing.

    “Good.” He let his hand linger against her elbow then finally removed it as he turned to face the blast site before them.

    Peering over his shoulder, she was amazed by just how much damage the old bomb had caused. Shivering, it made her wonder what would have happened to her if she hadn’t gotten away from it soon enough.

    “Jackson,” she mumbled, ticking her head to the side as she tried to hear herself speak.

    He turned back to her for a brief moment, offering an encouraging nod before he twisted to face the impact site. She saw the briefest flicker of confusion crumple his brow and nose.

    Shifting to the side, she stepped around him just as he got to his knees. “There’s something here.” He began to push at the sand with his boots.

    Joining him, she felt her once-hot cheeks pale.

    There was a hole.

    The explosion had leveled the sand all around and had exposed a dark dip less than half a meter from where the bomb had been lodged.

    It could have been nothing more than a trick of the moonlight, a shadow caused by a hollow recess, but as Jackson pushed at it, Ki watched his boot disappear out of sight.

    “There’s a hole.” He nodded sharply as he yanked his foot back and clambered onto his belly for a closer look.

    “What is it?” She shuffled down alongside him. Now she was down low, she could see how deep the hole went.

    “That may just be one of our fabled campsites.” Jackson grunted as he kicked at it.

    “Is that safe? What if we fall in?”

    “It should be fine. Now give me a hand, if you can.” He shifted around and began to dig at the sand, heaping it behind him.

    Ki followed his lead, trying to ignore the pain in her back. It quickly became too much though, and she was forced to sit up on her knees, arching her shoulders as she closed her eyes in a tight groan.

    “Damn, I forgot, how’s your back?” Jackson scrambled around her, still on his haunches, sand scattering over his pants and boots.

    She felt him lightly touch her right shoulder, and she flinched forward, even though she’d been expecting it. “Is it… okay? It doesn’t feel… too bad.”

    Jackson sucked in air through his teeth. “I don’t think they need stitches, but we’re going to have to keep an eye on them.”

    She nodded.

    “That was a lucky escape. But if our luck holds further, we might just be able to find something down there to help us.” Jackson moved around and settled back to digging at the hole.

    Before too long, they’d managed to uncover enough sand so they could see straight through. There was some kind of cavern or building beyond. Despite the dim moonlight from above, she could still see far enough into it to confirm the size of the space.

    “Well, how about that? My guess is this is an old building or base that’s been covered by the dunes over the past fifty years or so. Could even be older. Makes sense. The bomb would have been aimed at it.”

    Sucking at her lips, she tried to peer further into the hole, pushing forward to get a better view. Before she could poke her head inside, she felt Jackson place a hand firmly on her shoulder.

    “We shouldn’t explore it until daylight. If we should head in there at all, that is. Granted the building has obviously stood underneath all of this sand for years, but the explosion may have undermined its structural integrity.” Jackson did not pull his hand from her arm until she’d turned to him.

    “It’s still an hour or two until dawn, do you really want to waste that time hanging around here?” she challenged as she crumpled her shoulders, trying to shift the throbbing pain that still drew through them.

    Jackson watched her as she did, his lips pressing thin. “Actually,” he wiped at his mouth, letting his fingers latch onto his chin, “I’m kind of hoping there’s some alcohol in there.”

    Her previously concerned expression flattened. “Sorry?”

    He chuckled. “It’s always worth it just to see your expression. But no, madam priestess, I’m not hoping to get you drunk. I want something to disinfect your wounds. This desert might offer a dry heat, but cuts like that could still fester. Plus, I really wouldn’t mind getting you a drink one of these days,” he added through a boyish grin.

    She chose to ignore him, yet there was something she could not ignore. In a flash, she remembered how that wolf had pushed her down into the crater, yet had not followed.

    Dropping her gaze until she stared at her knees, she shook her head lightly. “I don’t understand. I thought you promised that those desert wolves don’t attack anything larger than a mole rat?”

    The boyish grin froze and quickly melted into regret. Shrugging, he tracked a hand down his face, sand falling from his fingernails as he did. “They aren’t meant to. Hell, nothing about this makes sense.”

    “Why didn’t it… finish me off?” Scattered goosebumps lifted up over her arms as a chill caught her.

    “I… I don’t know. You fell down. Then it just stayed there, pacing back and forth about halfway up the dune. It was as if it was too scared to come down.”

    “Do you think it was scared of the bomb?” she hazarded.

    Jackson snorted lightly. “I don’t really think it knows what a bomb is.”

    “What’s your explanation then?” she countered quickly.

    “I don’t have one….”

    They dwindled into silence.

    Eventually they gave up trying to make sense of the wolf’s behavior and settled down to wait for dawn. Jackson insisted on giving her his shirt, even though she turned a vibrant pink as she watched him taking it off. More than once he took the time to laugh at her. Then they hunkered down into the cold sand.

    Hugging her arms around her middle, she closed her eyes tightly. Her back still ached with a penetrating throb, but at least she was alive.

    As she heard Jackson’s soft breathing from her side, she smiled. She could be thankful for another thing, too: at least she was not alone.

    The man she had once hated was still at her side, and in the comfort of the dark night, she could admit she wouldn’t want anyone else.

  
    Chapter 2

    Things were heating up, finally. It had been two chilly hours he’d spent huddled up beside her. His arms were locked hard from the cold, his fingers too stiff to move. Yet as the sun had started to lift above the dunes, sending a dim glow along the horizon, he’d felt the warmth return.

    It would take barely an hour for the temperature to double. Within two, the sun would be high enough that its penetrating rays would be back to burning his skin.

    Jackson had always hated the desert. The few times he’d had to venture into it for training, he’d vowed never to return. At least in the wilderness, there was water. Even in the frozen wastelands of the south, there was snow. Here you had to scrounge for every drop you could find. If it hadn’t been for lady luck and his survival training, they would never have made it through a single day.

    Ki, as always, was being stoic about her pain. He knew the gashes along her back would ache like hell. She’d probably done herself some damage falling on the bomb too. Yet she never said anything. She simply pressed her lips together into a thin line and got on with it.

    Forcing his stiff knees to stand, he grumbled at the pain that shot through them. His body was an odd mix of numb and aching. Given an hour or two, the numbness would be gone and the burning, horrible heat would be back. Or perhaps it wouldn’t be. If he could satisfy himself that the underground building was stable enough, they could spend the worst of the day in there, safely tucked away from the brunt of the sun and heat.

    Not wanting to disturb Ki, he moved around her quietly. She was still sleeping, her arms crossed in front of her chest as her head rested into the dune behind her.

    She looked very peaceful, a marvel considering what she’d been through over the past month. Somehow she’d managed to live through cave-ins, sinister majors, even kidnap attempts from futuristic soldiers. Yet as she lay there, she looked… normal. Like an ordinary woman. Not Tarkan, not a priestess, not a prize the Zeneethians were after. Just Ki.

    When he’d first met her, the fact she was Tarkan was one he could not get over. It had informed his every move, his every attitude. Now he hardly thought about it.

    She blinked one eye open and glanced at him. “Why are you watching me, Jackson?”

    Startled, he spluttered, patting at his hair as a quick embarrassment warmed his cheeks. “I thought you were asleep.”

    “I was meditating. But you haven’t answered the question, why were you staring at me?”

    Unusually awkward, he shuffled backward a few steps and shrugged. “I was just checking that you were alright,” he lied.

    She didn’t challenge him further. Instead she got to her knees, stretching as she did. Halfway through extending her arms, she winced and let them drop immediately. “Ow, I kind of forgot about that.”

    “I haven’t.” He shifted his jaw from side to side uncomfortably. Clearing his throat, he nodded down at the uncovered entrance below him. “Ready to do some adventuring? If it looks safe enough down there, we can spend the day sleeping and head out again tonight.”

    She stood up, brushing down on her pants and shirt neatly. They were way too large for her. They had been his, after all. Yet the way she swiped the sand off and straightened them was with the same dignity she had worn her flowing priestess robes. It brought a warm smile to his lips.

    “Right… I kind of hope there aren’t too many surprises down there,” she conceded through a light cough.

    “Oh, I’m sure there won’t be more than a couple of dead bodies.” He faked a grim look.

    “Jackson, I’m serious. How do we know there aren’t any more bombs down there?”

    “We don’t, that’s why we’re going to have a look. You ready?” He held a hand out to her.

    She took it. She actually took it. Weeks ago, she would have batted it away or taken the time to roll her eyes. Today she apparently had no problem with sliding her small, warm palm alongside his.

    Trying not to drop it from shock, he forced a swallow
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