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        The DarkWorld: SoulTracker Series

        The SoulTracker novels is a companion series set in the same world as the DarkWorld: SkinWalker books - Skin Deep & Lost Soul. Mel Morgan’s story can be read as standalone to the SkinWalker books. Both Mel & Saleem, as well as a few other characters, also appear in the SkinWalker books so if you wish to read Kailin & Logan’s story first clink the links and enjoy.

        SkinWalker 1 - Skin Deep

        SkinWalker 2 - Lost Soul | SoulTracker 1 - Blood Magic

        SkinWalker 3 - Last Chance | SoulTracker 2 - Demon Kin

        SkinWalker 4 - Blood Promise | SoulTracker 3 - Blood Curse

        SkinWalker 5 - Scorched Fury | SoulTracker 4 - Demon Soul

        SkinWalker 6 - Fate’s Edge  | SoulTracker 5 - Blood Moon

      

        

      
        In the DarkWorld the things that go bump in the night are most likely true. And the problem is they are probably not sticking to bumping around in the night. They are everywhere. Your work colleagues, your teachers, even your friends. They’ve been living that way for a long time. And you haven’t noticed because they don’t want you to.

        You’re much better off not asking any questions.
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      Dear Reader,

      We’ve all been waiting for Mel and the team to get a move on and save our favorite sexy djinn from captivity, but standard operating procedure in Mel’s life is everything usually goes to crap, especially when that’s the last thing she needs.

      With both Kai and Mel suffering the effects of the repeated electrocutions at the hands of Omega’s Shadowmen in Blood Moon/Grave Debt, the shifter and the tracker are starting out already needing a good dose of R&R.

      Previously, Kai made a dedicated trip to Drakys to give Logan the lowdown on the djinn’s predicament in Mithras, and thankfully, the dragon-shifter came to help. Thing is, Logan’s got unrest and rebellion brewing back home, so once they deal with Saleem, we’ll likely see the team head off to the land of the Drakyr.

      Seems having royal rulers as your besties isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.

      At the end of Blood Moon, Queen Aisha was rescued from the Omega estate where she’d been relaxing in voluntary captivity. Now though, she’s helping to formulate a spell with the assistance of the albino demon overlord Ba’aruk (you’ll know him from the Irin Chronicles).

      Aisha is also holding Mel to her promise to keep her secret which the queen divulged in Demon Kin (SoulTracker 2) and which Mel has not repeated to a single soul—the fact that Aisha and her husband Kassim had growing Saleem’s powers bound when he was a boy. Why? Because of a prophecy of course. One that said he’d endanger the DarkWorld and would bring about the end of all the realms. No surprise that his parents figured they’d need to take drastic action.

      Also, Blood Moon closed with Ivy Odel grievously injured, and if you want to know what happened to Grams, some of the deets are in Grave Debt. #nospoilers

      Mel has other things on her mind of course, like Samuel’s murder which still hasn’t been resolved as she’s awaiting tox screen results from Ash. Mel also found out that Samuel was astral projecting all those months because he knew Ari was alive and was trying to keep her safe. But Mel’s last visit with Samuel in his strange made-up plane has only given her more questions, and no answers that help. You’re not ready? Samuel’s words are just too darned confusing.

      And this instalment of the SoulTracker Series won’t disappoint if you want to be racing along to the realm of the djinn to find out why Division 7 and Omega are so hell-bent on taking over the realm and its royals. Can we dare hope that Rizwan grows a pair and does something about his brother’s captivity?

      We can only cross our fingers and wait to see where Demon Bones takes our team of intrepid agents, warriors, shifters, and mages.

      I hope you enjoy this adventure in Melisande Morgan’s journey as much as I enjoyed writing the tale. I’m already hard at work on SOUL BOUND (SoulTracker 7) which is Saleem’s story so hang on to your seats peeps, the sexy djinn will be back soon. Happy reading.

      Until next time,

      T.G. Ayer

      Middle Earth

      April, 2019
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      “Can someone please explain to me how an urgent mission with a man’s life—excuse me, an entire realm’s existence—hanging in the balance, has gone from departure in a matter of hours, to an extraction date that’s more a moving target than anything?” I asked, barely able to control the quaver in my voice, my fingers fisted against the sides of my jean-clad thighs.

      Beside me sat Aisha, Queen of the Djinn, who was a study in elegant regality, dressed in a deep green long-sleeved gown that on anyone else would have made her look overdressed. The queen pulled it off well enough to impress even the most casual dresser.

      Now, she afforded me a brief glance, cool and narrow-eyed, and then shifted her ebony gaze to study blond-bearded Sentinel Director Lazlo Gilfillan and agent Cassandra Monteith, who were seated in leather chairs across the gleaming polished mahogany table from us.

      Sentinel, having been updated on their soon-to-be involvement in Saleem’s extraction and Mithras’ situation by Ivy Odel and Cassie herself, had requested a debrief with me.

      As the meeting was meant to have been both an exchange of knowledge and an opportunity to formulate a more detailed extraction plan, Logan and I had elected to focus on the procurement of weapons, and on the training of our less-experienced team members.

      Both agents now remained silent, as though considering their response and taking care to choose the most diplomatic wording—none of which was a surprise to me.

      Within the vacuum of sound, I caught the slight twitch of Cassie’s eyebrow as she tossed her long blond ponytail over her shoulder. Did she know something she wasn’t free to divulge in the presence of the Director of Sentinel? I suspected it wouldn’t take too long for her to give us an update anyway—considering she was already on our team.

      Queen Aisha—Ruler of all Mithras, not to mention mother of the very absent love-of-my-life, Saleem—and I, were at Sentinel’s Chicago HQ for what I’d believed was to be a quick run-through of the current extraction plan, and I for one was sorely frustrated with their progress.

      Hell, the plan itself left a lot to be desired. They’d barely added anything of detail to the rough notes that Logan and I had put together. We’d listed our team complement, given a general idea of weapons on hand, and a brief explanation of the various stages of the mission to retrieve Saleem.

      I’d expected some type of serious-looking report from Sentinel detailing dates and numbers of both operatives and weapons. So, seeing how little progress they’d made, or perhaps how little they had chosen to share with us, raised my blood pressure to dangerous levels.

      But I held my tongue, grateful for the icy air within the boardroom as it cooled my heated cheeks. Too much was at stake for me to mouth off at the head of Sentinel, no matter how frustrating he was being.

      We needed their agents on the ground in Mithras, we needed their arms and their tech too, and I wasn’t planning on being the reason we failed to extract Saleem from captivity.

      The entire realm of Mithras was relying on us to save them from their captivity, to remove them from control of Division 7 and Omega. Ivy Odel had already aided us with info obtained from Sentinel’s archives and had assumed they would be happy enough to formally aid the mission.

      Kai’s Grams had made the initial introductions via emails and had helped to set up the first meeting. Unfortunately, Ivy herself wasn’t present, for reasons beyond her control—which translated into the elder SkinWalker having gone AWOL.

      Thus, Grams was no longer part of the mission, a brief revelation that Kai had handed down to me this morning no less. Worse, she’d also confirmed that Iain, her brother and current Clan Alpha, was caught up with Walker Council business, so we’d lost two able-bodied agents already.

      And, adding Kai’s mother, Celeste, to the list of no-shows had been an additional blow because, although she hadn’t initially been part of the team what with her recovery process, she’d been the first person I’d thought of to fill one of the vacant spaces left by her son and mother-in-law.

      Kai had avoided my eyes as she explained that Celeste had been summoned to appear before the Supreme High Council, with whispers of a mission related to the meeting.

      Short a few team members, I was beginning to worry—which was why Sentinel’s involvement had become more important to the success of the mission. But Sentinel, for some inexplicable reason, appeared to be dragging their collective feet. And Aisha didn’t seem to have much of an objection to their tardiness either.

      I wasn’t sure if I should be furious or disappointed. Or suspicious of her. Was she playing the diplomatic queen, patiently waiting to show them who they were dealing with?

      Or was she second-guessing her decision to reveal the truth of her captivity to us, to break her word to her captors and leave the estate—ignoring the fact that had she remained she’d have been blown to tiny little djinn-queen bits.

      Cassie’s voice echoed around the boardroom and I focused on the ShapeChanger’s cool gray eyes. “Agent Morgan, Your Majesty, I can assure you both that the departure date isn’t something we want to extend any further. We merely want to ensure we have all our ducks in a row. If we go in without all the relevant information, we’re blind. And blind on a mission like this is the same thing as dead.”

      I still wasn’t certain that taking Baz, Lily, and Steph along was a good idea, given they could likely return home in a body bag, but neither Kai nor I could force them to do anything they didn’t want to—Steph had turned a deaf ear to me in much the same way as Baz and Lily had to Kai.

      I nodded, thinking at that moment I could have done with Logan’s or Kai’s presence. “I understand that. But we’ve been debriefed, we’ve given you all the information we possess. But why do I feel like Sentinel is holding out on us? Is there any reason why our team shouldn’t be privy to all the information that Sentinel, and perhaps even the Elite, have at their disposal?”

      I shook my head, meeting Cassie’s eyes for a second, then glancing over at Director Gilfillan. His steel-gray eyes held mine, face a study in non-emotion.

      Talk about a poker face.

      Gilfillan cleared his throat. “Agent Morgan, I can only reassure you that Sentinel is giving you everything we have in terms of information and manpower. But we also acknowledge that there isn’t time for us to be secretive or hold any cards to our chest. To be quite frank, we’re having trouble obtaining more current maps and schematics of Mithras and Kamsin. I’m certain you can appreciate that without these maps, an infiltration plan becomes rather more complicated.”

      During his monologue, his patronizing tone had managed to get my hackles up. And just when I intended to challenge him on his attitude, he met Aisha’s eyes, a flash of some unknown expression revealed for the briefest instant.

      Now what was that about?

      Then he cleared his throat, preparing to continue, but the djinn queen interrupted, saying, “Director Gilfillan, I, too, can assure you that I’ve imparted every single iota of my knowledge of the city itself. I only wish I could give you more details, but I fear my role as ruler did not include a thorough knowledge of town-planning, or security measures. I oversaw financial decision-making, not the decisions on how wide the streets were meant to be or what the diameter of pipes for stormwater drainage ought to be. As much as I understand the general details, I fear I left the minutiae to the professionals—as I’m sure you’ll find most rulers do.”

      I gritted my teeth. Had I been Aisha, I’d have given him a one-sentence response, but the queen had elaborated. And elaboration could be read as guilt of a sort.

      Gilfillan was nodding as though he understood, but his jaw muscles remained as taut as they’d been since he’d sat himself down in his chair, stiff-spined and expressionless.

      Cassie sat very still beside him, dwarfed by the man’s almost intimidating height and bulk, and I knew one thing for certain—she and I were due for a solid heart to heart. Soon.

      I leaned forward. “Is there something you wish to say to the queen, Director Gilfillan? I get the feeling you’re placing some kind of blame on her shoulders.” I remained unmoving, holding his metallic gaze as I waited for an answer.

      “What in the name of Alat are you doing, child?” came Aisha’s voice in my head.

      Without blinking, I replied, “He’s got a reason that he’s not sharing. And if he’s blaming you for the crap Mithras is currently in, then I’ll happily rip him a new one for his troubles. They’re supposed to be working WITH us. And this meeting is as far from collaboration as it can get.”

      Aisha’s soft sigh echoed in my mind. “They are not wrong in being suspicious, dear. They don’t know me. They don’t know what my agenda is, what my loyalties are. They’re working off what they currently know, and what they do already know doesn’t put me in a very good light, now does it?” Aisha gave a soft self-deprecating laugh.

      I sent her a silent grunt. “Please. Any moron can understand what you went through and why you did what you did. Your family’s lives, and the lives of your people, were on the line. What did they expect from you? Blow up the mansion and your captors and then blast your way back into Mithras to take back your realm? I’ll admit that gives me a pretty badass picture that I quite like, if it wasn’t for the matter of the lives of your sons. One of whom I’m kinda fond of.”

      “Only kinda?” was the enigmatic queen’s only response.

      Any reply I may have come up with was curtailed as the door opened and a sober-faced redhead—a medic from the white coat she wore—walked in.

      If what she did could be called walking.

      Her movements were languid and liquid, as though she glided through water. She carried a medical bag—the kind Chloe often brought with her when treating the victims I retrieved.

      Director Gilfillan glanced up at her, his brow furrowing for a moment. “Dr. Sloane, thank you for coming in.”

      Sloane gave a cool, almost haughty smile. “It is only a pleasure, Director.”

      Gilfillan glanced over at me briefly then addressed the redheaded agent whose flame hair was bright enough to put Larsson’s locks to shame. “We’re all concerned regarding the health and well-being of Her Majesty, Queen Aisha, and we’re eager to be assured that her captivity by Omega hasn’t been detrimental to her health in any way, though I am confident that your examination of the queen will result in a clean bill of health.”

      Dr. Sloane inclined her head slightly, her lips forming a thin line in her enigmatic face. She appeared to have a poker face that could truly rival that of the Director. I had a hard time controlling the urge to smirk.

      Gilfillan gave a short nod then stood slowly, his chair moving back silently as he nudged it with his knee. “Agent Monteith will show you to the medical center.”

      Sloane smiled. “I’m familiar enough with Sentinel’s layout, Director. I’m quite capable of finding the MedCenter, although I certainly wouldn’t mind the opportunity to catch up with Agent Monteith. It has been too long.” This time the doctor sent a warm smile in Cassie’s direction, one that was returned with equal pleasure.

      “Interesting,” came Aisha’s voice in my mind.

      “What’s interesting?” I asked, curious what the queen’s take was on the doc.

      “Just an interesting turn of events don’t you think? Just when Gilfillan was being dragged over the hot coals by the little SoulTracker, in walks an agent/doc that gives him tit-for-tat. I almost feel sorry for the man.”

      I sent Aisha a snort then fell silent as the director gave the both of us a nod and left the room without another word.

      So much for detailing the extraction plan.
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      Are you really okay with this examination?” I asked Aisha silently as we hurried after the doctor and Cassie who were up ahead, chatting in low voices.

      “Means nothing. And be quiet. I’m eavesdropping,” replied the queen, her tone brisk though softened by amusement. It annoyed me that she considered me little more than a child to be patronized but maybe her behavior had something to do with being royal.

      Now, as the silence continued, peppered only by the rapid tapping of heels on tile and the whispering rumble of a conversation I just couldn’t make out, I tried to contain my impatience and curiosity.

      I also tried to subdue a bubble of anxiety that Gilfillan had inadvertently sparked. His questioning of Aisha’s true loyalty had wormed its way into my mind, picking at my suspicions and demanding to be analyzed…suspicions I refused to consider.

      Not right now. There were too many things going on.

      Plus I had to try not to think about the queen’s big secret. I understood why she’d protected her son from his potentially destructive future, but it was just a prophecy. That didn’t mean much especially when it’s left up to interpretation in the first instance.

      Like the prophecy with the Ni’amh.

      Back then, people had believed Celeste to be the Ni’amh and only after her investigation did they understand the prophecy referred to five women who join together to form the Ni’amh. That in itself made me wary, especially since Aisha had gone so far as to have someone mess with her son’s powers.

      She’d told me that little tidbit when we first met and we’d not mentioned it again. To be honest, I’d tried not to think about it at all since it always made me feel damned guilty for having to hide it from Saleem.

      Up ahead, Cassie and the doctor slowed their steps and entered a room on the left. Aisha and I followed them inside a hospital room which was pretty standard fare, nothing at all out of the ordinary. The queen moved over to a bed near the window, playing the acquiescent patient.

      Sloane was already swiping a finger across her tablet, her expression neutral—she meant to be all business about this visit. Not that I was convinced the business itself was legit.

      Directors and doctors were beginning to test my limited patience.

      In the meantime, I had to settle for leaning against the wall of the hospital room and waiting as the doctor gave the queen a full physical examination.

      My mind was never far away from Saleem and what he was probably currently going through. The pain that he was suffering—as well as the mental agony he would have to endure—was hard for me to handle.

      And that helplessness could easily make me reckless. I had felt off-balance ever since I’d been zapped by Omega’s shadowmen and then thrown into the ether.

      Being sent to Samuel had been a bonus but the memory of being sucked into some strange plane had remained with me, eating away at my guilt for what he had sacrificed for me.

      The thought that he had died to protect…protect my sister.

      Still, I was hurt and confused as to why Samuel had never confided in me. Was he protecting me? And how exactly was he protecting Ari? Because as far as I could see, he certainly wasn’t protecting himself.

      He’d put himself in danger the entire time that he had been traveling outside his body, and I had to wonder whether he really understood the kind of danger he’d put himself in.

      Because in the end…he’d been murdered.

      He hadn’t withered away as I had expected him to. Instead, someone had snuck into his room and injected him with a deadly, and as yet unidentified poison.

      A poison which Ash was still meant to come back to me on. So many things had happened in the last weeks that I’d pushed the blood screenings to the back of my mind. Pushed it so far that I’d almost forgotten about them.

      Amazing how the mind can work to hide away the things that hurt the most.

      I needed to test my access to Samuel’s plane again and planned to as soon as I finished up with this Saleem business. I’d tried a few times before Samuel had shut me out, but I’d had no success. And Samuel’s last words still rang in my head.

      You are not ready.

      What in the world could that possibly mean? Was my power not strong enough to deal with him or to enter his manufactured plane? Or did his words have more to do with my sister? My stomach still twinged every time I thought about that meeting with her, the way she had looked at Samuel, the expression on her face when she had studied me.

      My mind was filled with questions and I had to wonder if Ari had known who I was? From Samuel’s behavior, it hadn’t appeared to be so. Maybe it was just my emotional reaction to having seen my baby sister for the first time since she’d been taken, my reaction to realizing she was no longer a little girl needing comfort and care, but rather a fully grown woman capable of manipulation.

      Still, a part of me had to wonder whether what I was feeling within my gut was really the fact that I hadn’t liked her all that much. Just one meeting probably wasn’t enough to define our relationship—such that it was—but had she been some other woman with whom I’d crossed paths, I would likely have decided in that instant that she was not friend material.

      My instinct had made that decision about my sister. Chloe had often told me that I had the ability to access my psychic powers but I’d never pursued practicing it—other than messing with magical wards courtesy of training from Natasha. But with the astral traveling I did, the ability to read other people’s minds had never seemed necessary. Still, refusing to learn, hadn’t stopped me from trusting my stronger sense of people and their emotions.

      With Ari, it was just her bearing and the way she looked at me, and probably also the way she had interacted with Samuel—had made me extremely uncomfortable.

      Which in turn had elevated my desperation to get Samuel out of whatever hole he’d dug for himself. And this intention was forcing me to admit I was considering my sister as a possible danger to Samuel.

      Ari, a danger?

      Just thinking about it made me feel sick to my stomach.

      I shifted against the walls at my back and a quick glance over at the doctor and her patient gave me the sense that they when nearly done. Across from me on the other side of the room was Cassandra. The ShapeChanger was an ally but there had been some friction back at Natasha’s house between her and the albino demon overlord Baa’ruk.

      I had to ensure that friction was not going to be a problem on the mission. Much like the issues between Drake and Nerina—I’d discussed my concerns with them but I could sense the tension whenever the pair were in the same room.

      Thankfully, those instances hadn’t been many as Drake had kept busy with first aid- and weapons-procurement while Nerina had been caught up in a whirlwind struggle within the DeathTalker priesthood. She’d been light on the details, but had assured me that she was still part of the team, and had made me promise not to leave without her.

      Why did I have to have a million things going on at the same time when all I wanted was to figure out what was wrong between my friends and fix it? I wanted to pull it apart and find out the cause and help them work through it—praying all the time that I wouldn’t discover that they were really part of a racially-charged hatred that went back thousands of years.

      The problem with the supernatural races was that so much of their inter-species hatred could be traced back for many millennia. So far, the supernatural world elected to spend much of their time in the EarthWorld and tended to get along well enough with each other. In my experience, the humans were more likely to instigate friction between the races than the supernaturals themselves.

      Cassandra sent me a weak smile, just the tiniest twitch of her lips. Her reticence within the Sentinel building put me on edge, though I did understand. Was the agency keeping vital information from us? Or was she merely wanting to keep her professional distance in order for the team to maintain an inside link to Sentinel and the backup they were meant to provide?

      Now, I pushed off against the wall and walked closer toward the bed. “What exactly have you been testing for, Dr. Sloane? For all we know, Sentinel has another agenda here and we’re just pawns the agency is pushing around.”

      Something their lack of cooperation was beginning to confirm to me.

      Sloane’s eyes narrowed as she gave me a contemplative look. In my experience, that was the kind of look a doctor gives to someone who is not related to the patient when they are asking questions they have no right to—as if to say ‘You are not family so I’m not going to discuss anything personal with you.’

      But, to her credit, she nodded, glanced over at Aisha as though to ask for permission, then said, “Rest assured, there is nothing untoward in terms of our intentions. We want to be sure that Queen Aisha’s health was not debilitated in any way. I need to exclude poisoning or drugging, and then confirm there is no physical or mental damage. No telling what Omega may have been including in her food and drink during the time she spent in captivity. All we want is to ensure that the queen returns to her realm in peak physical condition.”

      And was that it?
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        * * *

      

      Was Sentinel merely attempting to ensure they delivered the queen to her people in the best condition possible?

      Perhaps they really were looking for poisons in her bloodstream—which is something that we had also considered—but everyone has their own political agendas, and I just didn’t trust Sentinel.

      Something else was up with their involvement in the mission to rescue Saleem. I was beginning to suspect that Sentinel was eyeing out control of the djinn realm themselves and wanted it.

      I wasn’t sure they’d be that daring considering the Supreme High Council would have something to say about that.

      But then again, Sentinel was an intelligence agency, able to navigate beyond the eyes of the SHC, and with such espionage skills they could easily hide their progress and intentions.

      Was it possible that Sentinel believed that they could save Saleem and rescue Mithras only to have the power over the new energy sources turned over to them only to turn over the control of the djinn realm from Omega and Division 7 to Sentinel? But that was not going to happen.

      Not on my watch.
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      Gilfillan’s admission that his team was having difficulty obtaining maps and details of Mithras and its cities, didn’t sit well with me. I understood the inability to do recon in preparation for a mission put us all in a dangerous position, one that could possibly compromise the entire mission, along with the safety of the team.

      I was so desperate that, in that moment, I decided to try something I’d learned of a long time ago. I’d heard it was possible, and even Samuel had said that he’d given it a try once, but it had always been spoken of in hushed and amused tones, the way one spoke of an alchemist’s claim that they’d succeeded in turning water into gold.

      Until now, I’d never given it a passing thought, having never been in a position to require such a desperate measure before now.

      The act of leaving a message in the ether was said to be something regarded as myth and fable. The few people I’d discussed it with previously, when I’d spent a week or two obsessed with the possibility, had insisted that it was not possible. Only Samuel had proven it was when he’d left a message for me at the Aurora Borealis. But I’d never done it before and with zero experience hopefully I didn’t explode the astral plane. Still, at this point I would try just about anything.

      I didn’t want to test fate by trying to contact Saleem and alerting Divisions 7 of my presence. So, if it was possible to get an ethereal message to an astral-traveling djinn like Saleem—and apparently it was since I’d received Samuel’s message not all that long ago—then surely, he could somehow get his hands on the vital details that we needed which Sentinel had thus far failed to locate. He could be able to find us maps, or at least draw them from his own knowledge.

      Hopefully.

      I also took a moment to admit that if this actually did work, I was going to kick myself for not having tried it already.

      Entering the astral plane, I immersed myself within the stream’s energy within the ether. I drew a long slow breath and reached out along the astral plane lines in the same way I did when I was searching for a life-thread, because in essence I had to locate a person first in order to successfully send my message.

      My familiarity with Saleem’s thread helped and I swiftly located and honed in on his life-essence. Even so, relief flooded my veins as I held onto the vibrating thread and focused, convincing myself that this was not unlike sending someone a text message—I’d accessed Saleem’s life-thread and now, all I needed to do was to record my message.

      And hopefully the energies of the astral plane would do the rest of the job and deliver it for me.

      Whether Saleem would get the message, whether he would be able to action it, was anyone’s guess. For all I knew, centuries ago, some joker had come up with this idea as a really bad April Fool’s joke.

      Oh, wait. Maybe not, since Samuel had proven it was well and truly possible for a high-level SoulTracker, and considering I was supposed to be the strongest alive right now, the ethereal messaging system was no joke.

      I focused my thoughts and began to think the words of my message.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Saleem, you have to help us. We’re having a really hard time getting a hold of maps to Kamsin. Details on security are also very sparse. Without recon, preparing for the mission has been nearly impossible. Is there any way you could locate a map of Kamsin? Maybe of the nearby cities that could be in danger? Any other details you think might be relevant or helpful would be good as well. I don’t know if this is going to work but I sure hope so because you are the only chance we have of getting safely into the city, and into the palace itself.
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        * * *

      

      I closed off the message with a burst of emotion, aware that when he received it, he would be infused with the deepest of my emotions. But I didn’t care. It was about bloody time the guy knew how much he meant to me.

      After leaving the message, I floated in the ether for a moment, a part of me reluctant to leave, wondering if I’d done it right, wondering if I was fooling myself.

      At last, with a silent grunt, I forced myself to transition back through the Veil and return to my body. As I sank into my physical form, I became aware of two things—one, Aisha was looking at me with a strange expression, and two, that my fingers were still crossed behind my back. I suppressed a smile and hoped that it had boosted my luck.

      I’d make do with whatever I could get.

      I refocused on Cassie and then Sloane, who was wrapping up her physical examination of the queen and straightening. She glanced up and met my gaze, her own clear and seemingly open. Her apparent lack of guile had me questioning my suspicions altogether.

      She gave a brief nod as she shut off her tablet. “I’m done for now, but I believe we were to have another set of tests done before your departure to Mithras.”

      Aisha got to her feet, eyes narrowing as she asked, “Is that really necessary?”

      Sloane met the queen’s eyes and from the hard expression in her face I knew even the might of the djinn queen wouldn’t wrangle the truth from the doctor.

      Aisha had either read my thoughts, or come to the same conclusion as I had, because when she received no answer, she turned a deliberate gaze toward me, as though requesting I fix the problem. I sighed and straightened really wishing I could get the hell out of the building.

      Pasting on a neutral smile I said, “You can feel free to email us with details if you need to perform further testing. Queen Aisha will consider their necessity at the time. And would you be so kind as to forward a copy of all the medical results to me. For Her Majesty’s perusal, of course.” The doctor’s eyebrows lifted and this time Aisha also glanced at me, a little curious tilt to her head. I gave a small shrug, and said, “Just wanting to be sure that everything is above board. I’ll have our team’s doctor have a look at it just to make sure that you guys have covered all the required medical tests. Will it be ok to get in touch with you if he suggests any further testing?”

      The doctor’s shoulders relaxed and she gave a small nod, her features slipping back into neutrality. But the queen’s eyes narrowed as she looked at me and said silently, “What are you up to?”

      “Nothing. I just wanted to make it clear that we are entitled to know what they are testing for. Or at least to let them know we’re not dumb enough to take their explanations at face-value. They’re raising too many red flags and I won’t trust them one bit until I can be sure. And even then, I’d be keeping an eye on them every second.”

      “And I take it Chloe is this doctor you’re talking about?”

      “Actually, no. It’s Drake. But Chloe will definitely give us a second opinion. And if there is something, I’m pretty sure she will find it.”

      During our silent conversation, Sloane’s gaze had remained on her tablet—sending off her requests to her superiors?—though there was no guarantee.

      Now, she looked up from her tablet and met my gaze. “I’ve given my authorization for copies of the results to be sent to you. Let me know if you have any questions.” Then, with a nod to Cassie and the queen, the doctor left the hospital room without a backward glance.

      In the silence of her departure, Cassie and I shared a look, but when I opened my mouth, she gave a slight shake of her head and said, “So, I guess we’ve taken enough of your time. I’m sorry but I have to run; I have another case to attend to and then later this afternoon I will be touching base again with the director. Rest assured, we will be passing on any relevant information regarding the mission.”

      The way Cassie spoke confirmed my suspicions of the room being bugged. I nodded quickly and then replied, “Of course. And thank you so much for all the cooperation that you and Sentinel have given us so far.”

      Aisha repeated my sentiments and Cassie followed with more fake conversation by thanking us again and assuring us that Sentinel was only there to help.

      Blah blah blah.

      Moments later, we were on our way to the elevator when the queen spoke in my mind, “Now, wasn’t that strange. Do you think the room was bugged?”

      “I wouldn’t put it past Sentinel. Despite what the director said, they are definitely holding their cards close to their chest. They want to know what we know but they’re not willing to share what they know or what their intentions really are.”

      “What are you trying to get at, child? You’re beginning to speak in riddles.”

      As we entered the lift, I gave a mental roll of my eyes, thinking that if there was anyone who spoke in riddles it was not me.

      “You do know I can hear you.” The queen’s voice rang in my mind and I almost clicked my tongue. You’d think by now I’d be used to having the queen listening in on my thoughts whenever she damned well pleased, but apparently, I wasn’t.

      And with that, the elevator doors closed and Aisha said, “Could you be a dear and jump me back to your house? Baa’ruk is going to fetch me in the next hour so we can focus on the spell.”

      I nodded. “Sure I can. But pray tell why you’re not just jumping everywhere yourself? You’re a djinn. Jumping is in your genes. Unless djinn royalty prefer a jumper limo service?”

      Aisha shook her head. “I can’t. Jump signatures are detectable, and mine would be amplified to the nth degree because of my inherent powers. I’ve managed to get away from Omega, and I’m not going to be careless enough to travel the ether and announce to anyone who is watching exactly where I am. That would be like broadcasting my location and saying ‘Come and get me.’”

      I stared at the djinn queen. Her argument was sound, and expanded on why she’d been so reluctant to jump herself anywhere. She’d been subtle enough about it that I hadn’t really noticed until now.

      Then I gave her an understanding smile and granted her request, taking her home where Ba’aruk had been waiting in the kitchen for her. Moments later, he jumped her to Natasha’s property where she and the demon overlord would be working on powerful magic.

      Everything it seemed, now hinged on magic.
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      With Aisha off doing her magic thing, I was intent on rest and catching up with both my home-based team and Kai and her squad.

      I smiled at the mention of the new term I’d used to encompass Kai and Logan and everyone else they were bringing into the mission. From my end, I had Steph, Drake, Natasha and perhaps Aisha if the queen really counted as belonging to my squad. I had to wonder what she’d think of that.

      Earlier today, I’d received a message from Kai to meet her at Tara’s weapons shop. Kai and the team had taken to using Tara’s place for anything mission-related. With so many of their family members part of our mission to save the djinn, perhaps they needed a sense of separation between home and what they may consider as work.

      It could also be they recognized the dangers ahead of them and that it was probably best to prepare for imminent death somewhere else other than home.

      I understood that because I was only too ready to head off to Natasha’s place to talk mission-related issues rather than have her come over. I had wondered if that need had more to do with a sense of premonition regarding the mission, but I tried not to stare bad vibes in the face.

      Now, as I knocked at the front door of the shop and waited for Kai to open up, I scanned the area around me, looking up the street and down again, wondering which of the shadows would soon reveal themselves to contain a deadly danger.

      Paranoid much.

      There was a time when I would have laughed at myself for being so suspicious, but what with everything we’d been through over the last few weeks, shadows turning into deadly killers was more than likely a possibility.

      The door opened almost magically, startling me as I hadn’t noticed any of the shadows move within the shop as I’d watched for someone to come to the door.

      Just as my hand began to move to the dagger at my hip, the sound of chuckling shifted toward me and the shape of a vampire began to form.

      I glared at Baz as he said, “Sorry if I gave you a bit of a scare.”

      I shook my head. “Sorry, my ether-traveling ass. Having fun with our powers, are we?”

      All Baz did in response was grunt, though his eyes sparkled. I gave him a narrow-eyed glare and strode past him, heading toward the kitchen at the back of the shop.

      “Tough crowd,” he muttered as he locked up and followed me through the silent, dusty storefront.

      Kai had kept the outer section of the shop unkempt, to give the space an unoccupied air, although I wasn’t sure it was a good idea to give the impression that the place was empty.

      She’d explained that Tara was well-known in the area. More than that, people not only respected her but feared her. And it wasn’t that they knew she was Fae but rather they sensed an added danger to crossing the line where Tara was concerned.

      I’d often heard it was true that the danger posed by a Fae could be sensed by anyone they crossed paths with.

      And right this minute, I sure could do with the help of a dangerous Fae.

      Inside the kitchen, Logan and Kai sat bending over a large sheet of paper which appeared to be a hand-drawn map. I frowned and peered over Kai’s shoulder. “What are you guys up to?”

      Kai grinned as she glanced up at me. “Hey. Thanks for coming out here. I know home would be far more comfortable, but I don’t need relaxation and comfort right now.”

      “Yeah. I know just how you feel.”

      Kai’s eyes were relieved and almost grateful as she gave me a short smile. Then she shifted her gaze to the map and the silent dragon-shifter whose expression was way more sober.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked, worried now.

      Kai snorted. “No, that’s just Lyandr over here, practicing his game-face.”

      I chuckled and Logan grinned. “Kai’s just being an idiot. Sienna was just catching me up on a couple things,” he said, tapping his temple to indicate his mental cross-veil communication with his twin.

      “Ah,” I said nodding soberly. “Hope we didn’t interrupt, Your Majesty.”

      Kai snorted and Logan shook his head as though he were dealing with two idiots.

      The walker finally sobered and waved a hand at the sheet of paper that was so large it covered most of the kitchen table. “This is what we’ve pieced together from a number of sources. Darcy’s treated a few people with memories of Mithras, and Grams and Mom have both been there on missions. Logan’s also supplied some of what he can recall Saleem mentioning of the city itself. We will just need to get Aisha to fill in the rest of the blanks and I hope we’ll have a stronger idea of the lay of the land.”

      When I looked closer, the map proved to be a bunch of smaller sheets of paper stuck together with tape, sketches from their sources which the pair had stuck together to get us further than Director Gilfillan probably ever would.

      A few pages appeared more official-looking and I pointed at them. “Those look…official. Who did Baz hack for those?”

      “Nobody. That’s courtesy of Cassie. She emailed them—you’ll find a copy in your Inbox too. Said she told you she’d meet at your place but I confess I made her redirect herself here. I hope you don’t mind?”

      “Of course not. Probably best for her to clue us in all in one go anyway.” I grinned, so glad that Cassie had come through. I didn’t like feeling as though I couldn’t really trust her. Hopefully, soon I could erase all my doubts.

      I hunkered closer as Logan and Kai pointed out areas of interest. Logan stabbed a finger on a small square building that sat beside one of the palace perimeter walls. “This here is a wheelhouse. Saleem mentioned this place and I found it quite interesting the way the djinn used water. At the time, I had no idea he was royalty though. Still need to chew him out for keeping that from me.”

      Kai snorted. “Well, prepare for a mutual chewing out, Your Highness.”

      Logan winced and his lips quirked. “Hey, I have a few legit defenses on that front.”

      “Whatever. Let’s just wait for Saleem to put in his two cents on that before you go off thinking you’re all innocent.”

      As the pair bickered, I focused on the map, trying to commit every corner of it to memory. I felt a little jump in my gut knowing we had a map. We had a means to put a proper plan in place.

      And if we were to believe Gilfillan, Sentinel had bupkis.
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      After studying the maps, Logan, Kai, and I spent a few hours with the younger members of the team, running them through a number of stimulations. With Logan’s guidance, Baz had created a program the team could use with 3-D gaming helmets to provide an almost-scary realism to the exercises.

      Each team member was tasked with making their way through a maze without killing themselves or taking any one of their team down. And of course, without killing innocent bystanders.

      Which was naturally the hardest part—both Steph and Lily were trying to come to terms with their collateral damage—a collection of little kids and the elderly.

      I had to admit I hadn’t stopped worrying about including the youngest of our team, but as far as we knew we needed all the able bodies we could get our hands on. I just had to pray for everyone to return from the mission alive.

      With their strength clearly fading, Logan and I dismissed them and returned to the workshop with Kai, with food on our mind. And just in time for Cassie’s arrival. The front door had clanged as we drew close to the office from the back room, and the ShapeChanger appeared in the doorway to the front of the store, the strain of the day clear in the tightness of her shoulders, though her hands were weighed down with takeaway bags.

      Enveloped by aromas of Thai, Indian, and Moroccan food—as Cassie clearly hadn’t been able to decide—we filed into the kitchen and took our seats around the small Formica table. Logan, Kai, and I helped Cassie unpack and lay out the food in silence, and as we began to dig in, the ShapeChanger sighed.

      “Sorry for the run-around at HQ, Mel,” she said as she stabbed at a piece of spiced chicken. “I promise I was just trying to make sure Gilfillan wasn’t on to me. I couldn’t risk him finding out I’m a snitch.” She gave a disgusted twist of her lips before popping the meat into her mouth and chewing slowly.

      I shrugged. “Yeah, I had wondered about that. Is there a reason why you didn’t want him to know that you are part of our team? I assumed Ivy would have already given him a list of the people that we had on-board.”

      From Logan’s expression, he’d been of the same mind as me. Then Kai rolled her eyes. “If anything, Grams would’ve kept those details close to her chest.”

      I nodded but I still wasn’t convinced. “Grams is a Sentinel agent and so is Cassie, so I have to admit I am a little confused because it seems to me that their own agents don’t trust them.”

      Cassie widened her eyes and spread her hands as she sighed. “Took you long enough to figure that one out.”

      Everyone laughed at that—including me—and the noise and mirth put us all somewhat at ease. The noise died down, the food quickly disappearing in the lull of the conversation.

      I looked over at Cassie, whose expression said she was bursting to tell us something. Shifting closer to the table, she bagged the empty cartons as she said, “The truth of the matter is Gilfillan has been hunting high and low for a set of records that he is one hundred percent sure is in the Sentinel system. He spent half of yesterday afternoon combing through the entire 17th-floor records-room looking for those maps. I swear the man was going to give himself an aneurysm.”

      I snorted. “Cassie, if you’re not careful you’re going to make me think the director is actually a good guy.”

      She lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug. “He is a bit of a hard-arse but I think he is on the up and up. Seriously, he’s not trying to pull the wool over your eyes. This truly is a case of important files having gone missing, and the director of the agency is entirely unable to explain it.”

      “So, what makes him so sure those plans are there in the first place?” asked Logan as he leaned back, balancing on two legs of his chair, to grab a bag of cookies from the counter.

      Cassie smirked. “Because he claims to have done recon and generated the maps himself, and then stored them in the records system himself.”

      Bag ripped open, cookie in one hand, Logan nodded. “I guess that’s a pretty good reason to set him off balance and confused. Does he have any reasons why they’re not where they’re supposed to be?”

      “None he’s admitted to any one of us, but it doesn’t take a genius to figure out Sentinel probably has a mole. That’s probably the only way those files could have disappeared from our system.”

      Kai tapped on the table with her fingernail as she watched Logan scarf down two cookies in one mouthful. “Yeah, especially since Grams herself confirmed those maps were there. She messaged to say she’d been on a mission with the director. She sounded pretty much as confused as he seemed to be.”

      I sighed and rubbed my forehead, trying to ignore Logan’s crunching. “Why do I feel like we’ve just been going around in circles. Has someone been trying to sabotage our mission? Or did the maps disappear a long time ago and Gilfillan’s finding out now because we need them?”

      Cassie shook her head rather vehemently. “At this point, there’s no way of knowing. CCTV and access-card records haven’t given us as much as a hint of who the culprits could be.”

      I sighed, stomach twisting as Logan now emptied the remaining cookie crumbs into his mouth, up-ending the contents into his wide-open gob. “I agree. Probably a waste of our time trying to figure it out. As much as they will be valuable in understanding if someone is attempting to sabotage our efforts, really speaking, even if we did confirm it, what will we do about it?”

      “True,” Kai said, giving Logan a glare as he dusted off his mouth, giving me an innocent shrug. “It’s not as if we are likely to delay our departure in order to nab the double agent.”

      I stared around the table, giving a firm nod for the team as much as for myself. “We definitely don’t have time to waste. Maybe we just consider Sentinel’s involvement as a bonus. If they do manage to sort themselves out and join us on the mission, we take that as a win. In the meantime, we keep doing what we need to in order to get this show on the road.”

      Cassie turned to look at me. “I have to ask, Mel. Do you believe the queen really is unable to provide us with the maps and details of the city?”

      A fair question, and something that had been on my own mind for a while now. I swallowed and replied, “I admit that’s something I have to question, but not everyone will be as loyal as we would like. And if she is holding out on us, it’s probably because she has a very good reason.”

      Or so I like to tell myself.

      “What could possibly be a good enough reason for Aisha to hold back maps to the city?” asked Cassie softly as she met my gaze. “Maps that would help us get into the palace and save her son’s life? What does she think we are doing all of this for?” Cassie spoke with the distinct passion in her voice, and I understood her frustration because it was something that I too was feeling.

      But I knew something they didn’t—Aisha’s secret. Saleem’s prophesied power was valuable, and Aisha had done—and would still do—anything to protect him.

      And the queen was a tough woman—something I knew first hand. I gave a self-deprecating smile as I looked around the table. “Look guys, I’m certainly not about to go head-to-head with her on what is possibly the eve of our departure. I know the choice makes me look weak, as though I was afraid of Aish—”

      “No,” Kai said, “it makes you look like you have a lot of respect for her. Besides, she’s kind of scary and I would advise against making her angry. It’s possible you’ll end up chargrilled or something.”

      More laughter followed, after which we began to work to piece together more of the maps. Logan had hung a whiteboard in the office and we headed across the hall.

      He was already working on a plan, identifying possible entry points, including those he was hoping would allow us to move through the city without getting caught.

      But at the end of the day, he was throwing darts into the dark. And we did our best to help him out. Maybe more darts would mean we’d actually hit something…

      And now more than ever I prayed Saleem had gotten my message.
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      I had made a crucial decision, and, as I materialized inside my kitchen a few hours later, I thought of Aisha.

      She’d really been focusing hard on figuring out how to penetrate—if not bring down—the ward preventing us from entering Mithras. But something else was going on as well, something she’d been evasive about.

      But I wasn’t the boss of the djinn queen. Neither was I about to go questioning her.

      The thought left the taste of cinders in my mouth and I chuckled at the memory of Kai’s mention of instant incineration as Aisha’s punishment. She wasn’t far off either, as the queen was entirely capable of performing such an execution with the flick of an eyelid.

      Best keep the woman on my good side.

      After our last attempt to enter Mithras, which had ended with me being impaled by a flying branch, and Ivy Odel at death’s door—however briefly—I was a little more cautious regarding travel to the djinn realm.

      I could barely concentrate as I downed two pieces of cold pizza and a glass of stale red wine. I had to see Saleem, and soon, and I was willing to brave the Veil again, with fingers crossed and about a million prayers sent up to all the gods.

      But the day had caught up with me and exhaustion was declining my request to keep going.
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        * * *

      

      I awakened at the crack of dawn, lying under the covers for a few moments, listening to the sounds of the silent house. A pang of longing hit me...longing for peace, for a day that I wasn’t running headlong into trouble.

      Stop with the dream shit, and get on with it.

      I sighed and flung back the covers, the damned voice in my head reminding me of where I stood in the scheme of things, a tiny dot in an ocean of crap. Aisha wouldn’t be happy, so I was doing this without her consent. And I had to hope between the queen and the demon overlord, they would manage to at least weaken the ward enough to allow me a way through a crack or two—if I ran into any trouble.

      After a quick stop in the bathroom to freshen up, I locked my room door and then drank probably a little too much water to combat early morning dehydration. Still, anything could go wrong while I was gone and I could likely return to find myself sitting in a puddle of pee.

      Not the kind of predicament I’d like to find myself in.

      Shaking the thoughts away, I focused on the plan. I wanted to meet Saleem in the ether only, and I had no intention of materializing physically in Mithras.

      If I did that, I could very likely be stuck there should anyone be alerted to my presence. For the sake of my life, I hoped I’d be able to get in and out without detection. But first, I had to make it through the Veil without killing myself in the process.

      Easy peasy.

      I lay down on the bed and got comfortable, breathing slowly to calm the guilty pattering of my heart. Focusing on Saleem, I reached out into the ether and then grabbed onto his life-thread. The energy I found was weak but confirmed Saleem was still alive, although as to how alive he was, I got nothing.

      Concentrating on the life-thread, I flew along the ether keeping a tight hold onto the link to Saleem. Not much later, I reached the entrance in the Veil that would take me to Mithras.

      And there I hesitated.

      I wasn’t afraid. Well, technically I wasn’t afraid for me.

      For Saleem, hell yes.

      Was I being hasty in going to him before we were ready? Before the team and his mother had agreed we were good to go?

      But I had to listen to my gut.

      I’d learned to trust that gut instinct a long time ago, but today was a little different. I hadn’t heard from Saleem in days, and that meant we were entirely ignorant of his condition, or if he was even still alive. For all we knew, we could be preparing to enter Mithras and only save Saleem’s corpse.

      And that thought only succeeded in giving my bad feeling a bad feeling.

      I tried to put it out of my mind in order to focus, and mentally crossed my fingers. The Veil at the entrance to Mithras was intact, and didn’t appear to have been damaged in any way after our last disastrous attempt at access.

      Clearly, it had fared much better than Ivy and I had. Even though we’d used a portal key, the Veil would have received some sort of damage, which in turn would have been detectable in the days after the explosion. But the shimmering wall keeping me away from Mithras, was entirely whole. In fact, it was in perfect condition.

      From that I deduced the explosion was something concocted on the djinn realm end, perhaps some magic created to keep anyone and anything out.

      Which only underlined how important the djinn power to generate energy was to Omega and their buddies.

      I reached out, and touched my fingertips to the shimmering iridescent essence of the wall, all tense and ready to be blasted straight back into my body.

      But nothing happened.

      My fingertips slipped through the Veil and I was still alive and unhurt.

      Progress.

      Holding my breath, I slid a hand through and then, finding myself still in one piece, I moved further into the Veil, still careful but very relieved.

      From there I skimmed along until I reached the spot where the thread of Saleem’s life force would connect with him.

      I found myself nervous and excited at the thought of seeing him again—that giddy expectation of a girl on a first date. My stomach twisted and I took a deep breath before entering the palace suite where Saleem was pacing. His body resonated with the energy of a man who was both frustrated and angry.

      He looked up at me, his brow furrowed with worry, his hair mussed and his clothing blood-stained and tattered in some places. Despite the horrors of what he’d been clearly experiencing, his smile was wide as soon as he spotted me.

      But it was soon to disappear, and I had to wonder if whatever he was worried about also concerned me.

      “Hey you,” he said, a smile curling his lips.

      “Hey you,” I whispered as I moved toward him.

      Without another word, he shifted into the ether, his physical form fading as his ethereal essence joined me where we could actually touch each other.

      In the ether, a person’s spirit isn’t solid, but those who travel within the plane can touch each other and feel each other in very much the same way we do in the physical world.

      I drifted to him and he folded me within his arms, his warmth similar and yet so much more than how he’d felt in his physical form. I plunged myself into his heat, the energy of a djinn traveling in the ethereal plane was searing heat and comfort and sparking embers.

      Both dangerous and enticing all at the same time.

      With a sigh against his chest, I said, “Dear goddess. Saleem, you have no idea how good it feels to have your arms around me, physical or ethereal.”

      “Right back atcha, babe. You even smell amazing in the ether.”

      I leaned back to look up at him. We’d met before in the ether and he’d never been this relaxed, this calm. But I stiffened because deep down I sensed it wasn’t safe and peaceful.

      It was eye-of-the-storm calm.
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      After a few moments of luxuriating in the warmth of our ethereal forms, I shifted back and met Saleem’s gaze. “Now, tell me how you are doing and try to be honest ‘cos I can tell when you’re lying. This is the ethereal plane.”

      Saleem smirked, although there was little amusement in his expression. His energy shimmered, weaker than I’d hoped to see it, a tell that he was slowly losing his power to fight against the MindMelder.

      He sighed. “I’m no better than I was the last time we spoke,” he said, flicking me a look filled with guilt and wariness.

      I threw up my hands. “How the heck am I supposed to be pissed off at you when you look at me like that?”

      Saleem just grinned. “You know you really suck at this dating thing. You really should get some tips because I’m pretty sure you’re not meant to reveal your weaknesses too early in the relationship.”

      “Don’t worry, buddy.” I shook my head and then smacked the djinn on his ethereal arm. “That won’t work every time you try it. I’m onto you.”

      Saleem smiled and for once his forehead smoothed and his shoulders relaxed. He seemed to have forgotten where he was and what was happening around him in the Mithrasian plane, and I didn’t want to mess with that.

      What was a few minutes of peace worth when the entire world around you was in turmoil? A heckuva lot, if you asked me.

      So, I let him have a few moments to forget, while I considered telling him what was happening with Aisha, about the director’s suspicions and our own concerns, that there was some unknown reason Sentinel was suspicious of his mother.

      But even in my deepest of hearts, I knew that was far too risky. Even being here now was risky. What if Division 7 was also using Saleem in the same way they had maintained their control over his mother? If that was the case, their entire plan could be compromised.

      My head hurt as I realized what I was considering.

      I was seriously entertaining the possibility of running the mission without sharing any crucial details with either Saleem or his mother. How would I pull off something like that, even if I completely disregarded the ethical issues involved in carrying it out?

      Still, there was the little issue of Saleem having lied to me about the whole deadline thing—which in itself still wasn’t all that clear.

      Perhaps we were all having serious trust issues.

      After a few long moments, Saleem sighed again and his spine stiffened. “We don’t have long. They’re coming to take me and I’m pretty certain that this is going to be one of the last times we get to talk privately that will be undetectable to them.”

      “What? Did they say they’re going to take you somewhere else?”

      “Oh, they didn’t tell me shit. But I’ve been in contact with a rebel movement.”

      “Wow,” I said softly. “Things have been happening fast here. Who are these rebel guys?” I kept my tone light, worried Saleem’s rebel movement was a figment of his imagination.

      He let out a soft huff. “Secret group of military types—ex-army and navy—who banded together through mutual dislike of Rizwan’s rule and who were suspicious about Division 7’s involvement in the transition to his rule. Many of the old royal guard, as well as the royal armed forces disappeared, taken off to camps in the deserts to help with the energy production. Those who remained believed they had to do whatever they could to oust the current regime. Thankfully, I’d never gotten myself on the bad side of the people so they like me enough to offer to help—as opposed to a beheading and a coup.”

      Saleem was being funny, but I could tell he was having a hard time putting on a brave face for me.

      “You really believe you can trust them?”

      He tilted his head to one side and appeared to consider my question seriously. “I believe I can. I can’t go into detail right now, but what I know is there isn’t anyone else in this realm lining up to help me, or to help get our realm back. And nobody else saw fit to give me the heads up that there are plans to move me.”

      “You have any idea where?” I asked. “That would be helpful in the whole busting-you-out-of-captivity thing.”

      Saleem rolled his eyes. “My guess would be the dungeons. It’s secure enough to satisfy the higher-ups.”

      “What are we going to do if we need to get a hold of you?” I scowled at him. “It is kinda important to have some sort of contact with you. We can’t have you going dark on us when we get here to extract you.”

      “The rebels will make contact with you to keep you updated on where I am.”

      “And you really believe I’m just going to happily wait for some stranger to pitch up out of the blue to give us your location? You do realize we’re ready to move out…like now. Do you or your rebel friends have an actual plan?”

      Saleem’s lips twisted. “Not that I know of. They do have a plan that much I’m certain of. I’m just not in the position to receive regular updates. And if I do end up in the dungeons, that’s about it for communication with me.”

      There was a sudden lull in our conversation, and it seemed like we were all talked out. But I still had something to ask the djinn prince. I studied his face, eyes narrowing now. “So, you knew the entire time that I was talking to your mother?” I asked, unable to keep the accusatory tone from my voice. And besides, why should I? I had every right to be angry with him. “I guess it must have provided you with some amusement.”

      He shook his head, a self-deprecating smile forming. “No, Mel. It wasn’t like that. I suspected she liked you and I didn’t want to mess anything up. Mother doesn’t open up to people easily but she seemed to take to you very quickly. I didn’t want to interfere. And when you didn’t tell me, I figured that maybe you weren’t ready yet to share it with me. And I’d guessed too that Mother would have made you swear not to tell me a word.”

      I made a face. Too bad I hadn’t thought of the secret Aisha had divulged and then sworn me to keep between us. Pushing away that bit of guilt, I said, “Yeah, I fell for that one hook, line, and sinker. Not sure who I should be madder with, you or your mother.”
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      He nodded, his lips twisting. “You have every right to be pissed off. I’d be if I were in your place. I can only say that I will do everything I can to make it up to you.”

      Tilting my head to one side, I studied his face. He appeared to be genuinely sorry, and I’d never been the type of woman to hold on too tightly to a man who really wasn’t all that into me.

      Judging by the sexy djinn’s behavior, he did appear to have some affection for me, and he definitely seemed to be happy to shoulder the responsibility of his lies.

      If I were a different person, I could easily have used his mistake—and his guilt—to my advantage, played him to do my bidding until I was good and ready to graciously bestow upon him my forgiveness.

      If I were that type of person…

      But I wasn’t.

      And while I’d learned that often the things we see with our eyes are not necessarily the true reality, that all too often the faces our friends and family chose to show to us are a manufactured construct of what they believe you want to see, I had to give my heart this chance.

      Otherwise, I was in for a rather bleak existence.

      And so, I smiled. “Why don’t we call it even? We are both guilty of…let’s call it…evasion. And maybe if we survive this mission, we can consider our options.”

      “Options?” Saleem stiffened, his eyes growing hard and fiery.

      I chuckled. “Hold your fire, djinn. Options as in how we will go about making it up to each other.” I shook my head, laughing at Saleem while he mirrored the movement. “I think I’d better get going. As long as you have it figured out as to how these rebel guys are planning to get in touch with us, we’ll be ready.”

      Before Saleem could reply, the ether between us grew thick and crackled with energy—emotions displaying themselves within the astral dimension, translation from physiological and emotional coding to something filled with energy and raw power.

      My smile faded as I caught the sober look Saleem was giving me. His eyes flickered beyond me, perhaps in the direction of the door to his room, as he still existed in the physical dimension within his room in the palace.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “We need to get you going. It’s dangerous here now, for anyone trying to gain unauthorized access.” He paused and when I didn’t say anything, he grunted and said, “I need you to promise me something.”

      “What’s that?” I asked, quirking an eyebrow.

      “I need you to promise me that if anything happens to me, whether you just can’t get a hold of me, or if I’m killed, please promise me that you will complete the mission and get Division 7 and Omega out of Mithras.”

      “Saleem…” I had meant to protest, but the djinn prince turned his fiery eyes toward me, his expression so deadly serious that my blood ran cold.

      He gave a nod, as though he’d recognized that I’d understood his meaning. “My people are suffering and dying at the hands of Division 7 and they need to be gone. And there will be djinn within the rebellion who will be only too happy to give back in kind what they have been subjected to. But I’m not of that mind. All I care about is that my family remain safe, and my people are also released from their prison.”

      “Prison?” My skin grew cold at the word. “Saleem, you need to at least give me more information.”

      He jerked a chin to his left where a hazy image began to take shape.

      I recognized it soon enough as a small coffee table that sat near the window in his room. As the energies undulated and coalesced, I made out the shape of a thick book. I hesitated, wondering if I should ask him outright if he’d received my message, then thought better of it, in case he hadn’t.

      “Take it,” he said. “There’s a whole bunch of information in there that I’m pretty sure would come in handy.”

      I gave him a grateful smile and said, “You wouldn’t by any chance happen to have a map of the city lying around? We’ve kind of been having a problem getting our hands on one. It’s been Sentinel’s stalling point and we really need to get around them and formalize our own strategy.”

      Saleem snorted. “Well, you won’t find maps. Not unless you piece together bits of paper stolen from various places and people.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Been there, done that, got the tee shirt.”

      Saleem smiled, eyes crinkling at the corners. “Don’t worry. I got your message—something we need to talk about if we make it out of this shit alive. Between Omega and Division 7, they’ve managed to delete every copy of any map of our realm. Even here in Mithras, the rebels have complained that they can no longer find the city plans so they can get around Kamsin in a safer and more efficient way, and of course without dying in the process. But Division 7 got there first, unfortunately. Thankfully, my rebel contacts were able to supply the info you needed, sourced from personal records of various warriors, from what I was told.”

      “Wow, now I have to admit that was something I’d considered. The strange scarcity of maps was a little too fishy for my liking.”

      “Yep, you keep trusting that gut of yours. You guys are going to need to be one step ahead of Ward and his crew. They’re armed and dangerous, and they want blood.”

      “Thought they were after more special royal blood.”

      “That too, but the team you’re gathering…I suspect it’s going to be a who’s who of highly professional agents. More importantly, you all have a collective power source that would likely decimate an entire planet. And Ward will know it when he sees you together. So, try not to get seen. Or you’ll be signing your death warrants.”

      I smiled gently then reached for him, saying, “Don’t worry, nobody’s dying unle—”

      Before I touched him, my ethereal essence pulsed, alerting me that something was wrong. Saleem must have also sensed it because he glared pointedly at the table where the book sat, it’s brown leather cover gleaming with age.

      Taking a quick breath, I materialized within his room, grabbed the book and flickered back into the ether beside him. But before I could say anything, my entire body was filled with a surge of electrical energy.

      Though not as intense as the shocks I’d received from the shadowmen a few days ago, the white-hot blast was enough to thrust me straight back into the ether where I floated for a few seconds, limbs and mind near paralyzed with the shock.

      What the hell just happened?

      I took slow deep breaths to force myself to calm down, to think—because my mind seemed to be a jumble of incoherent thoughts. And when the calm refused to come, panic rose within me, a tsunami of fear, multi-formed and multi-faceted fear.

      I swam in that maelstrom and only the whisper of Saleem’s voice which encircled me like a lasso, managed to slow the panic to a more easily controlled level.

      I wasn’t so sure that I’d truly heard his voice, because the words he’d spoken had been an unintelligible jumble and I’d only reacted to the rich baritone that had offered me a safety net.

      But I was still so very grateful because the sound had broken my cycle of panic and fear. That I’d felt such a depth of those emotions was a concern to me. I’d been in plenty of situations before where a person partial to hysteria would never have survived, so an attack of that proportion was a danger to both myself and my team.

      Focus, and keep your head in the game, I muttered to myself, drawing calm around me like a blanket.

      However forced that serenity was, however much of a trick it was, I already knew it was working.

      My heart rate slowed until it reached a more survivable rate and I straighten my limbs, glad to find they were all intact, and that I was still alive.

      Now, calmer, and able to consider the situation with a little more logic and a lot less emotion, I took a slow breath and focused on Saleem’s thread.

      I still held onto it, my ethereal fingers curled possessively around the shimmering gold threads, and I pushed along the lifeline, eager to check on Saleem to see if he too had suffered from the impact.

      He’d sensed something, that was for sure. And I hoped he’d returned to his physical form in time.

      I glided along toward the Veil entrance I’d used not so long ago, and then came to a barreling stop.

      My fingers—which had so recently held tight to the warmth that was Saleem’s living essence—were now empty.

      I stared down at my hand then scanned the distance between myself and the Veil to Mithras. Mere blinks of the eye to reach it but already I knew I was wasting my time.

      Saleem’s thread had been severed.

      Taking a ragged breath, I pushed away the urge to scream out in fear. I focused again, hoping that perhaps I’d simply lost my grip and let him go, that maybe he would still be somewhere around me, thrown back into the dense mass of life-threads that surged around me.

      But, as hard as I searched, I found no sight of Saleem.

      Shit. Double shit.

      I abandoned my search and approached the Veil—should I enter the realm and go in search of Saleem? But I hesitated, afraid.

      What if the magic that had blasted me out of the ether and cut off Saleem’s thread from the astral plane entirely also possessed the power to detect my presence?

      It was possible they hadn’t detected me, and had simply shut Saleem off. There were ways of course, though the processes were complicated and very few mages possessed the type of power able to complete such magic.

      But it was a possibility to consider. If the mage had the power and the experience, he’d be able to construct a sort of Faraday cage with his power.

      Of course, he’d have to possess a good strong dose of dark magic too, which would be required to keep a person within the cage while also ensuring that the energy signatures he himself was giving off as he sent power into the cage, wasn’t detected.

      It had to be something of that kind because I’d have known if Saleem had been killed. Life-threads don’t just disappear when a person dies. They remain even after the soul has progressed into the light, and even then, the thread goes through a degradation period.

      Truth be told, it never really dies, and some threads can be detected centuries later by a powerful SoulTracker—as long as they know what they are looking for.

      Given that I knew for a fact that Saleem was still alive, I had two choices: brave the entrance back into Mithras and risk alerting them to my presence, which meant they would strengthen the ward, which would render Aisha’s and Barry’s work moot, or go back and leave well enough alone.

      I glided closer to the Veil, the temptation to move through it so great that I was reaching out with my fingertips before I’d even registered the movement.

      I blinked as I felt the buzz of energy against my fingers, confirming the Veil was healthy and strong.

      I didn’t feel any change in the vibrations from when I’d entered it earlier, so I had to hope they’d not detected me in the first place. Even if they didn’t detect me the first time around, it didn’t mean anything because if they had a super powerful SoulTracker on their side—something I wasn’t about to place bets on—they’d be able to detect my astral patterns as an anomaly present twice. Once I could get away with. Twice would be foolish and reckless.

      Searching for Saleem was just courting danger, to both our lives and to the mission.

      I took a deep breath and backed away, ignoring the ball of frustration and guilt that roiled in my gut.

      Retreating into the astral plane and returning to my body, trepidation rose now as I thought about the next conversation I was going to have.

      I had to make a confession to the djinn queen.
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      Arriving within my physical form, I was filled with worry and the need to share the good news—meaning the leather-bound book I still held in my hand—with Logan and Kai.

      I’d been in the ether for almost an hour, but I had to force myself to slow down. The blast I’d received had been low energy, and had little effect on me, but I had to make certain that my wounds hadn’t begun to bleed again as a result.

      I also had to change my dressings or I’d have hell to pay from Natasha, not to mention Drake. I wasn’t sure who I was more afraid of, and then I had to wonder what would happen should the two of them decide to stop pussy-footing around and get together already.

      What would I do when faced with that combination of gargoyle and witch? As it was, they bossed me around independently often enough. I cringed at the prospect, despite how much I was rooting for them.

      I ran my fingers over the bandages, and when neither felt as though I’d sprung any leaks, I figured I could eat first and then tackle the blood and gore.

      Procrastination at its best.

      Leaving the book tucked under my pillow, I headed downstairs to the kitchen and rifled through the bread box. Finding nothing, I spun to the fridge—to see a note stuck on the door.

      Sandwich inside fridge.

      Eat. Or else.

      G

      I squinted at the message. Had I not recognized the twisty scrawl, I’d have had to spend a few moments figuring out the owner of the message. Geek or Gargoyle?

      Grateful to Geek, I tugged the fridge open, grabbed the plastic-wrapped plate and the can sitting right beside it, then hurried back upstairs, cracking open the ginger beer as I went.

      Inside my room, I sank onto the side of the bed and grabbed Saleem’s book from beneath my pillow. I ripped at the plastic on the plate and grabbed the sandwich—chicken, mayo, wheat-meal bread. I barely tasted it as I wolfed it down, hunger and the satisfaction of my palate ignored in entirety as I focused on the pages of Saleem’s notes.

      If I took a moment to savor any of the tastes, to rest and relax and to enjoy even a modicum of calm, I knew I’d likely just pass out from exhaustion. I could lie to everyone around me, swear on my life that I was resting and taking care of myself, but the truth was far from it.

      Sleep was hard to come by, and rather than spend hours tossing and turning, my mind a jumble, I just kept moving, catching brief moments of half-sleep here and there. The only problem was, the fatigue tended to catch up with me at the most inconvenient moments. Like when I was savoring a plate of comfort food, or settling back with a hot cup of coffee and a plate of cookies.

      Danger lurked everywhere.

      Now, I gobbled the last of the sandwich, guzzled the dregs left in the can of ginger beer and then closed the book, mind buzzing with the details Saleem had supplied.

      We won’t be needing Sentinel’s help at all, from the looks of it.

      Feeling a little calmer now, I made a beeline for the bathroom, and moments later, I was shirtless, staring at the mess that was the wound in the front of my abdomen.

      Gory, dark red and crusted with old black blood, the damage was enough to make me cringe even now. And even worse, I had to tend to the second wound at the back of my torso.

      Now that was going to take some gymnastic moves.

      I cleaned the first wound and applied a fresh dressing, shaking my head as I recalled the disagreement I’d had with Natasha. I’d insisted she should have done the job properly and made me good as new.

      Natasha had claimed she had to ensure she still had enough energy in case someone else on the team needed it, like maybe Ivy if she relapsed, or someone else who thought it would be fun to blow themselves up.

      I wasn’t having any of it though, and had gone on to request a bit of a nip-tuck, demanding bigger boobs and maybe a little more junk in the trunk.

      Natasha had merely stared at me, long enough that Drake had approached, told me to zip it and stop stressing out the nice white witch.

      Then he’d turned her around, hands on her shoulders, and guided her out of the room with a request to speak to me privately. Though I’d thought he was about to chew me out, he’d merely sat beside the bed and asked me if I was okay.

      I wasn’t.

      Not then, and not now.

      And I’d promised to tell him what my big worry was. As yet, I hadn’t and I knew my time was going to run out soon. I likely only had hours left.

      If I was that lucky.

      Exit wound done, I twisted around to study the soiled bandage taped to my back. This part was what I hated, the whole ripping away of hardened bloody dressings, which usually came away along with a good amount of hair—which one never minded—and with far too much scabbed tissue and raw flesh, both of which I was certain I needed on my body and not on the bloody bandages.

      Pun not intended.

      I glared at the mucky dressings, only partly concerned that I’d get my eyes stuck that way.

      And a voice filtered into my mind, a woman’s rich musical laughter filling my head and making my skin tingle, making my heart fill with emotion.

      What the…?

      And then the voice was gone, having delivered her laughter-filled warning, “Aww honeybee, don’t spend too long giving me that glare. You’ll get your eyes stuck that way forever and what do you do if you can’t see straight?”

      Tears seared my eyes and I let out a sobbing breath.

      Mom?

      I shook my head even though the warmth of her voice still filled my mind and my heart.

      What was happening to me?
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      “What the hell is going on?” Drake’s voice rang around the metal and tile of the bathroom, sounding incredibly hard and cold and when I looked up I saw that there was nothing hard or cold about his expression.

      I hesitated for a moment, a little unsure as to the reason for his stressed state of mind. Then, I scanned the bathroom to find that I was sitting in the narrow gap between the shower and the bathroom counter, hugging my knees to my chest.

      Loosening my death-grip on my knees, I slid my feet forward to rest them on the cool floor tiles for a second. Then, I cleared my throat. “Umm, it’s ok. Nothing serious.”

      “Like hell it’s nothing serious. I call you for breakfast and then I’m yelling—and by that I mean I was yelling at the top of my fucking lungs and when I come looking, I find you huddled in the corner, crying. What happened Mel? And don’t give me that bullshit about nothing happening. I got eyes in my fucking head, okay.”

      I let out a slow breath and rested my head back against the wall, aware now that my face was drenched in tears as the liquid cooled on my skin. My bones ached too, confirming I’d zoned out for what must have been at least a couple hours.

      I entertained for a few moments lying to him, fobbing him off…because seriously, I really couldn’t deal with talking about it.

      But there was a glint in the gargoyle’s eyes, something dangerous that meant he’d be both hurt and offended if I refused to share my pain with him. He’d bared his soul to me, revealing his family’s secrets and his despair at losing his sister.

      I just didn’t have it in my heart to betray that trust—even if it hurt me to think about it.

      With a ragged sigh, and through a throat tight from crying, the need to spill more tears almost suffocating, I said, “I heard her voice. For the first time in…forever.”

      Drake hunkered down beside me, concern and curiosity scrunching the dark skin of his brow. “Whose voice, Mel?” he asked, tone soft, gentle…gentler than badass-Drake had ever been.

      I swallowed a sob and cleared my throat. “My mom.”

      “Oh,” Drake replied. Then he sank to the tiles and scooched over to sit beside me. I suppressed a wince as the buttons of his jeans screeched across the marble as he shimmied over.

      We were crammed together now, shoulders smashed up against each other as we both sat there hunched over, each barely able to breathe without squishing the other.

      I looked up at him from under my eyelashes. “Sorry if I gave you a scare.”

      “Mphhh. I don’t scare easily.”

      “I’m not so sure about that. There was that hitch in your voice and your eyes were like a trout’s and I’m sure I saw a wobble in your legs, you just covered it quickly.”

      Drake chuckled. “Want to tell me about it?”

      “Nope.”

      Drake turned his head to meet my gaze. “Start talking, tracker.”

      I looked away, focusing on a spot across the bathroom just beside the open door where the tile near the skirting sported a web of cracks—a reminder of the wrath of an ancient poltergeist I’d once had the misfortune to know.

      “I was thinking about something—not too sure what it was right now—but the next thing I know I can hear Mom’s voice as if she was standing right next to me. And the funny thing was, I didn’t even know what her voice sounded like to begin with. I’ve barely thought about my parents, Drake. I mention them from time to time but never in a way that I’m talking about people I knew and loved. It was always in reference to Ari’s death/abduction and usually something like ‘and my parents were killed’ and that was it. No emotion, no grief…nothing.”

      “And now? Do you remember anything else now?”

      “No…actually no. All I can recall is her voice and just something inside me saying ‘That’s Mom’s voice,’ and then it’s gone. And it’s not even as though her voice triggered anything in my mind. I still can’t even remember what she looked like.”

      Drake studied my face. “I remember Chloe and Storm talking about it at some point. That you seem to be keeping your thoughts about your parents close, as though you were afraid that sharing your memories would make you lose them.”

      A dry laugh escaped my lips. “Well, clearly it was nothing at all like that. I just had nothing to say about them because I had no real memories of them.”

      “Maybe the trauma of what you witnessed made you block all memories you have of them?” he suggested.

      I glanced over at Drake, frowning. “Maybe. I haven’t thought of it that way before. But then again I’ve never discussed this memory loss with anyone because it’s never occurred to me that they were missing in the first place.”

      “Have you ever missed them? Like long to see them?”

      I shook my head, just the thought making me feel dead inside. “Just a blank. The only emotions I have are for Ari. And I know there are a bunch of ways a therapist can explain that. It’s just…”

      Drake’s voice was even as he tapped a finger on his wrist, which was a little too close to his face for comfort. “I get it. I mean, it’s not as though I’ve had a similar experience at all. Just that I get what you mean about it being inexplicable. But shit, Mel. There are so many things fucked-up about what happened to your family.”

      My throat tightened as it hit me that perhaps this was now the best time to tell him. I took a deep breath, ignoring the fact that it meant I was squashing him against the wall a little more. “There’s something I need to tell you. I’ve been meaning to, but I’ve also kinda been avoiding it as well.”

      Drake only grunted in response.

      I bobbed my head and said, “I think I’ve found Ari?”

      “What?”

      “No, I mean maybe it was more of I’ve-seen-Ari than I’ve-found-Ari because technically I have no clue as to where exactly she is.”

      “Mel, you have no clue how to deliver a good line.”

      “Okay, okay. So it went something like: I got zapped and the zap sent me to this plane that I recognized which was super weird and then I saw Samuel and it all made sense because it looked like his plantation in the old days and then I saw this woman who welcomed me and asked me to dinner and she seemed familiar but I just couldn’t put a finger on it and then she was even more weird with the sexy catty way she spoke to Samuel and me and then before I got to the house Samuel says ‘You’re not ready’ and I’m just blasted out of there without a by-your-leave.” I took a deep breath.

      “That was amazing,” Drake said, his tone sober.

      “What? The zapping part? Or Samuel or Ari?”

      “Not that. Just how you were able to say all of that in one breath. Seriously, there has to be a circus or something out there needing people with your skills.”

      “Shut up. I know what you’re doing. It doesn’t make me feel better. And I can tell you now it’s not going to help you digest all that either.”

      “Yeah. I don’t feel better.” Drake let out a deep sigh. “So what are we going to do?”

      “You mean what am I going to do?”

      “Nope. I mean what are we going to do? I’m not letting you do this on your own anymore, Mel. This shit really has to stop. You’re endangering your life with this need to do every bloody thing by yourself.”

      “And you want me to go risking your life to find them?”

      Drake laughed. “Excuse me if I’m mistaken, but I’m pretty sure there’s a bunch of people I know who are currently ready and waiting to risk their fucking lives for Saleem and half of us don’t even know the goddamned royal djinn. Does that not strike you as strange?”

      I rolled my eyes. “No. You guys are amazing people and would risk your lives for those in need of help.”

      “And what do you think those very same people would do when it came to having to risk their lives for someone they fucking loved? Geez! Sometimes you’re so goddamned stupid.”

      Giving a slow nod, I inhaled deeply as a strong pressure released its hold on my heart. Then I looked over at Drake who was still squashed comically next to me.

      “You’re probably not wrong there.”

      “Probably?” Drake shrieked.
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      Considering my dramatic expulsion from the ether this morning, I figured the best thing to do was to brief Logan on the incident first and give him Saleem’s notes.

      After being force-fed bacon and eggs and charred toast—Drake’s specialty—I found Logan at the weapons’ shop, studying a stack of rifles, some of which looked a little strange in their construction.

      “Is that stash courtesy of Drake?” I asked as I entered the office and came to a stop beside the dragon shifter who was bathed in a stream of late morning light from the room window.

      He glanced up briefly, eyes flickering with concern, which he quickly masked as he gave me a fleeting smile and bent again to study the weapon in front of him.

      I wasn’t fooled. “I’m assuming Drake updated you on my troubles with the djinn ether?” The gargoyle had left soon after breakfast, claiming errands that needed doing.

      Logan looked up again, his lips quirking into a lopsided smile. “Guess the chances of getting that past you were slim to none.” He straightened and studied me, expression now serious. “How are you feeling? Any negative effects from the blast?”

      “Tiny blast,” I held up my fingers to show him a minuscule space between my thumb and forefinger, “and yes, all gray cells confirmed intact and fully functional,” I said, not entirely keen on going into the details—especially since Drake had already debriefed Logan.

      “You’ve been blasted a good few times now, hence my concern.” His tone was mild, almost teasing, but his expression was deadly serious.

      I rested my hip against the side of the table, folding my arms even though I knew the action would be interpreted as defensive. “Fine. I was coming here anyway to give you the down-low first.”

      Logan chuckled. “You mean before you visit the scary old queen.”

      I snorted. “Better you never let her hear you say that.”

      “A dragon-versus-djinn battle?” He winked. “Now that would be interesting.”

      I laughed at the image his words conjured, but though amusing, it wasn’t something I would wish on him. “Just let’s try never finding out, okay?”

      Logan’s eyes twinkled with amusement for a moment. Then he sobered. “So how is he,” he asked softly. His expression was sad, that of someone who cares, and I was glad Saleem had Logan in his corner.

      I smiled back, hoping my expression would be enough to make him feel a little better. The truth of the matter was I suspected that if he knew the real truth, he would blame himself more than anything else. Which left me in a weird position because, as tactician of the team, he needed to know everything. Still, professional that Logan was, he’d be accomplished enough by now at compartmentalizing his emotions.

      Hoping the fear and concern in my voice wouldn’t come through, I replied, “He’s being brave, whether it was for me or for himself, I wasn’t entirely certain. Though this time he looked like he’d been taking more of a beating than when I saw him last.”

      As I spoke, Logan’s eyes darkened. He didn’t say anything for a moment, and appeared to be considering his next words. Then, on a quick breath, he said, “Do you think Saleem will be strong enough when the time comes to extract him?”

      I knew exactly what Logan was asking—we both knew Saleem would only last long enough if he were allowed to by his captors. “From the looks of his beaten-up body, Division 7 doesn’t appear to be too concerned with him living for a long period of time. Still, they don’t seem to want to end his life either.”

      “What do you think? His brother taking out some form of revenge?” Logan’s face darkened with an anger which only mirrored my own.

      “I don’t believe Rizwan has any control.” I said, thinking of the conversation between Rizwan and Saleem I’d seen in Mithras. “Saleem told him outright that he’s little more than a puppet, but he just refused to consider the possibility. Rizwan’s their bitch, no doubt about it. Which makes me question what they hope to achieve with this torture. It’s inhumane but it appears methodical, planned. As though there was some sort of process they were following.”

      “Maybe they want information?”

      Or maybe they want to tap into his prophesied powers?

      I shoved the thoughts away and replied, “What information could they get from Saleem that Rizwan wouldn’t have willingly handed over by now? It’s pretty clear the guy’s a couple balls short of a full pair.”

      Logan snorted and then nodded, “Good point. But we both know Saleem was touted as the next ruler. Maybe he learned—or was given—information that Rizwan wasn’t privy to being the son with no hope of his ass ever sitting on the throne.”

      Logan had a point and I pursed my lips, trying to go over everything I already knew about the realm and its royalty. Then I shook my head. “There are way too many scenarios. Besides, I have to go lay my head on the chopping block. Aisha’s not going to be happy that I went to see Saleem without asking her first.”

      “I’d say she has a right to be upset only if you damaged the progress that she and Lacroix have made.” Logan gave a perfunctory nod, as if pretty certain I was safe.

      Personally, I still wasn’t too sure I’d survive the day.

      “Anyway, what’s the deal with the demon overlord? I know you said you can trust him but you’ll have to forgive me if I have my reservations.”

      “Are those reservations more because he and the queen already knew each other?”

      I rolled my eyes. “No. She did explain they had a history going back to her husband’s time. So that’s not too much of an issue. I just want to be sure the guy is going to deliver.”

      Logan’s eyes narrowed as he studied my face. “Do I detect a bit of species prejudice within those words?”

      I snorted. “Of course not. I’m just thinking it was all rather too convenient, that he happened to be around just when he was needed.”

      “Maybe.” Logan’s lips twisted. “But I’m willing to bet Lacroix has a good reason for being in town. And sometimes it’s best not to look a stroke of luck in the eye.”

      I forced a smile onto my face. “Fine. I’ll try, but I can’t promise I’ll stop keeping an eye on him.” Then I pushed off the desk to my feet. “Also, best we are ready to roll. I’m to expect a representative of the Mithrasian rebel army to get in touch, though the Goddess only knows how and where or even when.”

      Logan cleared his throat, the sound dragging my attention back to him. “Rebel army?” he asked, scowling.

      I slapped a palm to my forehead. “Fuck. What is wrong with me?” Sighing, I dragged the notebook from my satchel and handed it over to Logan. I’d already taken photos of every page in the book so I’d have a copy, but I still felt somewhat bereft handing the notes over to him.

      He took the book in silence, then flipped through the pages before looking up to meet my eyes. “Mel, this is the kind of thing you lead with, not something to throw over your shoulder on the way out.”

      I shrugged. “Sorry, my mind seems to be elsewhere these days,” I said with a cheeky smile. When he didn’t reply I said, “I broadcasted a message on the ether out of sheer desperation. To be honest, it was more like a prayer, and shockingly enough, Saleem heard it. Good thing the rebels are on his side. And happy to help us. There are other maps too, from what looks like warehouses on the outskirts of a bunch of cities across the realm. They made notes too, but I haven’t had a chance to look through everything. But we have our maps now, so we can get moving. Oh, and Saleem explained that Omega had made a special effort to erase every copy of every map of Mithras and its cites that they knew existed within the Earth-Realm. I’m guessing it’s the ideal strategy as a means of protecting their control over Mithras.”

      Logan let out a deep grunt although his expression was filled with relief. “With what we have here, I can say we can be ready to move in the next day. Just as long as you haven’t broken the astral plane.”

      I made a rude sound and turned on my heel. As I walked off, I heard Logan chuckling, and the sound filled me with hope.

      Until I remembered where I was going. Breaking the astral plane was the least of my problems.
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      With my ass still a little sore from spending too long on the cold bathroom tiles, I took care to step gingerly along the grassy pathway so as not to jar my muscles.

      My head was throbbing too—I’d thought I’d gotten enough rest before heading out to the weapons’ shop but clearly, I’d been wrong. Or it could just be the midday sun beating down on my skull.

      I was making my second unavoidable stop at Natasha’s place in order to update the djinn queen on my unsanctioned visit to Saleem. I’d discussed it with Logan of course, but still I felt as though I’d done something wrong by not at least running it past Aisha.

      I rounded the main house and headed toward the back of the property to the foot of a hill—to be fair it was more of a mountain, though not quite there, but I wasn’t sure about the hill label either.

      A few feet ahead, hidden in a small thicket, was an entrance to a subterranean cave system which Natasha used for the stronger magic that, should the spells go haywire, would likely decimate her house, if not the entire state.

      Natasha had considered the possibility and decided that any magic which included the likelihood of blowing things up should be performed within a protected environment.

      Just her luck, there happened to be a network of caves beyond the property. Which was where I would find the djinn queen and the demon overlord working on magic together.

      I made my way past the spiky branches of a large broad-leaved cactus-like tree and slipped into the narrow space—the only access to the caves.

      As I entered the darkened interior, the rise and fall of voices echoed toward me. Though I was sorely tempted to spy on them, as I had to admit to a deep curiosity as to the interaction between the djinn and the demon overlord, I had to force myself to remember that I was about to get onto the scary old queen’s bad side.

      There was really no reason to make things ten times worse. Besides, if something went wrong, there was a distinct likelihood that I would get blown to pieces if I came upon them at the wrong moment.

      So, as I made my way toward them, I refrained from hiding the sounds of my approach. And when I entered the cave—a cavern as large as a concert hall—they were both looking up in my direction.

      The demon, with his pale skin and blond dreadlocks, was an unusual sight to behold. It was easy to assume that a supernatural creature like him would not be considered attractive, but there was just something about him that was unique, because even Kai had admitted her appreciation of his looks.

      Logan had only responded with an eye-roll, but we had both considered it significant that he’d given no challenge or denial of our claims.

      I followed the narrow pathway carved in a spiral along the wall of the cave, which descended slowly to the base of the cavern. The queen’s icy expression broadcasted her lack of appreciation at my intrusion, but she would have also understood my presence only meant I had something important to discuss.

      As I came to a stop, I gave them both a cheery wave and received a cool glare from the queen and a regal tilt of the head from the demon.

      “Sorry to disturb you guys, but there’s something I have to talk to you about and it can’t wait.”

      The queen’s brow furrowed and she beckoned me to her. Barry gave me a reassuring smile before turning on his heel and strolling to the other end of the cave. He stopped in front of a long table covered in bottles and bowls and a whole lot of other unidentifiable things that I couldn’t really make out from this distance. I had a feeling that I was going to really like this demon.

      I came to a slow stop in front of Aisha who said, “From the expression on your face, dare I say you do not bring the best of news?”

      Though I was tempted to start with some kind of smart remark, I forced myself to remain serious. “I went to speak to Saleem and I may have broken the Veil.”

      Well, not quite what I’d been going for, but I figured I was doomed either way.

      “You did what?” Aisha glared at me, her voice vibrating as her question hit me hard, one word at a time.

      Though I could’ve started with something more neutral, I’d lead with the worst possible scenario in the face of what I expected to be the full force of her fury.

      I swallowed, still a little tired in mind and body, really not up to having an argument with the formidable djinn. Raising my hands in surrender, I said, “With so little information to work with—even with our patchwork map—we’re running out of choices and we’re getting nowhere without Saleem’s input. We had to know where he will be when we do finally storm the palace. And with Sentinel refusing to help us, we needed eyes on the inside. And we now have what we need.”

      Aisha’s spine had been stiff, her expression strained during my explanation, her eyes flashing as she studied my face. And though she’d relaxed when I confirmed we’d gotten what we need, her skin remained pale—was it anger or fatigue?

      Considering the lengths she and Barry were pushing themselves to, I wouldn’t be surprised if she were disregarding the need to rest.

      Sound familiar?

      “What did you get?” she asked, letting out a taut breath.

      My heart rate dropped in relief as I said, “Saleem’s in contact with a rebel army who is providing him with aid. He’s given us maps and notes on security details, most of which he’s obtained from the rebels. He’s also confirmed that a representative will contact me with details regarding the rebels plans to take back Mithras, and I’m assuming to give us a base of operations to prep for our mission. I’m to expect an imminent contact and Logan is ready to go ASAP if need be. And he’s notifying the team to remain on standby for the next twenty-four hours.”

      Aisha blinked slowly, her expression broadcasting that she hadn’t at all expected such an update. Maybe I’d get away with endangering the Veil magic after all.

      She took a sharp breath, her expression neutral—which I wasn’t buying at all. “What exactly did you mean by breaking the Veil?” the queen now asked, eyes narrow and wary.

      I swallowed hard and stilled my fingers which suddenly wanted to tuck the hair behind my ears and fiddle with my buttons. “While talking to Saleem, I was thrown back into the ether. And then, when I tried to follow his life-thread back to him, it appeared to have been cut off.”

      As appalling as that sounded, the queen didn’t explode as I’d expected her too. Yes, she was furious—confirmed by the twin spots of red that bloomed at her cheeks—but she was also curious, and confused.

      I suppose I should count my lucky stars that she hadn’t just turned me into a pile of embers.

      “How do you mean cut off?” she asked slowly. “Was the thread indicating life up to a point and then just ended, or did it fade away from view?”

      “At first, I thought it was cut off but I’d been following it so fast I wasn’t exactly looking behind me. And when my hand hit nothing, I stopped and looked over my shoulder and found it gone entirely.”

      “What do you mean?” The queen’s eyes narrowed.

      “I lost the thread and I know for a fact that he’s not dead because dead life-threads don’t just disappear, they fade away and leave a residue that lasts years. Saleem’s thread just disappeared. Is his life-force blocked by something? Is there some type of djinn magic that would cause that to happen?”

      “Not djinn magic. But there is an element found deep within the Mithrasian mountain ranges. It’s similar to gold but contains a metal that acts like a diffuser—the way iron affects most Fae.”

      “And where in Kamsin is it found? That’s likely where they took him.”

      Aisha laughed, though the sound was harsh. “They didn’t take him far, child. He’s in the dungeons. The stone walls contain a mineral similar in structure to iron with properties capable of repelling or diluting magic.”

      I nodded, recalling Saleem mentioning a one-way trip to the dungeons. So this was what he’d meant. “What about jumpers?” I asked, wondering if there was a way I could get past this protective mineral. “I’m pretty sure even iron can’t stop us.”

      “To be fair, we hadn’t gotten around to testing its effects on a jumper. Perhaps I’ll mention it at the next consular meeting.”

      Smartass, I thought, before stiffening to check if the queen had heard me. When she didn’t react, I said, “He did say he’s being taken there on a daily basis.”

      “Melisande, dear, it’s likely you didn’t do anything to lose his life-thread. You were probably right there at the very moment they entered the dungeons.” Her words were a relief until she asked, “So did you check the Veil for indicators of damage?”

      Glad she was taking the route of impersonal interrogation, I replied, “I checked and the Veil entrance to Mithras was still in perfect condition. And the ward around it was still giving off the same magical vibration so I know the spell hadn’t been broken or strengthened.”

      Something flickered in her eyes, either surprise or curiosity—or both. “Thank Alat for small mercies,” the queen said, her tone dry as she watched me with now-emotionless eyes.

      I threw my hands into the air. “Don’t look at me like that. I honestly only wanted to check on him, to make sure he was okay. And it was a good thing too as he heard the message I left in the ether asking for maps. And what he’d given us had just about turned this whole mission from stalled-indefinitely to likely-ready-to-depart-at-the-break-of-dawn tomorrow.”

      Aisha’s eyebrows shot up. “Not if you’ve alerted them to your presence enough that they strengthen the wards again,” she snapped.

      “I was careful. And I did go back and check the Veil. I admit I was a little hasty but the outcome is definitely a good one. We have maps, but we also know Saleem’s alive but in more danger than ever. Which means we need to move ASAP. And now we can.”

      Then Aisha paused, her brow furrowing. “I do think that perhaps we need to find an additional way to support our transition. Baa’ruk and I have been working on the spell, but it will only allow us to part the current protective ward. The transition through the Veil is where we need additional help to enter without detection.”

      “Like an invisibility cloak?”

      She nodded. “The ward is powerful, but our spell will cut through the magical protection. But, with our departure so imminent, we don’t have the kind of time we would need to boost our magic in order to hide our trespass.”

      “And what do we need? We tried the portal key and that was a spectacular failure.”

      Aisha’s eyebrow curved. “I’m not sure. Mithras has many portals so perhaps the DeathTalkers have other keys? There are a number of defunct access points we could try, but Lady Kira would be able to update you if any are still functional. A portal that Division 7 is unaware of has a higher likelihood of being unprotected.”

      “Okay. I’ll speak to Nerina and get this show on the road.” As I spoke, I caught Barry’s amused glance as he chuckled.

      Aisha glanced over at him. “And what’s so amusing, Baa’ruk?”

      “Kassim would like her.”

      Aisha snorted then gave me a slow once-over. “It’s probably the only reason I’m not going to turn her into a pile of embers.”

      I let out a silent sigh. “Can we quit with the incineration threats already?
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      I’d sent a message to Nerina on the way home, relieved when she’d replied she’d meet me there in an hour. I was in the kitchen, making a mug of peppermint tea, staring off into the distance, when she materialized beside me.

      “Hey,” she said, giving me a half smile. Her eyes were shadowed, and she looked like she’d lost some weight with her cheekbones standing out more starkly, confirming that whatever was taking so much of her attention this last week wasn’t easy for her.

      “Hey, yourself,” I replied, raising the mug in question. When she nodded and sank into the nearest chair, I popped a teabag into a mug, topped it up with water and set it in front of her.

      Nerina curled her hands close to the mug and blew softly over the surface of the tea. “So, what do you need?” she asked, smiling enough that her eyes lit up for a second. Pale irises shifted to silvery for the briefest moment and then returned to normal. I blinked, wondering if I’d imagined what I’d seen.

      I settled into the seat beside her. “I’m on a mission for the djinn queen to find an alternative to the portal key that almost killed us all.”

      The DeathTalker frowned. “Why? I thought Aisha and the demon overlord were concocting some spell to counter the ward around Mithras?”

      “We’re on standby to leave within the next day. Did you not get the message from Logan?”

      “Oh, yep. Got it. And I’m ready. So we need a bit of help to get into Mithras then?”

      “That’s about the gist of it. She said something about portal access points that haven’t been used in years or forgotten altogether. One of those would work best.”

      “Of course, they can’t block access points they don’t know about.” Nerina nodded as she sipped her tea. “I think I know of something, but I’ve heard it’s dangerous, and probably near impossible to find.”

      “Do tell,” I said, curling my fingers at her in a move that said gimme.

      “It’s called the Sharaita, and it accesses Mithras in an area that’s been mostly abandoned by the people. Probably exactly what we’re looking for, to be honest. I can look into it a little more when I head back to the estate.”

      I waved a hand at her. “Don’t worry about it. I’m going to speak to Horner in a while. I’ll see if he can give us a hand finding it. I’m only worried we won’t be able to get our hands on it before we’re required to leave.”

      Nerina’s expression was sober but she did appear to be a little distracted, eyes focused on a distant corner of the room. I waved a hand in front of her face. “Hey, you with me?”

      She blinked and shifted her focus to my face. With a twist of her lips, she said, “Sorry. Just a lot going on.”

      “You okay, though? Anything I can help with?” I asked, the question dead serious, though a little voice in the back of my head asked where in the list of things to do would helping Nerina out fall.

      Nerina shrugged. “Not yet, but trust me, you’ll know as soon as I do.”
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      I materialized inside the Elite Agency headquarters’ front hall, my mind filled with all the things I needed to attend to in preparation for our departure, an a little restless with anticipation of the visit by the rebel agent meant to help us.

      Gerda, the receptionist, didn’t even blink at my sudden appearance out of thin air. She merely gave me a cheery smile and said, “If you want to see High Councilman Horner, you’re going to have to wait about half an hour. He’s in a meeting right now.”

      I gave her a brief nod and said, “Guess I’ll have to wait. Can you put me down as his next meeting?” When she smiled then bent her head and scribbled something into her ledger, I said “I think I’ll just go upstairs for a bit and pop in to chat with Ash, maybe check my mail.”

      She didn’t even look up to meet my eyes as she waved me off. “I’m sorry to have to say that Agent Ash isn’t in right now. She and her team are on an off-world mission.”

      I nodded—to myself of course—before heading into the front room to wait for my appointment time. My last visit to the Elite HQ had been of the rather explosive variety, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if she had told me to leave the moment I’d arrived.

      Horner would no doubt have had his team repair the room I’d decimated, but I still felt guilty about it. And though I’d suggested on numerous occasions that I would pay for the damages, my boss had merely shaken his head and smiled before saying it was all part of the job.

      Later, I hurried upstairs and made my way to the boss’s office, grateful that the door was ajar, informing me that it was okay to enter.

      With a light knock on the heavy oak, I pushed the door wider and popped my head inside to make sure I wasn’t intruding. Horner looked up at the sound of creaking hinges and gave me a narrow smile.

      The sight of my boss, his skin paler than normal, the creases at the sides of his eyes deeper tonight than I had ever seen before, was no comfort to me, especially when I was already juggling a bunch of worries. He beckoned me forward and I walked across the deep pile carpet to take a seat in one of the two overstuffed armchairs in front of his desk.

      The old leather creaked beneath me as my weight flattened whatever cushioning was left in the chair. I winced and stilled the urge to fidget.

      Horner’s dark head was now bent over a file and I waited in respectful silence for him. There was nothing arrogant at all about the man, and in fact he had only ever treated me with fatherly kindness ever since he’d succeeded in convincing me to come on board.

      His treatment of me had in turn inspired my desire to do my job as best as I could and to ensure that he’d never regret his choice. Though I often questioned his motives for making such an effort to have me join his agency, I couldn’t question the choice, especially with the extra privileges he’d afforded to me, even going to the extent of agreeing that my own cases would always take priority, and that he’d have a team ready for me should I ever need it.

      Horner scrawled a signature at the bottom of one of the pages then closed the file and set it aside with a sigh.

      “I apologize for making you wait, Agent Morgan. Unfortunately, it does appear that a number of things insist on going to hell in a hand-basket—I think that’s the most appropriate EarthWorld term for the current state of affairs.” He smiled at me, a corner of his mouth curling as his eyes twinkled. “I am making a concerted attempt to corral the renegades but as you well know, there are few guarantees despite the level of dedication one puts into the effort.”

      I chuckled. “I don’t think I could have come up with a better description than that.” Though I wanted to throw my questions at him, I fell silent.

      Horner straightened in his seat and waggled his fingers at me. “Come, Agent Morgan. Out with it. We have a bond of trust between us, which ought to give you the peace of mind to speak to me without concerns. Please let me know how I can help you?”

      His words seemed to emit an energy that reached out toward me, dosing me with a warm energy that resonated within me, and helped me calm my thoughts.

      I gave him a weak smile. “There is one thing I’d like to have.”

      “Name it.”

      “We need a key to the kingdom.”

      Horner’s brow furrowed, not in ignorance but rather to indicate his mind was racing off on a tangent in an attempt to find us a key.

      I figured I’d make it easy for him. “I believe there is a key that could work, although it’s not like our regular portal keys.”

      Horner stiffened, eyes flashing. “What are you talking about?”

      I let out a sigh. “The Sharaita.”

      “Oh,” he said and sat back as though I’d just slapped him across the face. “How did you find out about the Sharaita? Only a few possess the knowledge of this artifact.”

      I shrugged, reluctant to dob Nerina in, although I suspected Horner knew she’d given me the super-secret details. “We’re working really hard to make sure we get in safely. The magic of the ward may be far more powerful than we know and having a lifeline in our back pocket will help. Especially when we almost killed ourselves even before we got into Mithras the last time. Would be good to at least survive the journey there.”

      Horner nodded. And his silence spoke volumes. The man—or Immortal as I believed him to be—almost certainly knew more than he was letting on. I supposed I should be grateful that he wasn’t a roadblock because I wouldn’t have enjoyed that battle.

      I liked having Horner on our side.

      “Very well,” he said, letting out a sigh that sounded as though he were Atlas with the weight of the world on his shoulder. “I will procure the Sharaita for you. I will let you know when you can pick it up.”

      I almost groaned with relief. “Thank you.”

      Horner held up a hand. “Just be warned. The Sharaita was the precursor of what we know now as portal keys. This ancient key that took payment in more than blood.”

      My blood cooled at his words. “What payment?” I’d been prepared for a blood-letting to consecrate the Sharaita but Nerina hadn’t mentioned anything about the key taking its own payment.

      Horner shook his head. “I don’t know. It holds a danger that not many would choose to tempt. I would suggest you find another way to access the realm. The use of the Sharaita may have consequences you and your team are likely to regret.”

      “My team?” I’d been prepared to risk my own life but now that Horner had implied the team would be in danger, I knew I had to put the brakes on this option.

      “Each member of your team will have to perform a bloodletting to consecrate the key. Blood and pain, that’s what the Sharaita craves.”

      “You talk as though it’s living thing.” My stomach twisted now.

      “Some say the Sharaita is part of the Veil, a living essence of the Veil trapped within the relic. She allows you to move through the Veil but she must have her payment.”

      I exhaled on a ragged whisper. “If blood and pain are not the only payment, what will she want of us as payment?”

      Horner’s eyes met mine as he said, “That is what we cannot know. The relic has not been used in three millennia. And in ancient times, blood and pain were only two parts of the price of passage. I believe a group of people can use it together and provide their blood for the consecration, but I can’t be certain if the Nahra will be asked of each traveler or of only one.”

      His words were sober and so grave that I knew instantly what he was saying without voicing the words.

      The Sharaita will want a life as payment.
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      I had to admit that now that we had sufficient maps and information that would allow us to prepare better for the mission, I’d now found something else to worry about:

      The first was breaking the news to the team about the price of using the Sharaita relic—which I admit I was stalling on. My own mind was still reeling from Horner’s words and I had to wonder if it was worth paying a price that none of us even knew the value of.

      It’s a life. No sense in avoiding the obvious.

      I ignored the voice in my head as I tried to figure out how we’d go about releasing Steph, Lily, and Baz from the team without pissing them off too badly.

      The second thing bugging me was when and how would the rebels make contact with me. Saleem hadn’t been very specific about when or where this somewhat clandestine-sounding meeting would take place, though I’d expect the rebels would—like me—prefer sooner rather than later.

      Still, the djinn prince had left me in the dark as to the specifics, which had been enough to make me uneasy. So it was a bit of a surprise to me when they finally did make contact.

      Even more surprising was the method.

      In all my time as a SoulTracker, I’d never had the experience of being contacted through the ether.

      I’d returned to the house to find Steph gone, she had a major project going on for one of her courses and had spent hours focusing on it in the last few days. Between her project and her training with Lily and Baz, we’d been passing each other at odd hours, with barely a moment to talk.

      I’d caught myself short numerous times, running up the stairs to ask her something and realizing she wouldn’t be in the comms room.

      Made for a lonely house, if you asked me.

      I had just sat down to a late lunch—having said goodbye to Nerina after calling her to give her an update on Horner’s confirmation and bad news regarding the Sharaita—when I felt what could only be described as a knock on my ethereal door. The thought had sounded ridiculous at the time, and it still did—even after the experience had ended.

      Nerina had cut the call, leaving me with a bowl of risotto which had gone cold during our catch-up. I’d popped the dish into the microwave to reheat, the events of the day beginning to take their toll, and I knew I’d need to nap at some point if I planned to head back to our little HQ to prep further for our impending departure.

      In the meantime, I had to take care of normal things like sustenance and hygiene, not to mention dressing changes—which I disliked even more as I’d been looking forward to a soak in the tub to ease all my sore muscles when I remembered the wound and the bandages, neither of which were conducive to being fully immersed in hot water.

      I’d been about to spoon risotto into my mouth, my stomach twisting with hunger and anticipation, when I felt a strange tapping somewhere inside me.

      The weirdness of the sensation rippled along my nerves but I ignored it, mentally labeling it as a twinge of hunger—since I was often in the habit of eating only when I was starving.

      I paused, spoon in front of my face, aroma of garlic and chicken now forgotten as I concentrated on the odd feeling, which on further probing was more of a heartbeat in my mind than anything within my physical form.

      I remained frozen, holding my breath and waiting, and when it happened again, this time it included a sort of tugging on my spiritual essence. I put the spoon down slowly, and stared around the kitchen, frowning at the cupboards and counters half expecting them to begin opening and then slamming shut, half afraid that maybe we hadn’t gotten rid of my tokoloshe after all.

      And when nothing happened in the following moments, I swallowed hard, afraid now that maybe all those brain zaps were finally taking their toll on me.

      Maybe I should book myself a room in the nearest looney bin.

      I relaxed against the back of my chair and waited. And when still nothing happened and my stomach rumbled, I reached for my spoon, bringing it closer so it would finally make it into my mouth—cold or not, my hunger didn’t give a damn.

      Then I felt the knocking again. It took me a few moments to understand how I had recognized what this strange sensation felt like: I had something to compare it to. It felt very much the way one’s muscles would sense movement if someone tugged on a string tied around one’s torso.

      I stiffened, then straightened, eyes narrowed as I considered the possibility that something was happening to my life-thread in the ether and I was now experiencing its translation in my physical form.

      Food forgotten, I took a deep breath and focused on the ether, transitioning slowly, well aware that this could be a trap.

      I was a powerful SoulTracker, and according to Samuel, the most powerful in existence, but that didn’t mean I was invincible. So, I slipped slowly into the astral plane, awareness at 100% although I still felt incredibly vulnerable.

      I’d never felt this way before when moving into the ether and I didn’t like the doubt, the sense of the unknown on what was supposed to be my home turf.

      I transitioned fully into the ethereal plane and studied my life-thread, relieved to discover the glowing lines of energy intact and unharmed. But it took mere moments to sense something different about the multiple lines of energy flowing around me.

      I was not alone.

      A hazy iridescent form shimmered beside me, and I stiffened, mental muscles tense as I made ready to return to my physical body if the presence proved to be a threat.

      Though I was pretty certain nothing could harm me in the ether, there was likely an infinite amount of knowledge about the Veil, the astral planes, and the ethereal realms that we were yet to understand.

      I held my breath as the energies before me coalesced slowly. Rainbow colors flared, golden embers sparked and soon small flames flickered around the shape of a person whose features undulated until cheekbones, chin, jaw, and eyes, joined to soon became visible.

      I found myself facing a slim dark-haired woman, her body encased in dark-red leather and black armor. Even in her ethereal form, her weapons—two short Damascus blades, one in each boot, two curved swords, each housed in a loop at her sides, and a bow-and-arrow fixed to her back—all shone, their lethality evident by the shimmering of dark energy along their lengths.

      Despite the danger she should have emanated, she somehow managed to only impart a sense of calm and serenity. A sense of peace I duly shook off as I met the golden eyes of the ethereal form of a djinn warrior.

      A Mithrasian rebel warrior.
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      I met the rebel warrior’s eyes, still aware that she could be somewhat of a danger to me, and found her watching me, her expression wary. She tilted her head and said, “I did not expect you to understand this method of communication so quickly.”

      I frowned, a little confused. “I’m not sure what you mean. I sensed something…like a knock on a door, and I assumed the vibration had something to do with my life-thread. To be honest, this has never happened to me before. The most I’ve ever done is leave a message here and even when that succeeded, I was more than surprised.”

      I shut my mouth sharply, aware I may have revealed too much to her. And why had I relaxed so easily in her company? Why did I drop my guard so easily?

      She smiled, although her eyes still scrutinized me. “I suppose there will be time in the future to understand your abilities, but for now I’m here to give you a quick status update. Did Saleem tell you anything about our plan?”

      I shook my head. “No. My communication with him was cut off before he could tell me anything more. All he said was someone from the rebel army would contact me. I’m assuming that’s you?”

      She nodded, lips pursed as she held out her open hand in greeting, her palm swimming with iridescent colors. I shook her hand, the warmth of her life-thread pulsing against my skin.

      “I’m Fathima. Saleem has told me much about you and I can understand his fascination.” She winked, momentarily losing her sobriety, though she quickly masked her emotions.

      My eyes widened at the revelation. Still, I didn’t question the relaxed energy between us more because it was comforting to not be at odds with a member of a rebel army.

      I said, “I don’t think I’m all that fascinating, I just do what I can, and figure the rest out later.”

      The djinn warrior let out a laugh, a sound that I felt deep within my bones. “Perhaps we ought to get on with business. We’ve allocated a safehouse just beyond the city walls for your team on your arrival.”

      She handed me a small leather folder which shifted from lines of energy to solidity in my hand in much the same way as Saleem’s book had.

      “Inside, you will find directions to the first warehouse as well as your contact. He will bear a scar at the nape of his neck the shape of a crescent moon. We have many of them around the city, sympathizers, though not connected to the army. So your presence would not alert any of the security forces. The city itself is quite empty, with little foot-traffic other than the poorest and weakest of our people. Your contact will provide you with food and a safe harbor until we make contact. But we have to be extra careful so we don’t alert security. We will have to wait until you reach the inner city before you and my superiors meet face-to-face.

      “Once we meet up with you, we’d like to separate the members of your team and partner them up with our own people. Your knowledge and skills will be valuable and our people can provide you with security within the city. The basic plan is that we get you in and through the city to the palace, then we move into the tunnels and position ourselves. When the time comes, we will receive the go-ahead to storm the castle.”

      Literally.

      The rebels definitely had worked on putting a plan in place although they weren’t yet in a sharing mood. Either way, together we were going to free Saleem and his realm. But we weren’t doing it ourselves anymore. Which changed everything in terms of our team. The timing couldn’t have been better especially with the price of using the Sharaita hanging over our heads.

      “The queen, I’m sure, will be relieved to know that there is a plan in place.” I replied, immediately wishing I hadn’t mentioned her. Who knew how the people felt about a queen who, to their knowledge had gone AWOL leaving them at the mercy of Division 7 and their goons.

      Fathima’s head bobbed, though the movement seemed ragged, hesitant. “That brings me to the subject of our Shabhanu. We would like to respectfully request that she remains as far away from the dangers of military action as possible.”

      I laughed at that, unable to ignore the picture in my mind of their Shabhanu’s face should she ever come to know of this particular plan. “I’m pretty sure you know her as well as I do, if not better. She’s not going to like it.”

      The warrior snorted. “We are well aware of how stubborn our queen is. And I’m happy to say, we have a suitable plan in place.”

      Letting out a low laugh, I replied, “If you ask me, the only plan likely to work is if we knocked her out for the duration of the mission.”

      Fathima gave me a look that was so filled with guilt, I ended up giggling.

      And I didn’t giggle.

      “Okay,” I said, trying to keep a straight face. “I am going to pretend that you didn’t just confirm what your plan is. Just do what you have to do, and whatever you do, don’t tell me about it because the woman can read my mind.”

      Her eyebrows shot to her hairline and her mouth opened slightly. Then she took a deep breath. “I will ensure that my team is well aware of that. And perhaps you ought to find a way to keep her out?” Her tone was sharp, as though rebuking me for not having figured out a way already.

      With our conversation coming to an end, I asked, “Has anyone been in contact with Saleem? I need to know he’s okay. He’s entirely cut off from me—down in the dungeons, I’m told.”

      Fathima gave me a reassuring glance. “Don’t worry. He is okay. I’m assuming that Shahbanu would’ve explained how the stone works?”

      I nodded. “Has someone seen him in the last few hours?”

      “Yes, we have an agent inserted within the security team watching him. The prince is alive and is showing no sign of giving up. Only problem we have right now is access to the dungeons is a little bit more complicated from the tunnels beneath the palace.”

      Frowning, I asked, “I thought the tunnel network gives access to the palace? We’ve believed the tunnels to be the only way inside.”

      “It is, but there have been numerous rockfalls beneath the palace. Saleem gave us details of its condition—he’d been through sections we didn’t know of. A recon team confirmed it’s in a bad state. Many of the access points cannot be breached, and the entrance to the dungeons is one of them. We are working on clearing the debris and on locating a second option. The north tower is a possibility but that would require crossing the length of the palace to reach the dungeon entrance. We’d rather not endanger our teams unless we have no other option. Too risky.

      “We will update you with the details as soon as we have it. Since you know how to leave a message in the ether, let’s keep communication to this plane. I shall deliver an update soon, though it will be brief…just enough for you to know what’s going on. I will give you more details when you arrive with your team.”

      I sighed with relief. “Our team is ready to go, probably in the next few hours.”

      Fathima straightened, relief also revealed in her face. “One last thing, Saleem has given us a brief idea of the number on your team, but if you can give us an update, we could provide additional weaponry for you.”

      I nodded slowly, aware now that those numbers were about to change. “Oh, just a heads-up that Sentinel, the opposing agency to Omega also has a presence on our arrival. If you can help by giving them a location to keep them out of our way, that would be helpful.”

      She smiled. “I really like the way you think. I’ll leave a message here soon.”

      “Yeah, I’m not certain we can trust them. I’m not entirely sure if they’re working with Omega, and they haven’t actually been helpful so far. And I’m not about to trust them now especially when Saleem’s life is in danger.”

      She nodded and in the silence I heard how my words could have been misconstrued.

      “That’s not to say that the lives of the citizens of the city are not as important,” I said hurriedly.

      Fathima raised a hand in a kind of flourish/wave, her expression sober. “You don’t need to worry about that. Prince Saleem has told us enough about you—we know you really do care about all people of Mithras. And on behalf of our entire realm, I would like to offer you our thanks. Our commander has told me to provide you with the reassurance that you and your team will be rewarded for your efforts.”

      I shook my head and frowned. “I’m not in it for rewards. I’ll just be grateful if everyone comes out the other end of this safe and sound.”

      She had already begun to fade away and the last words I heard before she had completely disappeared were, “He was so right about you. Like father like son.”
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      After Fatima had left, I’d barely given myself time to shovel down the risotto before calling Logan to arrange for a team briefing, stressing that it would be a two-part meeting, one with him and Kai, to be followed by a team update.

      I was relieved that we now had a legitimate reason to leave the younger team members behind, and was also hoping we’d be able to reduce the numbers even further when the danger of the Sharaita was revealed.

      “So what’s so serious that we had to do a double meet?” asked Logan. He sat in the chair behind the desk, while Kai had a butt-cheek propped on its edge. Logan’s forehead furrowed and I knew he was worried that something had changed with our departure dates.

      I was half-sitting on the table that held the pieced-together map, listening to my heart as it raced along at top-speed. “Two things. First, Aisha requested a portal access point be located to help with the transition through the Veil—which Horner is going to get for us. Two, the rebels have made contact—which means we have our safehouse location in Kamsin.”

      “And why do neither of those sound like a good thing?” asked Kai, an eyebrow curving.

      I pursed my lips. “Well, one is good-bad and the other is bad-bad...”

      “Mel!” the pair replied sternly.

      I gave in and brought them up to speed first on the rebels already having an army at their beck and call, and that a small squad was all we needed to go free Saleem.

      “Please tell me that’s the bad-bad,” said Kai warily.

      “Sorry. It’s the Sharaita that’s going to be a problem. And my gut tells me we won’t be able to get through without it. Aisha is hiding something, I’m not sure what but I think it has to do with the power required for the magic to work. Otherwise why would she ask for a boost?”

      Logan’s voice was low as he replied, “You may be right. But what’s the price? I figure it would be blood or something. The Veil likes blood, from what I hear.”

      I smirked. “Well, this piece of the Veil likes her sacrifices a little more permanent.”

      The office was silent for a long moment. Then Kai coughed. “Define more permanent. I think I know what you’re saying but for now I’m in denial.” She waved a hand at me to continue, the movement pulling her sleeve’s hem up high enough to reveal a gleaming bronze armband wrapped around her wrist. I’d only caught sight of it for a second before Kai tugged her sleeve over it and folded her arms, expression inscrutable.

      Though curious, I let it lie, deciding to interrogate her at another time. I rubbed my forehead and then pressed my fingers to my temples. “We do have to provide the blood consecration of the artifact to get us through the Veil, but once we return we must pay the final price—exactly what we won’t know until later. Horner was evasive, but I’m guessing the Sharaita will require us to choose a life to sacrifice. Unless we choose one ourselves.”

      Kai blinked and Logan got to his feet. “Well, it’s not as though we weren’t already aware that someone could die on this mission,” he said, his tone hard to define.

      Was he trying to gather the courage to say he’d give his own life? I didn’t think so since he had a whole kingdom to look after, but with his friendship with Saleem, I wasn’t certain.

      “This is different, Logan.” Kai’s tone was cool, though her expression was pained—she was as conflicted as Logan was.

      I cleared my throat. “I’m just glad we can finally kick the kids off the team with a legit excuse,” I muttered.

      “True,” Kai said, pushing herself to her feet. “And we give the rest of the team the choice.”

      Logan began to pace. “Who do you think will decline?”

      It didn’t take me long to throw Natasha’s name in the hat. “I’m thinking this is dark magic, blood magic. She won’t want to dabble in it.” I remembered her hesitation when dealing with dark magic in the past.

      “Anyone else?” Logan asked hopefully

      “I don’t see any of the Ni’amh remaining behind,” said Kai softly.

      I didn’t argue with that. Not just yet. “That’s five of us, eight with Logan, Drake and Aisha.” I looked at Logan. “Lacroix?”

      He shook his head. “Pretty sure he’s also a no-go. He’d be breaking some kind of overlord tenet, I think.”

      I bounced my knee. “That’s eight instead of thirteen. But I’m still not satisfied.”

      “I know Drake wouldn’t budge, but what about Nerina and Cassie?” Kai offered, squinting at me.

      I groaned. “This entire mission started off with Saleem in need of help and us being the only people who knew about his situation. But now, there’s a rebel army, armed to the hilt, with plans in place and the means to get to him. If anything, we’re just going along for the ride.”

      “That’s where you are wrong,” said Aisha as she walked in with Baa’ruk in tow.

      I got to my feet, scowling.

      “Don’t make that face, Melisande dear. You need to know that you are the only one able to track Saleem.”

      I made a strange sound in the back of my throat, then looked over at Logan who shrugged. Then I faced the djinn queen. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Aisha gave a regal wave of her hand. “There must have been a point after you met when he either jumped somewhere with you, or felt the need to allow you access to his thread. Saleem is a djinn warrior, powerful enough to protect himself from detection within the ether. But you’ve found it perfectly easy to track him whenever you wished to.”

      Eyes wide now, I took a breath, running her words through the chaos that was my thoughts. “Wait just a hot second. Have you never tried to contact him in the ether before?”

      She lifted her chin the tiniest bit, just enough to let me know I’d put her on the defensive. She sniffed. “No. I didn’t dare. He’d have tracked me back to the estate in an instant. It was safer that I stay away. But I did try recently, and I suspect he’s recoded the magic.”

      “Recoded the magic?” I said, the words coming out on a monotone.

      “Yes. When a djinn with Saleem’s level of power is trained to hide himself from detection, he learns there are many ways to create the protective shield. But, the more time he would spend in the astral plane, the quicker the spell will fade away. A spell can last up to a decade, sometimes longer if an experienced adult performs the spell for a younger djinn.”

      “So you created his shield when he was a boy?”

      “Once when he was born, and the second time when he was thirteen. Both times, both his father and I merged our power to form the protection. But the rate of degradation increases the older the subject gets so the second round perhaps lasted until recently.”

      “And you would have access to him because you were the one who created the spell. But now that he would have had to repair the shield, he effectively shut you out?”

      “Exactly.” Aisha smiled, though her lips were thin and the creases at the corners of her mouth were taut. Guess she had more secrets hidden away, but I had to appreciate that she’d told me his one. Now she was nodded and tapping her lip. “Which is why I am certain your presence is essential, whether the rebels know of the shield or not.”

      “I didn’t get the feeling from Fathima that they felt our presence was unnecessary. I’d assume if the rebels had everything under control they’d have at least told us we’re not needed. Or given us the impression that we can come along but to stay out of the way.”

      Aisha took a nasally breath and straightened to clap her hands. “Now that we have that out of the way, did you find us a portal?”

      I proceeded to update the queen on the Sharaita and the payment it required. And I wasn’t surprised when she shifted her gaze to Barry, her eyes darkening.

      The demon tilted his head and smiled at her, then met my eyes. “I’m afraid I will be unable to go with you, given the nature of the Sharaita. The Nahra forbids the use of the blood of a demon as a sacrifice.”

      I blinked, then looked over at Aisha. And Barry chuckled. “Yes, the djinn are demonborn but their blood is...shall we say their blood is unique. And even were it not so unique, the demonic nature of my blood would shatter the bond of the blood sacrifice with the Sharaita.”

      I made a face. “Doesn’t sound very healthy.”

      “It’s not. The Sharaita was created with the sacrifice of the lives of a handful of powerful demons. Hence the incompatibility when it’s used by a demon. And sadly, my contribution must remain on this side of the Mithrasian Veil. At least until your team gets through and destroys the ward. I shall check the state of the magic and follow as soon as I see the ward has fallen.”

      “No. It’d probably be over by then. They have a rebel army doing their rebel thing on the other side of the Veil. From what I’ve been told, they are ready to move as soon as we arrive. Chances are, when the Veil falls, the fun will already be over.”

      The pale-skinned demon shrugged a shoulder. “That may be, but I shall follow either way. There are a few people I’d like to meet with, to see if my help is needed as the realm recovers.”

      I swallowed hard. What bond did this demon overlord have with the djinn that he’d go to such lengths to help them? Though curious, I refrained from asking further questions as the shop bell tinkled almost angrily and I knew the team briefing was moments away.

      I wasn’t expecting the announcement to go well.

      At all.
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      Aisha and Barry had left to do their final preparations while I’d updated Natasha, Nerina, and Cassie on the situation. Now, I stood in front of the gathered group having just given them a brief rundown of what the rebel soldier had told me, of course leaving out any pertinent details.

      “So when do we leave?” asked Lily, her eyes shining with excitement.

      “As much as I would love to say now...” I replied, shaking my head slowly. “We’ve come to understand that our position has changed in terms of the number of people we’d need on the mission.”

      Steph’s eyes flashed at my words, but I didn’t want to bring her anger to the attention of the team. She’d share her discontent with a few more people as well, so she shouldn’t feel so bad about it.

      “So who have you decided to take with you?” asked Steph coldly.

      I bit down a sigh of weariness. “Natasha isn’t coming. Neither is Barry, Nerina, or Cassie.” Steph’s eyes widened a little and she shared an inscrutable look with Lily. I continued, “Our final team will be Logan, Kai, Drake, Darcy, and myself. And Aisha of course.”

      The three younger team members stared from Kai’s face to mine and then back again, clearly unhappy, but unsure what to do after hearing who else we’d dropped from the team. Misery did appreciate company, I guess.

      We spent a few more moments discussing our plans, doling out tasks to them to look after until, and after we left, considering they’d be left behind to look after any fallout should we not return—for whatever reason.

      When they left—taking their hangdog expressions with them—Logan, Kai, and I sat at the kitchen table staring at a bottle of brandy.

      Logan’s eyes narrowed. “I see you also ensured that the queen left as well?”

      I gave a smile. “They’re well aware that this is going to complicate the situation but the rebels want to ensure that the queen is left out of any altercations or fighting. No harm is to come to the queen...at all costs.”

      Kai nodded. “That makes sense. And it’s probably a good sign that this particular rebel group wants to reinstate the queen as opposed to ousting her in favor of new leadership.” She glanced over at Logan and appeared to share a meaningful look.

      I placed the folder Fathima had given me on the table beside the brandy. “This is all the information she’s given us, and I had a quick look through. It’s pretty detailed and it looks like the rebel group knows what they’re doing.”

      “I’m assuming they had help from Saleem?” Logan asked.

      I nodded, “Yes she did confirm that she’s been in touch with him, so at least that’s a little bit of a relief. I spoke to the queen this morning and she explained that the stone beneath the castle has a dampening effect which was why I wasn’t able to follow his life-thread.”

      Logan nodded and began to scan the paperwork within the file, skimming the rest of the information. While he worked, I allowed myself to enter the ether in order to check if the rebels had left me any further details.

      Which they had: details of Sentinels meetup point, for one.

      In addition, I left a message for Fathima, giving her the new reduced number of people within our team.

      I was not looking forward to having that conversation with the director. Something told me that he wasn’t going to be very happy with such short notice.

      “Do you want me to deal with the director?” Logan offered, looking up from the notes.

      As tempted as I was to accept his offer, I shook my head. “No. I need to know what his reaction is. Not that I don’t trust you, but I just have a sense about him that I want to be sure.”

      Logan smiled and gave me a reassuring nod. “Of course, I understand. I just want to make sure that the director doesn’t think you can be pushed around. I’ve dealt with him on a number of occasions and I know full well that he can be a complete asshole.”

      I studied the faces of my two friends, then reached for the brandy and poured some into my glass. I lifted it into the air. They both followed my actions and raised their own glasses.

      “Here’s to saving the prince and all the people,” said Kai with a grin.

      “Here’s to hoping after all is said and done the queen won’t kill us,” I added.

      Although my toast was followed by rousing laughter, I suspected the pair of them were guilty of sharing that same hope too.
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      I was not looking forward to the meeting with Director Gilfillan but I figured I’d better get it over and done with as soon as possible. As expected, Gilfillan requested the meeting be held at Sentinel’s HQ, in boardroom 5C—the man hadn’t even asked where I’d like to meet, merely spouted off the room number and told me to be there at twenty-two-hundred hours.

      I didn’t have any misconceptions about my lack of experience in terms of mission-prep but I damn well had my own rep that the director was well aware of, especially since I’d done a couple jobs for him in the past year or two. Why he still continued to treat me like I was a green agent, I just couldn’t understand.

      But I didn’t have the time to ponder his patronizing nature. Neither did I have the inclination to waste my gray cells on him. But, unfortunately, I had to get this meeting concluded as soon as possible.

      So, instead of telling him where he could shove his attitude, I calmly requested an alternate meeting place. I decided that I would prefer a more neutral ground. I had two choices for locations: either the Elite HQ—which I was sure Horner wouldn’t have a problem with—or O’Hagan’s Pub.

      In the end, I chose the pub, and I was pretty sure that the director was not impressed with my choice. Still, he did agree to meet me there without questioning my request.

      Thirty minutes later, I was seated in one of the darker more private booths at the back of the pub, watching the door. Gilfillan arrived on time and strolled toward me, his expression clear that he thought I was about to waste his time.

      Wasn’t he in for a surprise?

      “Agent Morgan,” he said as he sank into the seat opposite me. He shifted on his bench, his gaze drawing across the floor toward the bar counter, revealing his discomfort in this rather more earthy environment than his polished mahogany boardroom tables and imported Italian calf-leather chairs. The man was arrogant and strange but I didn’t have time to try my hand at figuring him out.

      “Director, thank you for agreeing to meet with me. I must apologize for the sudden notice but it couldn’t be helped. We’ve just received word from the team in Mithras who are arranging our safe entrance to the city. Their operatives will be ready for our arrival first thing tomorrow morning. My squad is prepping as we speak and we plan to depart at sunrise, so I’m hoping that your people are good to go?”

      Gilfillan’s eyes widened, though he hid the reaction fast. Still, not quickly enough for me to miss it. He gave a slow nod, perhaps to make me believe he was doing a quick inventory to assess his team’s readiness to depart.

      “I believe we are prepared. Of course, prepared as best as we are able. Considering we have the assistance of the Mithras teams, I do feel a little more comfortable as I’m assuming they will be our eyes on the ground.”

      I nodded slowly, pondering my instinct to let him know about the missing maps.

      Then he said, “I have to admit I’m not entirely comfortable handing over the reins to a group of people I know nothing about.”

      I shrugged. “These are the people of Mithras, Director. Surely they don’t require our vetting before they run an op to save their prince?”

      I knew how that sounded, and for a moment I had to consider the situation myself. The control of this entire op had shifted from Logan’s and my hands, off to the rebel army in Mithras.

      I shifted forward, ribs hitting the edge of the table. “I understand your concern, but these people are loyal to Aisha and to Saleem. They are the ex-military of Mithras. And by ex I mean thrown out of their positions by an alien force intent on taking control of their realm. I guess if they want to be the ones to call the shots I’m happy with that. As long as, in the end, Saleem’s family and his people are safe.

      “Also, I thought you may like to know that the reason you found it difficult to find maps or city details of any of the Mithrasian cities is because Omega and Division 7 ensured they were wiped from your records.”

      “And you know this how?”

      “Saleem sent us a message,” I replied, reluctant to clue him in on what had actually happened. “He confirmed Omega’s double agents had ensured those files were removed. Maybe that’s something you can investigate on your end?”

      Gilfillan swallowed, his expression somewhat shell-shocked. Which only served to confirm that the man didn’t have a clue that Sentinel’s files had been wiped. Either that, or he was shocked that I’d found out the truth. Either way, I didn’t care. Gilfillan and Sentinel were the last things I gave a crap about.

      For now, I just had to make sure that the Sentinel contingent stayed out of our way. I slid a piece of paper across the table toward the director and he lifted his chin to read the note with the details I’d found in a message Fathima had dropped an hour ago.

      “That’s the location in Mithras where the army representative will meet you. They’ve assured us that they will supply us with weapons and armor should the need arise.”

      “Can I ask exactly what our purpose will be in this mission?” he said, one eyebrow curved, dark eyes flashing.

      “I have no idea. I’m in the same boat as you are. But does it really matter? We’re there to assist in any way they require. Oh, and also, we’ve been requested to maintain the utmost secrecy and only pass on information that’s vital. We need to close the loop as much as possible, especially since we know Omega and Co. already have the advantage of time and knowledge. And perhaps, this will be a way for you to root out the double agents in your organization? Maybe you could drop a few red herrings along the way?”

      Gilfillan’s nostrils flared, his skin darkening a few tones. But, though my words had succeeded in pissing him off, he appeared to consider them more seriously than I’d expected him to. He settled against the backrest and scowled. “I do believe you have the right idea, Agent Morgan.”

      Well I’ll be damned.

      I merely nodded in faux sobriety as the director tapped the surface of the table. “To be brutally honest, I didn’t trust you or any of your agents. Still, it does appear that this is a good opportunity to pin the tail on the mole. I trust you are covering bases amongst your own team?” he asked, an eyebrow rising again.

      “Way ahead of you. We’ve closed the loop entirely on details. Only I know the full details, while Logan and Kai know only a little more. The rest of the team have all received slightly different information so if any of my guys are batting for the other side, we’ll easily be able to ID them.”

      Gilfillan nodded slowly, his expression confirming that he hadn’t believed I’d run my own team through the test. Maybe that would earn me some respect in his esteem.

      But I decided I still didn’t care.
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      When Horner messaged me, I was a little taken aback when he requested to meet us someplace other than the Elite HQ, asking if my place would be okay. He had instructed me to gather the team and I’d duly sent out the messages to the remaining members who responded that they’d be over soon.

      The fact that Horner wanted this to be done in private was interesting. Were his actions sanctioned by the Supreme High Council at all?

      Maybe you’re just being paranoid and all he was doing was taking extra precautions for security purposes.

      The team arrived, the absence of Barry and Cassie was all too glaring. I’d felt bad but both the ShapeChanger and Nerina had assured me that they understood, and with Nerina concerned that the use of the Sharaita may affect her priestess position, I’d felt much better. She’d insisted she be present at the consecration though, and I’d agreed, aware having her watching could only be of benefit to us in case something went wrong.

      Goddess forbid.

      The team waited nearly twenty minutes before Horner arrived close to midnight, carrying a small wooden box which looked ready to fall apart. With its rounded wooden legs and intricate carvings, the chest was something straight out of ancient history. Even the wood had faded to a dull brown as time had peeled away any gloss or color.

      He strolled into my living room and sat the box down in the middle of the coffee table. Then, without a word, he headed across the hall and into the kitchen. Seconds later, he returned with a bowl and a knife, the sight of which got my stomach churning.

      Horner walked around the low table, spine curved, holding a deathly sharp carving knife and carrying the marble bowl which would soon contain the blood of each and every person in the room.

      I didn’t like it, but if the Sharaita was the only safe way to cross through to Mithras, we had little choice. Especially now that I knew how important it was that I be there when the rebels extracted Saleem.

      He studied the faces around him, probably seeing the skepticism and concern the same as I was. Aisha’s silence was glaring, which managed to only put me more on edge.

      Then my boss smiled a little too cheerfully for my liking, and said, “As you should know by now, this is not a normal portal key.”

      “Then what is it exactly?” asked Drake, a hitch in his voice. Logan had predicted Drake would refuse to stay behind and he’d been right.

      “It’s from ancient times, to my knowledge the Sharaita was one of the first keys capable of transitioning a larger group through the Veil at the same time. Still, even back then the use of this artifact was considered dangerous and only to be used as a last resort.”

      I wanted to roll my eyes at that because it seemed that all of a sudden, every option we had available to us was considered dangerous and only to be used as a last resort.

      Precious magic could explode and kill us all.

      And now so could this ancient key to the Veil.

      But we needed both.

      And even though I didn’t like the idea of not having a choice, I forced myself to take a deep breath. Horner was standing across the coffee table from me, waiting, as though he expected to hear a chorus of objections.

      Now he smiled and waved the wicked blade around in a circle. “I’m sure you all know the routine, as the process to initiate the key is similar to that of the portal keys coding ceremony performed by the DeathTalkers.” He took a moment to look over at Nerina who was watching the process with her arms folded over her chest. To her, he said, “My Lady, would you like to preside over the ceremony. I believe I could do with your experience.”

      My eyes were not the only ones widening when he addressed her as ‘My Lady,’ but nobody questioned it. Did her new title have something to do with the fact that she’d been AWOL so long. I’d happily bet all the money in my bank that Nerina was going to get grilled to within an inch of her life immediately after the key was coded.

      Without a word, every member of my team moved toward Nerina who now held the knife, her expression sober. Horner then directed each of the team to move toward the DeathTalker one at a time.

      Horner’s gaze drifted around the room, resting upon the faces of the team individually. “For the ceremony, the blood sacrifice must arise from the lifeline, the heart power,” he said. Reaching for my hand, which I allowed him to take without resistance, Horner pointed at the middle of my palm. “This is where the most powerful energy in our blood rises. A willing blood sacrifice sourced from this particular point on the body will enhance the power of the key.”

      I couldn’t fault his logic, and it seemed that neither could anyone else on the team. In silence, they followed his instructions and allowed Nerina to bleed them one at a time.

      Soon, the white marble bowl was over half full with our blood, the ruby liquid intermingling so seamlessly that one would never guess at the number of different supernatural species blended within.
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      At dawn the next morning, the team gathered in my living room again, ready to leave. Tension simmered in the air around us; Kai and Logan looked determined, Lily and Baz looked defiant—though they knew they had little chance if they thought they could demand to accompany us.

      Darcy and Kai shared a glance with me, both tense but confident, both whose bearings revealed this kind of pre-mission buzz was old hat.

      An even half dozen with Aisha, Logan, and Drake—I wasn’t certain if that was a good thing.

      The team had shrunk somewhat, but it was pretty clear to us by now in the wake of the communication with Fathima, that we didn’t need a large contingent, only a strong, smart, and efficient one.

      Despite the confidence I felt in our team, I was still plagued by worries that we may be too late. What if I’d tipped them off after my last visit and Ward and his cronies had strengthened their magical protections? If they had, then all our efforts, all the political maneuvering, all the magic, all the reckless endangerment would be in vain.

      Aisha though, had made her dissatisfaction with me clear enough. Since I’d fessed up to the queen, she’d been a little frosty with me, and had kept her distance, conversation short, eye-contact limited, mind-reading none.

      Barry though had appeared unperturbed with my admission, and had behaved as though I hadn’t endangered all their work. In the end, I decided to go to his unspoken dismissal of my crimes and just chalked Aisha’s attitude up to regular old pissed-off-ness.

      Maybe it was time I took responsibility.

      I dismissed the thought with a silent snort and addressed my friends. “Before we begin, I think I need to take a moment to check out the condition of the Veil. Just to make sure everything is in order.”

      “Do you think that’s wise?” asked Darcy, her brow furrowing deeply. “What if by checking the Veil, your presence is detected?”

      Aisha shook her head. “Even if they do detect a presence, they wouldn’t have enough time to summon the magic and focus it on us. The ward they have already erected is filled with power—not something you can whip up in a second.”

      “But, just in case they have a super powerful demon-witch on speed dial,” I added, “it’s probably best we’re overly cautious. The only way we could achieve this is if we were ready to go when I check the status of the Veil. If we do set off any alarms, it won’t matter. We’ll cross into Mithras and get our asses to the safehouse before they have a chance to twirl a finger.”

      Overly confident, but better than being all negative.

      “You do realize this could be a one-way mission?” asked Drake, eyes inscrutable though I knew what he was thinking.

      “That’s a possibility, but we have to believe we’re going to succeed. The whole realm is hanging in the balance right now. I know you’re concerned about us being able to leave if things get hot. And I’m sure we’ll be able to, if that time comes.”

      Even as I spoke the words, I knew none of them believed me. Which made me more satisfied that we were leaving the younger members of the team behind.

      I looked over at Steph who was leaning against the wall, arms folded, lips a thin line. And she began to shake ahead. “No way, Mel. You’re not doing this to me now.”

      I held out my hand, aware this was a last-ditch effort, aware she was blatantly ignoring last night’s decision to limit the team in the hopes we’d give in closer to departure.

      Not happening.

      “Please Steph, you have to understand we cannot expose you to the consequences of the Sharaita. It’s unnecessary, especially when it’s likely even those who are going are already not needed.”

      Steph’s voice was rough as she snapped, “What do you expect me to do here? Sit around and hack a few agencies while you guys all risk your lives?”

      I swallowed a lump in my throat. “Because you’ve worked with me for so long, everyone is familiar with you and they trust you. You’re the closest person to me on this side of the Veil—as Lily is to Kai. If we’re stranded and need help, someone on this side is going to have to reach out to people, call in favors, send the cavalry.”

      Steph’s eyes glittered with anger, but I knew from her silence that she understood where I was coming from. Still, she didn’t like it one bit and she wasn’t about to pretend she was just to make me feel better.

      During my discussion with Steph, I’d caught bits of conversation from the kitchen, voices rising and falling—Kai giving Lily the same speech. Maybe the pair of them would have company in their misery.

      Either that or the two girls were going to make Kai and me regret leaving them behind.

      After Steph and Lily left, the group settled down in preparation for our departure. I looked around the room. “I won’t be long,” I said. “Be ready to move because either way, we’re doing this.”

      I focused my thoughts and concentrated, then transitioned into the ether, and soon I was skimming toward the Veil that protected the borders of Mithras. It didn’t take me long before I was scanning the curtain of energy for any differences since the last time I’d been here.

      Holding my hand out I used my own energy to feel the power of the magic placed within the field by Division 7.

      Nothing had changed.

      I had just begun to turn away when a pulsing of energy throbbed against my mind. Nothing strong enough that I would’ve noticed immediately and I’d only registered it with my senses because I’ve been concentrating on something else.

      But the strange pulsating energy, revealed to me almost like a heartbeat, wasn’t what made the sweat break out on my forehead. It was the added strength and power behind it that had me worried.

      They hadn’t strengthened the magic but had instead infused more power into the field itself. And as much as I’d hoped we wouldn’t have need of the Sharaita after all, it was clearly not the case.

      Feeling decidedly dejected, I returned to my physical form and opened my eyes to stare around at the worried faces within the room.

      My expression was enough to tell them my news was nothing good.
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      “What happened?” Kai asked, arms wrapping around her as though she wanted to protect herself from the bad news.

      I shook my head and explained the changes in the power behind the Veil, then looked over at Aisha. “At first, I thought it must’ve been something done recently to support the power, but I’m wondering if maybe they had detected my presence after all.”

      The queen tapped a finger to her lips. “No, it doesn’t sound like something they would do. It’s quite likely power has been running through the Veil around the realm all along. It’s likely what contributed to the catastrophe that happened when we tried to use the portal key the last time.”

      “So they were twice as careful, pushing additional energy into the Veil as well as creating a magical ward as an additional protection.” I rolled my shoulders, feeling as though I needed to steel myself against the hours and days to come. The goddess only knew what was in store for me.

      “So what do we do now?” asked Darcy, glancing between the queen and me.

      “This is why I asked for the alternate portal access.” Aisha looked around the room at the team. “Part of how the Sharaita works is it will borrow energy from every single one of you. It’s not going to be an easy experience. Think electrical shock if you want a comparison. And recovery, unfortunately, will not be quick. The only good part is there won’t be any physical or mental damage as a result.”

      Across from me, Kai’s face twisted into a worried frown. Now, she met my eyes and gave me an encouraging smile, hiding her trepidation with expert speed.

      But I’d already seen her fear.

      Aisha, ignorant of our unspoken conversation, was now waving a hand at the team, beckoning them together closer toward her.

      “Mel will release the Sharaita and on my mark, we will all jump together. Link hands please, and do not let go no matter what. It’s crucial that—I can’t stress enough how important it is because if our bond breaks, it’s quite likely that many of us, possibly even all of us, may be killed in the process.”

      I stared at her in shock, wanting to say that this was ridiculous and that we were risking too much. And that Horner hadn’t said any such thing.

      Logan was already acknowledging her words, and his responsibility. “I’m in, eyes wide-open to the consequences. I think everyone here feels the same way.”

      Without another word, the six people on the team to Mithras, linked hands and held on tight. I was relieved and very scared at the same time, and I had to hope that somewhere out there, some benevolent part of the universe was watching out for us.

      Hands held tightly together, Aisha began to chant the words of her spell. A hum grew around us, soon developing into a buzzing electricity. It had begun to rise to an almost fever pitch when the queen looked over at me and nodded.
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        * * *

      

      I reached behind me to take hold of the Sharaita. Beneath my fingers, the metal was cold and I prayed that whatever we were attempting would work. To be honest, I was no longer thinking of Saleem’s life, nor of the lives of all the djinn in Mithras.

      Right this minute, I was thinking about the lives of the people around me. The lives of our friends who cared enough for Saleem that they’d risk their lives in an attempt to save his—without any assurances of success.

      I took the heavy artifact and tossed it into the center of the circle before grabbing for Kai’s hand. The queen had continued chanting, and across from me I watched Darcy, her expression dark with worry.

      In a sudden blast of energy, the power of the Sharaita was invoked and a column of iridescent energy burst from the center of the metal ring.

      At that moment, I realized that Aisha had failed to tell us what her ‘mark’ would be. But, then she yelled out at the top of voice, “Go.”

      In one synchronous movement, the entire team took a leap forward toward the center of the column and each one of us disappeared into the energy and light.

      Most people used portal keys without understanding exactly how they worked, and were simply grateful they’d succeeded in coming out the other end alive.

      I, on the other hand, understood the mechanics of the Sharaita and how old the power was we had just accessed.

      And of course there was the dark blood magic involved in initiating the magic itself. Every one of us had sacrificed our blood in order for the artifact to allow us access.

      Now, the power of the Sharaita sucked the entire team into the ether at a speed faster than light, so fast that nobody would’ve even seen what was around them. Of course, I knew where we were at every point in our journey.

      For which I was glad as I’d have noticed if we’d taken the wrong path. Still, traveling at such a speed meant stopping would have pulverized us all. So, my knowledge was kinda moot.

      In the next moment, we’d surged out in front of the portal in the Veil that would drop us inside Mithras. This was the only part of the Veil the team was able to see, only because of the spell Aisha and Barry had concocted meant those using the magic would be able to detect the presence of the Veil.

      My friends, though they would have been impressed, all appeared impervious to the beauty of the ether.

      Poker faces all around.
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        * * *

      

      Hands still help tight to mine, Aisha continued to chant the magic spell she and the demon overlord had spent hours creating, while the rest of the team were like me, probably sending up prayers to every entity we knew of.

      Slowly, so very excruciatingly slowly, the shimmering opalescent curtain of the Veil began to part before us. And not in the usual way access was unwanted, where the interloper passed through without the permission of the Veil.

      No, before us, the ethereal wall separated like a curtain and opened to allow us access through a narrow gap in the shimmering Veil.

      I had never seen, nor ever heard of, anything like it before. The awe I was experiencing was clear my face for all to see.

      And I didn’t give a damn.
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      We’d been warned about the toll that the magic circle would take on our bodies, but I hadn’t bargained on it being so powerful. Seems underestimating what I was up against was becoming a habit.

      A potentially lethal habit, given our second predicament.

      The portal created by the Sharaita had deposited us into a potentially deadly situation.

      Our circle of six still remained unbroken, but a fleeting glance around the group confirmed they were all worn out from the transition through the Veil. The only problem was, holding onto each other was about to become near impossible, and holding onto each other was going to be the only way we would survive.

      We’d hit ground on solid rock, yes. But that was where the good news ended. The rock itself would have been a perfect landing spot, had it not been floating on the surface of a river of what appeared to be liquid gold.

      The river shone from below us, providing the only light at this late hour, giving off just enough of a glow to reveal the strained faces on my team.

      “Hold on, everyone. We cannot allow anyone to fall into the river.” The desperate fear in the djinn queen’s voice rang around us and I didn’t miss the surprise and disbelief in the faces of the team around me. Even Logan, who was supposed to be the most experienced of us all, was staring around startled.

      Gripping tightly onto Aisha’s and Kai’s hands, I took a breath and yelled out, “Why exactly?”

      The queen’s eyes narrowed as she looked over at me, and though she may have contemplated providing a less than truthful answer—suggested by the hesitation in her voice and the flickering in her eyes as she looked away from me—in the end, she chose the terrifying truth. “It’s a type of acid, much prettier but just as deadly as anything found in the EarthWorld.”

      I raised my eyebrows, a wordless yet frustrated request for her to explain. The truth was the people around me all deserved an explanation, considering how close to death we were. And with all expressions only a bald reflection of mine, Aisha had little choice but to come clean.

      “If you really wish me to spell it out,” she yelled from the other side of the now tilting rock, “The acid is deadly. The river runs for miles along the Zard-Kuh continent from north to south-west. The people of Mithras all know to keep as far away from it as possible because of its volatility and instability.”

      The rock tilted again, a small section near the heel of my shoe sinking into the golden waves. Though a shriek of consternation almost slipped out, I bit my tongue, swiveling on my heel in an attempt to move my leg away from the shimmering acid. The liquid spat at me, as though it sensed my presence and was ready for its next meal.

      “Any idea how the Hel we ended up here?” I replied, unable to keep my fear from my voice as golden splashes hit the rock and in a sizzling hiss, splattered the bottom of my trousers, leaving behind a handful of holes.

      “It could have been a problem with the key,” suggested Logan.

      ”No. This portal hasn’t been used in such a long time that the path of the river must have changed enough to have the exit location now running through what would have been a safe arrival destination centuries ago.” Aisha’s voice was ragged and rough as she explained, and I got the feeling that she hadn’t even been aware of this particular Veil access point. But that conversation would have to wait until we all got out of this alive.

      I met Logan’s eyes and he gave me a short nod. “I can probably get us out of here easily, the hardest part would be having to balance this rock so that I can get in the air without tipping you all into the drink.”

      Someone snorted, and I had to suppress an almost hysterical giggle. Amazing that people could find things funny even in the midst of a life-threatening situation.

      “What will you want us to do?” asked Aisha and my gaze flicked to the queen for a moment.

      Logan was looking at the gargoyle on his right and then the MindMage to his left. “It’s going to be tricky. Darcy, Drake, you two have to shift closer together at the same exact moment that I fly off. You’ll have to compensate for the absence of my weight.”

      “Does that mean we are all going to have to shift, but in a way to compensate for the gargoyles mass?” I asked. “How much heavier are you all on your side of the rock compared to the rest of us over here?” I gave Logan and Drake a pointed look.

      Logan nodded, his eyes darkening for the moment. “Good point. Drake is probably near enough to my weight which is likely what’s tilting us in the first place.”

      “Good thing I thought to ask,” I muttered under my breath though I was pretty certain Darcy heard me as she gave a choked cough.

      Logan and Drake were now looking at each other as though they were having some silent conversation. Then the gargoyle said, ”It really pains me to ask this question, but which of you ladies weighs the most?”

      Another snort echoed across the shaking rock and I could’ve sworn Aisha was the guilty party but her expression didn’t give her away.

      The women all looked at each other, shaking our heads. Kai grunted, giving Drake a cool glance. “No one here is going to care about revealing their weight—or cup size if you need that too—at this point in time, but I don’t think any one of us could equal your weight, Drake. It’s possible we might have to combine maybe two of the women to compensate for you.”

      The gargoyle rolled his eyes. “I’ll have you know I’m deeply offended by that, but I think it’s likely the best option.” He stared across the platform at Aisha and Darcy and gave them a sober nod. “If you two can cuddle up on your end, I think we’ll be pretty much balanced.”

      The two women glanced at each other in amusement then shifted toward each other slowly, slipping an arm around each other’s waists before looking up.

      “Right, now that we have Drake’s weight compensated, we need to balance me off.” Logan smirked.

      I laughed, “I’m not so sure you and I would weigh at all close to each other. But I may have another idea,” When the members of the team all looked over at me, curiosity in their faces, I said, “We have a jumper or two in our midst. I think if we can time it well enough, each jumper can transport themselves and at least one other person away at the same moment Logan flies off with Darcy, we should be able to get off this rock safely.”

      “Brilliant plan as usual,” said Logan with a smile in his voice.

      “Thank me later, when we all get out of this alive.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      While we had been discussing the details of the plan, I had been so focused that I had forgotten the pain in my muscles. But, from one look around at the team, it was easy enough to see from their expressions that they too were suddenly immersed within our agony that was the result of our jump.

      Still, it wasn’t as though we had any time right now to think about the fiery agony that was sparking through our limbs. We would have to wait to survive this before we gave in to the pain. Once we got past this particular obstacle, it was highly unlikely that we would have a moment to take a breath or even wallow in our pain.

      Logan gave a final sober nod before glancing around at each member of the team. I held tightly to Kai’s hand and with my left I maintained a loose hold on Aisha’s fingers, well prepared for the moment that I would have to let go.

      Across from me, Logan was ready to fly off, hands already outstretched as though he was about to flap his wings and surge up into the sky. On either side of him, Darcy and Drake both wore expressions of severe sobriety though I could still see the creases at their eyes as they attempted to suppress the pain.

      Then, Logan began to count down from three, each word twisting within me, stirring up my anxiety even more. I forced myself to ignore the rush of worry and focused on surviving for now.

      Logan reached one and the next second, his form shimmered in the blast of golden flames. Then he was surging into the air taking Darcy with him. On cue, the rest of the team moved. Holding on to Aisha, I jumped to the nearest bank, my heart in my throat as I watched Drake and Kai shimmer away leaving the rock bobbing along the surface of the acid river, minus its passengers.

      And in that moment I was very glad we’d left the rest of our friends behind. No telling what would’ve happened had we had all those extra bodies on the rock. The added weight would’ve tipped the platform over and we all would have died before we’d even begun.

      My knees shook as the rest of the team landed beside me, exchanging looks of relief as they sank to the ground. I followed suit and regretted it the moment my body met the hardpacked soil of the riverbank.

      But we barely had time to take a breath before Logan got to his feet and waved at us. “Perhaps it’s best we get moving. We can’t be sure that we didn’t set off any alarms.”

      Though I was glad Logan had taken point, it annoyed me that I had been so focused on my pain that I’d forgotten the mission. But the pain I was experiencing wasn’t something I could easily push to the side of my mind. Was everyone else also experiencing the same level of agony as I was? Or were my previous electric shocks only making things more painful for me?

      The thought of the shadowmens’ torture turned my attention directly to Kai. I wasn’t surprised to see her face twisted in pain as her hand crept slowly to her head. Then the direction of her hand changed and she merely touched the back of her neck, pretending she experienced nothing more than a twinge.

      Her gaze met mine and she lifted her eyebrows in warning before rising to her feet as though nothing was wrong. Not that I was about to let it go. Something was wrong and I was determined to find a moment to get the truth out of her.

      For now, I straightened and checked my pack, making sure all my weapons and rations had made it through the Veil intact. Happy that everything was all in order, I looked around for the queen and met her eyes.

      “Where to from here?” I asked, keeping an eye on Logan as he circled above us scanning the terrain.

      “It’s about an eight-hour-walk from here, but considering we have wings and jumpers, I’m pretty sure we can make it there in under an hour and a handful of minutes, respectively. It’s just on midnight now so we’d still arrive with darkness to give us some camouflage.”

      Logan swooped down and landed beside us almost as though he had heard Aisha’s words. “I can pretty much carry up to four people, so how about I take the team members who are the most in pain. Especially if we have any jumpers who need rest because we’re going to need them in the next few days.” His words held a warning I knew was aimed directly at me. There really was no pulling the wool over his eyes.

      With a soft sigh, I walked over to him. “I will admit that I need a ride. I could do with the rest. Even the short jump from the river to here has kicked me in the ass.”

      Moments later, we were flying high above the plains, making our way toward the city. All the while I pretended that sitting on the back of a real live dragon was something I did every day.
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      We reached the city walls still under cover of night, for which we were all most grateful, the eight-hour trip in the end a mere hour in duration for those who were flying. The darkness hid our approach on the back of our dragon and he set down in a small valley hidden by a line of hillocks which provided a safe place to land.

      Logan touched ground with barely a jolt and then I was sliding down the golden scales of his back and landing lightly on my feet—or as lightly as my heavily-laden backpack would allow me to.

      Kai alighted beside me in silence as Logan transformed and Drake, Darcy and Aisha—who’d arrived earlier and had to wait for us—emerged from the shadows, all expressions sober.

      I glanced over at Aisha, and then at the team. “Our meeting point is a village to the east of the city walls. Sentinel has their arrival location at the western wall where they will be divided amongst the rebels to act as scouts and lookouts.”

      “They’re not going to be happy with that.” Logan smirked.

      “Not my problem. And I’m happier still to not be around when they find out. The rebels are running things here, something we didn’t expect until they made contact. There’s little point to mess with what they’ve already worked on.”

      “And it is their land,” said Drake, giving a shrug.

      Aisha took a step closer to the group making me all too aware of how much I’d kept from her. She nodded, scanning each face and then giving a twisted smile. “I must take this moment to thank you all. I’m most grateful that you have joined the mission despite the knowledge of the dangers involved.” She glanced over at Logan for a moment as though to give him some sort of unspoken instruction. Then she faced us again. “As such, I’d like to provide the team with the best protection I know of. These suits are produced with Mithrasian technology that to my knowledge has never been revealed to any species other than those of our own realm.”

      Huh?

      I had to wonder what the queen was now up to. She’d certainly been keeping her own secrets and it appeared despite my suspicions, that she’d been concerned for us rather than on a more self-serving mission.

      Darcy had given me a few tips on corralling my thoughts to protect them from Aisha and maybe I’d learned enough as Aisha didn’t appear in the least to have heard my doubts of her loyalty.

      Drake smirked. “I suspected there was more going on in that cave than ward magic.”

      Aisha smiled. “I was reluctant to say anything in advance in case I wasn’t able to create them without the help of other djinn.” She reached into the satchel which hung across her body, and retrieved a small case, which to me appeared to be rather tiny to contain a bunch of suits, let alone one.

      Aisha set the little box on the somewhat-flat surface of a nearby rock. She snapped the single lock open and lifted away the lid. A dark purple foam cushioned a dozen bronze, flame-shaped pieces of metal. When she lifted the first one, I glimpsed the back for a moment, understanding that she was holding some sort of brooch.

      Protective jewelry?

      I was curious though, and still impressed because the brooches did appear to have been made with beauty and elegance in mind. Would be a good statement jewelry piece if the magic crapped out.

      Aisha held the first piece out to me, her features stony, though I didn’t miss the flicker of something—perhaps excitement?—in her eyes, as though she couldn’t wait to see my reaction.

      I took the flat warm metal from her and turned it over in my palm. Looked even nicer up close.

      “The suit will initiate once you have the Kelan against your body. Its power is initiated with the energy of the user’s aura.”

      “And what if the user is dead? Does your brooch-thingie stop working?” asked Drake, an eyebrow quirking.

      I smiled at him and chuckled. “I’d guess it won’t stop working if the user dies. I’m assuming the suit kinda hacks into a person’s life-thread in some way.”

      “And of course, life-threads won’t die when a person’s physical form dies.” Darcy added.

      Aisha’s eyebrows rose as she glanced over at me saying, “Perhaps I should have roped the tracker in to help as the demon suggested.”

      Though I was tempted to suggest that she shouldn’t underestimate me, I kept silent, merely unzipping my jacket and attaching the brooch-thingie to the fabric of my shirt. Then I straightened and met the djinn queen’s eyes.

      She nodded. “Melisande, if you would be so kind as to tap the Kelan and then relax your body. The armor will filter along the exterior surface of your body and will remain in place until you cancel it by tapping it again. And just so you know, the initiation and cancelation works in tandem with your mind.”

      “So when I touch it, I have to mentally request it to start or it won’t work.”

      She nodded. “And the same for when you want to cancel it.”

      I straightened and raised my hand, then before I could make contact with the Kelan, I scanned the faces of the team. “So guys, if this thing blows me up or something, it was nice knowing ya.”

      The team laughed softly while Aisha simply shook her head and widened her eyes in an impatient get-on-with-it look.

      I did.

      Tapping my fingers to the Kelan, I sent a mental instruction for it to start, realizing too late that I didn’t know the magic word. Start, begin, initiate?

      Abracadabra?

      Apparently, it didn’t matter as within seconds the surface of my entire body began to shimmer with an orange glow.

      “Eh, she better not get incinerated,” muttered Drake, his eyes not moving from me even though his growled words were no doubt directed at the djinn queen.

      She didn’t reply though her eyes began to grow a tad bit larger which to me wasn’t a very good sign. Power surged around me, giving off sparks of heat enough for the team to shift away from me a step or two.

      “Er, Your Majesty, Ma’am,” said Kai, her tone a little high-pitched. “Maybe we need to stop this now?”

      Aisha shook her head and merely fluttered a hand in Kai’s direction. “She is perfectly safe, it’s just that we’d need to tweak Melisande’s power level as it appears she’s channeling far too much power into the armor.”

      “Is that a good thing?”

      “Of course, it is. It means she is able to amp up her protective power should the need arise. That, unfortunately is a power none of you will have access to.”

      “How come Mel does then?”

      “Guys, I’m right here.”

      “It’s something I’m wondering myself but I am assuming it has to do with the fact that SoulTrackers have a very similar power to the djinn in terms of their astral abilities.”

      “That’s all very interesting, but can someone tell me what I’m supposed to do next?” I asked, voice raised to be heard above the discussion.

      All eyes shifted in my direction and Aisha said, “For now, you will have to instruct the power level to decrease. The ability to command the energy is something you will need to take time to fine-tune though. While you tackle that, let me hand the rest of the Kelans out.”

      Just great, leave me to incinerate myself while I figure this out.

      Still, as worried as I was that the armor wouldn’t obey my instructions, I didn’t do much other than calm my thoughts and reach out with my ethereal senses. Once I touched the network of energy of the armor, I pulled the pulsing power toward me in much the same way you’d direct the aroma from a steaming bowl of soup toward you.

      It took surprisingly little effort to dial down the power until the glow had faded. While I’d worked, Kai had received her Kelan and a pulsing of fear filled me as she initiated the Kelan. What if her previous experiences with electrical blasts were to affect her now?

      Without thinking, I shifted into the ether and watched her energy levels as the Kelan initiated itself, filtering along both her physical and ethereal forms. Like with me, the armor pulsed around her, and though it didn’t reach the same energy levels as mine had, my throat tightened with fear.

      The energy coiling around her head seemed to focus on a pooling darkness within her brain. The brain of a living being sparks energy every second of their lives, energy that simmers or pulses or even explodes depending on what species they were and what powers they possessed.

      But for Kai, a shadowed area within her brain seemed to contain no energy, and now, the power of the Kelan appeared to want to fill the void. Fingers of electrical energy reached out for the dark spot and without a thought I reached over and blocked the power.

      I wasn’t fast enough though and a few tendrils got past me—even before I realized I’d erected a magical cage to protect her mind. Still, the energy that had eluded me simmered within the void, a worry filling my heart that I’d been too late to help protect her.

      A glance over to her physical form showed Kai holding her head, an expression of confusion on her face, and Aisha, staring at me with both physical and ethereal forms, utter shock in her eyes—shock and something that looked like recognition.

      Oh crap. Now what did that mean?

      With Kai still in what appeared to be a healthy and alive condition, I shifted back into my physical form and gave the queen a we-have-something-to-talk-about-and-let’s-make-that-ASAP look.

      She didn’t appear to want to decline, and I let her be as she rounded the team and gave instructions, watching in silence as the Kelan was initiated for each team member.

      Everyone else appeared to have had little problem, even Logan who I knew would have an abundance of energy stored within his magical mind. Darcy appeared to falter for a moment, which made sense since she too delved within minds, and her own would likely be sensitive to mind-controlled energies.

      But she inhaled calmly and relaxed and I took it as a good sign. Moments later the entire team was armored and a glimpse into the ether confirmed everyone active and functioning without problems.

      I sighed. “Now that we’re all up and running, what next?” I looked over at Aisha. “Considering this power is energy that’s attached to the ethereal form of a person, would other djinn not see this? Djinn travel the ether all the time, if I’m not mistaken.”

      Aisha and Darcy were both nodding, and the queen said, “Yes and no. This particular form of astral energy will not be detected by your average djinn.” Though the team around me nodded with satisfaction at the answer, the queen continued, this time in the astral plane. “The ether is multi-dimensional, if that’s the best word for it. The astral plane and the ether are two planes, though it’s far more intricate than our current understanding of the realms within the DarkWorld. Djinn—and other demons—have powers of varying levels and within the djinn realm, such power undergoes training and guidance as the individual grows and matures. This particular energy combination would only be visible to senior members of our military forces as well as the trained members of the royal houses.”

      “Can I assume by that you mean Riz won’t detect it?”

      “You assume correctly. Saleem will, of course, but thankfully his brother won’t be able to see this armor. He isn’t even aware the technology exists.”

      “And what if some of those senior military people are now working for the other side?”

      “That’s a question we will need to ask of the rebels who meet us. There are protocols to cancel access to certain levels of our ethereal planes.”

      “You’re making my head hurt. Are you telling me that you have the ability to switch another djinn’s access to various ethereal levels on and off because you want to?”

      She nodded. “It’s highly unethical and I would go before a board of inquiry after all is said and done, but such an action is only ever taken in desperate times. The danger to our realm and those aiding in its protections will always be a justification of such a break of protocol.”

      “Okay that’s fine. Maybe we need to get a move on. And we need to talk once we’re settled in the safe house. You have some explaining to do.”

      Aisha chuckled.

      I frowned and watched as the team began moving off in single file up the hillside, shadows in the darkness.

      As I followed, her voice filtered back again, her words adding even more to my current state of confusion.

      “And so do you, my dear.”
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      Hidden within the magical armor created by the djinn queen, the team gathered in preparation to jump. Drake, myself, and Logan did a quick recon to ensure we knew where we were meant to arrive.

      Fathima’s message had been clear enough. The wheat farms along the eastern walls, the stone farmhouse with two chimneys, one of which was a heap of crumbling stones, and to make doubly sure, a pitchfork and a shovel leaning against the front wall between the entrance and the window to the left—both with the business ends reaching for the sky.

      We’d jumped over the wall of the city, the shadows keeping Drake and Logan hidden as he arrived while I remained projected just in case.

      “If only we had comms. I hate not being able to know what recon is facing,” said Kai as she paced back and forth beside me.

      “That’s why I’m here,” I said, shifting my voice to the physical plane. “Wall breached, all clear so far.”

      Kai’s eyes had widened as I spoke but she just thanked me in a low voice.

      Beside me Logan disappeared while I scanned along the wall in search of the farmhouse in question. Drake shimmered away and then reappeared with a smug grin just as Logan flashed into place.

      “Found it,” Drake whispered, waving us north along the wall.

      “Target located. En route. All clear.” I advised the waiting team before following Drake’s ethereal trail as he jumped about a mile north of our arrival point.

      The three of us materialized, hidden by a stack of rotting wood which appeared to have been dumped months past, considering the mold and the water damage. “People here don’t seem to care much for their stuff,” Drake muttered as he cocked a chin over to the property beyond our safehouse.

      Logan and I looked over, just as unimpressed with the cracked windows now partially boarded, curtains fluttering in the breeze. The property was occupied—from the smoking chimney and the lights from within casting shadows upon the windows—so it made little sense that the farmer hadn’t taken the time to keep his home in good condition.

      Beside the house, I spotted farm equipment covered in rust. Logan grunted. “This isn’t at all like the Mithras Saleem told me about. He always took pride in the fact that the djinn were a particular race, especially with cleanliness and maintenance.”

      “Not a good sign but let’s get the all clear for the team’s transition. Then we can poke around a little more. I dare say Aisha’s not going to be pleased either. Let me project inside the property. Be back in a sec.” I patted Logan’s arm and faded away.

      Logan nodded but I caught the widening of his eyes as my hand touched his arm, giving away my solid projected form—a secret I hadn’t yet revealed to anyone. I sighed, cursing my lapse in awareness and figuring that would be a conversation for later.

      One avoided if at all possible.

      I projected inside the farmhouse to find a man and his son, sitting at the kitchen table, shoveling dried wheat into little bags—likely preparing to send them off for milling. The pair worked quietly and I confirmed the man as our contact, a moon-shaped scar at the back of his neck matching Fathima’s description.

      I returned to Logan and materialized, saying “All clear. It’s him. We’re meant to arrive within the back room which doubles as his food store. Once arrived we’re to wait until the man comes to check on us. Which he will do in fifteen minutes, according to Mithras time.”

      Logan nodded. “Good. Let’s get the team and move out.”

      We returned to the waiting group and transported them over to the small stone-walled room which was thankfully cool and welcoming. The icy temperature of space was a plus considering we were now six warm bodies gathered in the small space.

      Drake shook his head and whispered, “I’m going to stand watch outside.”

      “No. We’re supposed to wait here. We don’t move until our contact says it’s clear. We received limited info but they must have a good reason to insist we wait inside.”

      “Yeah, like fish in a barrel have a good reason to be in a barrel.”

      In the darkness, I heard a few sputters and choked laughter in response but Drake fell silent as we waited with bated breath. Projecting into the kitchen, I watched as the man moved from the kitchen sink and handed the boy a warm drink—after dropping in a few herbs and stirring it vigorously.

      Seconds later, the boy began to yawn widely and his eyelids drooped dangerously. The man shooed the kid away and waited until the boy staggered up the stairs to his room. At the bang of the door, the man checked his watch and then sat back down. Deciding not to be complacent I shifted to the kid’s room and watched as he sank fully-clothed onto the bed and began snoring, drool already dribbling onto his pillow.

      Back in the food store I whispered, “All clear so far. The kid’s asleep and the contact appears to be waiting for the agreed time.”

      Aisha’s head bobbed and I returned to keep watch, pretty sure she must be doing her own recon as well. She was far too calm for my liking.

      Ten minutes later, footsteps echoed along the kitchen floorboards as the man approached the door to the larder. A shaft of brightness cut through the room, lighting a strip of the stone floor in golden light and the man entered, but not before everyone who could jump faded away and appeared together inside the kitchen behind the man.

      The last thing we needed was an ambush.

      The exterior of the homestead remained clear so far, and all seemed quiet outside so I was somewhat reassured that we were safe.

      The man cleared his throat and closed the door behind him. In the darkness a flame appeared, the djinn farmer generating his own fire to light a candle. His features were lit from below, providing us a macabre view of his face which would have easily been read as danger or at least ill-portent.

      Kai and Darcy moved out of the shadows, the pair dressed and armed enough to assure the man they were more than he dared to take on—in case this whole thing was a trap. But he merely nodded and said in a low whisper, “Please follow me. The last of the royal guards have completed their rounds and they aren’t scheduled to be back for another thirty minutes. You can use the rooms at the back of the house, which you will find should suit your needs.”

      “The boy?” I asked as he entered the kitchen.

      Startled, his eyes widened to see the group surrounding him, but he appeared to be neither weak nor afraid. In fact, his expression showed his satisfaction and relief. “He will not awaken until the morning. But we must take care not to be discovered by the guards. You should set your own watch to match the rotation of the royal guards to be extra careful.”

      I didn’t advise him that a watch was a no-brainer. “Thank you for doing this. When will our contact arrive?”

      The man smiled. “She will be two hours or so. She has suggested food and rest as the next day or so will be busy.”

      I nodded and waved at him to lead the way. As yet, Aisha had kept to the shadows for which I was glad. I was pretty sure the man would not be at ease knowing his queen was walking around his house.

      The man led us along the passage to a back room, crossed the sparsely furnished space and opened a wardrobe before waving at the interior.

      “Huh? What is this? Narnia?”

      I chuckled and followed the man who had now disappeared down a narrow flight of stairs inside the cupboard. Below the house was a subterranean level with four rooms, and a bathroom that contained a heated natural pool.

      Now that I had not expected.

      After directing us to the food and drink, bedding and towels as well as oils for cleaning our weapons, the man retreated respectfully.

      I glanced over at Aisha, wondering if she was okay, but the pained look on her face said otherwise. Though tempted to talk to her about what was troubling her, I decided it could wait until the team had settled and were on a rest/watch rotation.

      Because although the queen and I had things to discuss, there was a certain shifter who also had a confession to make.

      I just hoped it wasn’t what I thought it was.
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      The team had split off into groups to eat and bathe and to take turns to catch some shut-eye and keep watch. The rest had proved to be far more important than any of them had realized as once the adrenaline had dropped the effects of the transition through the veil had shown itself in the team’s energy levels.

      I wondered if talking with them about how they felt would help at all, or if it would just remind them that we all still had that life process hanging over our heads. Which one of us would it be?

      Nobody really wanted to know.

      So they focused instead on the task at hand, and played the waiting game as hard as that was. The farmer—whose name had turned out to be Rubi—had supplied the team with the security rotation times, information he confirmed he’d obtained by keeping watch himself and then passing the details on to the rebel squad responsible for the south-east quarter of the city.

      Though Rubi had been friendly enough, he’d kept his interactions with the team to the minimum, whether out of distrust or extra care, I couldn’t tell.

      But, given that we were going to be stuck here for a few hours waiting for Fathima, I headed across the hall to chat with Kai.

      My light knock on the door had the walker looking over sharply.

      I met Kai’s enquiring look with one of resignation. “I need to talk to you about something. I feel bad even thinking about it because it feels like such a traitorous thing to entertain, but if I don’t run the idea past someone else, I think I might explode.”

      And I wasn’t lying. My suspicions had begun to build within me like a cancer, eating away at my very thought.

      Kai smiled, her eyes filled with kind concern, and she leaned close to me. She reached for my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “Mel, you should know by now that I’m here for you whenever you need me. I think it’s time we started leaning on each other. In the trenches, things get distilled like we’ve never known. Very soon, we’re all going to be pretty much down to basic needs. Life needs will be our priority on the mission and if we don’t attend to our emotional health now, and also ensure we are a unified team, we’re going to go into battle with weak spots. Best to build on those connections of trust now, I think.”

      I studied Kai for a moment, watching the green and gold of her eyes shimmer with the passion of her words. Then I nodded, “You’re only saying what I’ve been thinking for a while now.”

      “And yet you are still hesitant to share?” Kai asked, tipping her head to one side.

      “I think if it were something personal to me, like my family or my love life, then I wouldn’t have felt that hesitation.”

      “So it’s not Ari or Drake or Steph?” I shook my head, thankful that my brief blink at her mention of my sister’s name went unnoticed as she continued with a cheeky smile. “Saleem then?”

      I sighed. “Getting warmer.”

      How I lied.

      Kai’s eyes widened as her mouth formed an O. Then she blinked and squeezed my shoulder again. “Okay, okay. Maybe sit and we can talk about what’s going on.” Her tone had gone from cheeky and teasing to serious at the insinuation of the djinn queen’s connection to what I was about to spill.

      She waved me to the seat beside her and reached for her backpack to withdraw a bright pink kid’s drink-bottle and two expandable—environmentally safe—steel cups. She shook them both out then clicked them into place. Then she winked at me, opened the bottle and poured a golden liquid into each of the waiting cups.

      I reached for mine and then lifted it to my nose to take an experimental sniff. “What’s this? Bourbon?” Sure smelled strong enough.

      Kai grinned, her eyes glittering with mischief. “Something like it,” she replied rather mysteriously. Then, with about the same amount of self-restraint that I possessed, she broke and leaned forward conspiratorially to say in a hushed voice, “This is a Fae moonshine. Grams sourced it from who-knows-where, and she gave me a couple bottles to hide away. Apparently, I have to make my stash last because it’s not easily available.”

      I smirked. “Of course, it isn’t,” I replied, the laughter in my throat all too clear. But there was something else in Kai’s expression, something rather similar to what might have been the look on my face only moments ago.

      I jerked my chin at her, then sipped at the honeyed, though eye-waveringly strong alcohol. “Looks like you also got something on your mind.”

      Kai laughed softly and nodded. “I sure do.”

      “Is it Ivy? Is she recovering well after her injury?”

      Just the thought of Ivy’s injustice made me weak. Even my own impaling couldn’t hold a candle to the elderly walker’s injuries, the missile being at least five times larger in both length and diameter, with a resulting wound not much smaller than the width of her torso.

      A wound with which lesser mortals were known to have been severed in half. Not Ivy Odel. So if it wasn’t the grandmother who managed to escape certain death then what was bugging Kai so much?

      Leaning forward, I met her eyes. “Or is something wrong with you? Please don’t tell me those zaps melted your brain? Or is it something to do with your new bling?” I flicked a glance at her sleeve pulled low on one wrist.

      “That’s an interesting tale all by itself. Raincheck on the bling?” Kai asked, lips forming a thin line for a brief moment and then she said softly, “How about we play swaps? You tell me yours and I’ll tell you mine.” Then she twisted her lips. “Well, I might actually have two for the price of one.”

      Since she was likely now to talk, I decided to let her tell me first, before I told her what I saw in the ether. I shook my head and replied, “Okay, what if we do two for two?”

      “You have more?” Kai asked, brows waggling. Then she grunted. “What in Ailuros’s name am I thinking? Of course, you have more. We seem to have more shit on our heads than we can handle, Mel. Seriously, I’m not sure how long we’re supposed to survive this way.”

      She sighed and shook her head, then reached for her drink. I noticed she didn’t mention a word about the Ni’amh, a topic that seemed to have been relegated to the not-to-be-spoken-aloud category.

      Then, raising her cup into the air between us, Kai said, “Here’s to skeletons and laundry and chests. May they be revealed and aired and…fuck. I knew where I was going with that before I started but I was just about to say ‘gotten off on’ and I’m pretty sure that doesn’t work in this context.”

      I choked on my laughter as I said, “How about we go with shoulders, and unburdened?”

      Kai squinted at me then responded with a grateful grin, nodding vigorously as she said, “Yes. Let’s go with that.”

      I rolled my eyes, “Alright already, do I have to swear on a grimoire or something?”

      Kai chuckled. “No, what I meant was what I have to say is also related to…those two subjects.”

      “They are?”

      “Yep.”

      “Wanna tell me already?”

      She grunted. “Okay, sorry,” she replied then cleared her throat. “Okay so, after the whole repeated zapping and repeated passing out, my father insisted on doing an MRI. I was against it but I guess I had little choice. And he got me when I was too weak to protest. So I was curious about the results because I…er…I mean—”

      “Out with it, walker,” I snapped.

      Kai raised an eyebrow but she obeyed. “I had a few…episodes.”

      “Episodes?”

      “Yeah. Fainting spells. Etcetera.”

      “Do you even know the concept of explaining?”

      “Yeah, I do. When it’s not my problems,” she muttered.

      I folded my arms and sat back in my chair, deciding that waiting in silence was probably the best option. Kai seemed to be willing to use every interruption to stall or change the subject.

      She sounds a lot like someone else I know.

      Kai continued, “So I had a few seizures and figured it was likely best I get ahead of Dad because he in his infinite wisdom had decided that I wasn’t allowed to travel through the veil without his all-clear. And I suspected that whatever was wrong with me would come up on the MRI and thus nix any possibility of going to Drakys to see Logan.”

      I rolled my eyes. “And I bet you wanted to get your hot little hands on the results before your Dad saw them? A little bit of waylaying of information couldn’t have hurt right?” I smirked.

      Kai gave me a glare and continued as though I hadn’t even spoken but the spots of heat on her cheeks told me I’d hit the truth.

      Goddess knew this walker was exactly like me.

      “And sure enough the results were far from what I’d wanted to see.”

      “Which means what exactly?”

      “Which means I have bleeding in the brain.”

      “What the actual fuck, Kai?!” I yelled, not even caring that I was a little too loud.

      Kai winced and sat back, raising her hands as though that was enough of an apology. “Look, it’s not as bad as it seems. I’ve had Sienna do a session with her healing fire and I’m going to convince Darcy to get in there and have a nosy around, see if she can do anything to help ease things just until we have the sexy djinn dude back home safe and sound.”

      “And then what?” I snapped. “You just up and die because you pushed too hard and didn’t take care of yourself?”

      Kai pursed her lips. “I’m taking care of myself. I’m not stupid or reckless.”

      “Could have fooled me,” I muttered, tightening the hold my folded arms had on my torso.

      I couldn’t deny that her admission had scared me. I hadn’t thought of losing any of my friends even when we’d acknowledged the possibility that with the dangers we were likely to face on the mission, we may not all come home safe. Still, death seemed to be something all too permanent to contemplate. Especially when we all had so much more to do. Especially with the Ni’amh holding that responsibility over our heads too.

      There was a short taut silence before Kai continued, “Anyway, I’ll be fine. I do have the odd headache or two, and I may or may not have a seizure and pass out, so we’d need to watch out for that. But otherwise everything is just dandy.”

      “How can you be so fucking calm about this?”

      Kai shrugged. “‘Cos calm is better than freaking my shit?” She stared eyes wide and innocent but in them I saw her fear. It was the same fear I felt, the fear that held such power over you, the fear that if you admitted to it then it would gain a total hold on you. So you deny it and keep going as if nothing had even happened.

      I cleared my throat and said, “Well, I know we agreed on 2 for 2 but I’ll see you two and raise you one more.”

      “Oh?” Kai frowned. “What happened?”

      I shrugged. “It’s just a memory of something that I didn’t even know had been lost in the first place.”

      “Huh?” Kai shook her head. “This sounds familiar but please go on,” she said making a rolling motion with her hand.

      I cleared my throat. “So I had a memory of my mother’s voice but I don’t remember her or my father at all.” I went on to explain to Kai in detail what I’d told Drake, and for the first time I felt lighter, even lighter than after I’d shared my burden with my gargoyle BFF.

      It wasn’t that his shoulder hadn’t offered me the comfort I’d been looking for but rather Kai, was somewhat of a kindred spirit. Maybe it was the sisterhood of the Ni’amh and our shared mystery responsibility.

      Or maybe it was just the sisterhood of women in the fight against the big bad paranormal world. However I wanted to defend it, I had finally come to terms with the truth: that I trusted Kai with my life and she trusted me with hers.

      And that knowledge made me gloriously happy and grateful.
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      It seemed a little unfair that our full sharing of secrets didn’t pan out the way we had intended and we didn’t get the chance to get to the second set of what I was sure would be juicy enough on Kai’s part. Mine, though, I wasn’t so certain would be juicy at all.

      The arrival of Fathima and her rebel squad was a good enough reason for the interruption though and a look from Kai was enough for her to claim a rain-check.

      We both left the room to arrive in the main living area of the subterranean apartment to find Drake and Logan stiff-shouldered as though they’d given themselves bodyguard duty over the fragile females of the team.

      I approached and Fathima gave me a gracious smile, her beauty even more evident when her eyes sparkled. “Hello, Melisande. I see you and your team are ready and waiting for our arrival.”

      I smirked and almost said, Down boys to our bodyguards, then checked the impulse. “We’re all well, and thank you for making sure we were so well taken care of. And as to arrivals, any idea how the Sentinel team fared?”

      We’d expected to hear good news—that they weren’t able to cross the veil, but surprisingly, Fathima replied, “They’ve arrived as well and are at the north-west warehouse awaiting our instructions to move out.”

      I pursed my lips and met Kai’s raised eyebrows with my own.

      “You seem surprised?”

      “We are surprised. It was no mean feat getting our team through the veil which means the Sentinel team had their own access method.”

      “Which they didn’t share with us,” said Drake, the words a growl as he glanced over at Aisha who had just entered the room.

      The queen waved her hand in dismissal. “I am as surprised as you are, gargoyle,” she said, a low vibration in her tone. And I wasn’t surprised when all five of the rebel squadron bowed in unison, eyes on the floor as they murmured greetings to the queen in a language I wasn’t familiar with.

      “Enough with that.” Aisha clicked her tongue. “Did Sentinel know of our issues with the ward?”

      “No,” I replied slowly. “At least, they didn’t know it from me.” I scowled. “So at least we can confirm they were holding out on us. Maybe they were hoping to get here and leave us stuck at home, but that didn’t happen so we can table that conversation with Gilfillan for a future date.”

      Fathima huffed, then studied me, a curious expression in her eyes. But she didn’t ask for an explanation probably realizing that at this point whatever Sentinel was up to may not be relevant to their cause, or could possibly be none of their business.

      But maybe this was the best time to consider it? The best time to broach the possibility with the rebels who were more likely to be affected if Sentinel’s endgame turned out to be of the nefarious variety.

      We were heading into a mission that could likely result in death. The mortality of every teammate would hang in the balance especially since we were dealing with the likes of Division 7, who many people I knew had determined were a lot more ruthless than Omega.

      Humans did their worst when tested by fear. And Division 7’s use of supernatural weapons, and their shoot-first-ask-questions-later tactics, only added to our concern.

      I shook my head. “I’m afraid that Sentinel’s involvement could likely pose a threat to your cause. It’s possible they have a different agenda. They’ve entered Mithras with the supposed intention of helping us out, what if all they are is the cleanup service, waiting until the battle is done in order to scrape up what’s left for themselves. If Division 7 went to so much trouble to acquire your technology, who’s to say Sentinel isn’t also interested, only they’re just biding their time until you’ve done their work for them by getting rid of Division 7?”

      Fathima’s nose crinkled and she began to shake her head. It was clear enough that she didn’t agree, or rather that agreeing would mean a change of plan or a delay in whatever the rebel army had already put in place.

      But before the rebel djinn could speak, another voice cut in and Aisha said, “Perhaps it would be best to take into consideration this possibility. As a strategy, ignoring the likelihood of danger simply because it puts the brakes on your current plan, isn’t all that wise.” The queen’s voice was low even though it resonated with power. “Let’s get on with what we need to do. Which I suggest would be to consider protecting ourselves against the possibility of Sentinel blindsiding us while we’re focused on extracting my son and removing our realm from captivity.”

      Fathima’s face colored, and I wasn’t sure if anger or embarrassment was the cause.

      Aisha surprised me by sighing and patting the younger woman on the shoulder. “Come, child. No need for that. I’m assuming you are merely carrying out the orders of your commander, but no leader worth his salt would be satisfied with avoiding the possible danger of betrayal by an ally. Perhaps you’d prefer to confer with your commander first, but I have a feeling he’d agree with us.”

      Fathima let out a sigh, muttering beneath her breath, “Well, at least we know she hasn’t changed.”

      I grinned and Kai choked on a laugh. Behind Fathima, her subordinates displayed a range of emotions from shared amusement to shock at her disrespect.

      Aisha snorted. “Neither have you, child. And for that I am most glad.”

      The women smiled at each other and on the surface appeared to have smothered ruffled feathers on both sides, though beneath their seemingly amicable standoff lurked an energy I couldn’t figure out. Was it distrust? Or even dislike?

      But, we didn’t have the time to worry about relationship politics. “So, how will we proceed with the Sentinel issue? Will you confer with your superiors and let us know?”

      Fathima nodded. “I will speak to him and advise of his decision. Though I believe he will agree with his…with his queen.” The djinn gave a bow of her head but I didn’t miss her hesitation. What had she intended to say?

      His queen, yes, but what else? Was it possible that Aisha knew who the rebel commander was? Which wasn’t at all a surprise considering she was the queen. She’d no doubt know who all the high-ranking officials were within her armed forces.

      Maybe it was more a matter of her concerns in trusting the rebel group until she knew who was running it? But it seemed important that Aisha didn’t even ask who the leader of the rebels was.

      More questions which would have to wait.

      I cleared my throat. “Can you confirm exactly where Sentinel and their agents are located within the city? We would need to keep a close eye on them. Do we have a headcount for their team?”

      Fathima nodded and one of the other djinn rebels stepped forward to hand her a few sheets of paper. She flipped through them and said, “We have a headcount of six which we’ve assigned to remain on the walls in lookout roles. But if you feel they may abscond, or perhaps cause us trouble, perhaps we need to round them up and place them under secure protection until our mission is completed?”

      I shook my head and Logan mirrored my movement and said, “I think if they are up to something, they’ll change their plans if we do that. We’d tip them off too soon.”

      Logan was right. “Yeah. We need to figure out what they’re up to and who they are working for before the mission is over.”

      “I agree. It’s pointless chopping off the snake’s head only to discover it’s a ten-headed snake that’ll keep on coming,” the rebel warrior said with a smirk.

      I chuckled at that and met Fathima’s eyes. “Would you like me to accompany you to meet with your commander?” I asked. What I really meant was did she need me to watch her back while she revealed a spanner in the works and possibly face the man’s wrath alone.

      Fathima laughed at that. “No, but thank you for the offer. Besides, you will get to meet him soon enough.”

      I nodded, appreciative of the fact that we were being given a choice. Fathima handed over a second set of papers to Logan and between him and the djinn rebel, Amed, they went over the finer details of the city and palace maps and safe routes in case of an emergency evac.

      I glanced over at Drake, glad to have him here, yet still afraid of the price the Sharaita would exact. He didn’t know Saleem well enough to have to sacrifice his life for him.

      Aisha’s presence felt more like a ghost on my shoulder, her station making the rebels anxious and on edge, but at least I could keep an eye on her. I still wasn’t convinced she wasn’t a loose thread. We’d need to ensure we were smart with our information and be wary of sharing too much with her.

      Gilfillan’s face shimmered in my vision, a reminder of what he’d implied at O’Hagan’s—that it’s possible someone on our team was the mole.

      Which also meant I needed to give Kai and Logan the head’s up regarding my concerns. Best that neither of them slip up and reveal details that would be safer if kept from the queen.

      Fathima and I hovered at the edge of the discussion and I met her gaze, seeing the concern in her eyes even before I asked about Saleem. Her voice was low, only for my ears, as she said, “I’ve been unable to make contact with our prince. He’s been moved elsewhere within the palace, the dungeons I’m sure.”

      “Which means we won’t have contact with him before we go in?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not sure. It’s also possible he’s merely spending longer down there. But, nobody gets into the dungeons—not without being granted access. And if the Veil was warded, there’s no guarantee the dungeons aren’t as well.”

      Aisha chuckled. “Perhaps you will rest a little more at ease to know that Melisande here is able to track Saleem’s thread.”

      Fathima’s gaze flickered to the queen, not a hint of surprise in her golden eyes.

      So they’d known my value all along.

      “Well, then, I guess we go ahead and I can try to track Saleem when we’re ready to enter the palace. Hoping all the while he’s not in the dungeons, of course.”

      “That is pretty much it,” came Fathima’s dry reply.

      I bit my lip. I didn’t want to speak out loud for fear of revealing my feelings. Sitting around, crossing my fingers and hoping he was still alive, hoping he’d be ready when we got there, just wasn’t in me. But I had to curb the desire to do something. Too much was at stake, so sitting, crossing and hoping would have to be the order of the next day for me.

      I wasn’t about to go racing into the dark only to get us all killed.
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      The trip through the shadow-filled city was uneventful, with Logan following in the wake of the jumpers of the team. The rebels appeared to be unconcerned with having their ethereal threads tracked and I made a mental note to check with Fathima about security measures.

      Moving swiftly, I wasn’t able to get a good look at the city itself but I did see tall spires and domes, and buildings that harkened to ancient cities like Morocco and Turkey. What I didn’t miss was the state of abandonment within this sector, almost as though the citizens had been evacuated in a hurry.

      Drake and the rest of the team were not impressed at having to don the garments of beggars, despite a few of them able to jump themselves. The jumpers were grounded without knowledge of where they were going though they could easily have followed the djinn.

      But Akbar, one of Fathima’s team, explained that it would help to get the lay of the land should we need to aid in escape without jumping.

      Another question for Fathima, then.

      We’d barely arrived inside the dilapidated house, which—with its damaged roof and waterlogged floors and walls—was a picture of abandonment. Perfect as a hiding place but concerning as conditions of the buildings within the city were beginning to become clearer.

      The house itself was large, four floors with at least eight rooms per level, and with many of the interior rooms occupied. As safehouses went, this didn’t qualify. The place was more of a headquarters than a safe zone.

      Fathima led me away from the group, leaving Aisha with Logan and Kai. Before I left the room, I gave Logan a pointed look, jerking my chin at the queen. His sober nod confirmed he understood my meaning.

      As we walked along the hallway, I touched Fathima’s arm. “I’m curious about the djinn ability to travel through the ether. I noticed you didn’t seem concerned about being tracked and yet some of your people appear to prefer to avoid the ether.”

      Fathima smiled and waved a hand at a door to my left. “Your questions are timely and our commander will be well able to answer those questions.”

      She led me inside another sparsely decorated room where a man stood bending over to study the papers strewn across his desk. In that first moment, he struck me with features that tugged at me with their familiarity.

      Perhaps it was his smile which, when he looked up, he bestowed upon me giving me the feeling of being blessed in a significant way, the way one is blessed by a loving parent or a resorted elder. Which of course made sense, since he was the man in charge of the entire effort to save Mithras

      It almost made me want to laugh at the insignificance of our efforts thus far. We’d worked on magic to counter the ward, acquired a dangerous relic at a price we were yet to discover, braved the ether to obtain information that was clearly not required as the rebels had everything under control.

      What the heck did they need us for?

      The commander’s golden eyes shimmered with the djinn flame and his smile grew broader as he straightened and waited for us to approach.

      Fathima stopped at the edge of the table and gave her superior a deferential bow. “Sir. This is Melisande Morgan the SoulTracker of whom Prince Saleem has spoken so much.”

      “Thank you, Fathima. I don’t believe we would have gotten this far without you, my child.” The commander now bestowed the benevolent smile upon the warrior.

      Fathima blushed, her skin growing a dark pink as she looked away. “That’s what I got for being given babysitter’s duty. Had to follow the little brat around for years, which meant I knew a good amount of his secrets.”

      My eyes widened as I glanced over at the woman who had admitted having been half in love with Saleem. Had she been alluding to another relationship all along?

      Mel, stop creating fantasies in your head and focus.

      I swallowed and bowed my head, catching my hand just in time because my first instinct had been to reach out and shake his hand—which would no doubt have been the wrong thing to do.

      Fathima was affording this man almost the same amount of deference as she had to her Shahbhanu just hours ago. And she didn’t seem in the least bit afraid of him as she gave him a quick update on the possibility of Sentinel having a different agenda altogether.

      But the commander—whose name I hadn’t yet been given—simply sighed and sank onto a three-legged stool. “I suspected as much, which is why I allotted them to positions as far from the palace as possible. But I fear even splitting them up would not prevent them from attaining their goal...if it were their goal.”

      I stiffened. “Are you saying you believe there’s a chance Sentinel will achieve their goals? Sweep up Mithras right out from under us after we give Division 7 the boot?”

      Fathima’s mouth dropped open and I wasn’t sure why she was so horrified by the question.

      But the commander was frowning and looking off into the distant corner of the room. “I do believe there is a chance, my dear. It’s impossible for us to know who is loyal and who isn’t. Gilfillan has always been by the book but Divison 7 has no qualms about using and manipulating people even to the point of murder in order to retain control of those they deem valuable.”

      I nodded and sighed then rested my palms on the table. “There is so much I wish we could have known before we came. So help me, Saleem is going to lose an ear if he knew the finer details all along.”

      The commander chuckled. “No, the boy is innocent. Well, just in relation to the knowledge of these agencies’ intentions. Of other things, I’m certain I could not wager money in favor of anything but guilt.”

      Those words drew a grin to my lips and laughter from Fathima who turned the sound into a choked cough. But the commander’s grin was wide, and something within his eyes told me he knew Saleem very well.

      So far, Fathima and the commander both appeared to have long-standing and harmonious relationships with Saleem, which was a good sign.

      Still, their affection for Saleem didn’t help us unless they were open about it. I sucked in a breath and straightened, feeling a little bereft when I moved away from the security of the table.

      “I have a lot of questions and I think it’s time my team and I were given the bare truth of what’s happening. We’d originally believed we were here to save the prince’s ass, but it looks like we’ve stepped right into a hornet’s nest. Much like that bloody acid lake that almost swallowed us whole.”

      Fathima’s eyes widened and I suspected her reaction had little to do with our near-death experience only hours ago. I really needed to control my mouth or I was going to end up on the wrong side of a man so respected and powerful he had his soldiers almost kowtowing to him.

      But his response was all shock and no rebuke. “Gods be damned. You used the Sharaita?” When I nodded he shook his head, eyes dark. “That access to Mithras was rendered unusable over a millennia ago because of the river rerouting itself over time.”

      There was a long pause and then Fathima whispered, “In Alat’s name, what possessed you to assume the Sharaita was a good way to enter Mithras?”

      “We tried to enter with a standard portal key and were almost blasted to smithereens. Division 7 has erected a ward protecting the Veil to Mithras and we had no way to get through.” I frowned as it appeared this information was news to them.

      The commander set a hand at his hip where the handle of a sword emerged from a sheath attached to his belt. “We’d assumed the ward meant to keep us in, but it does make sense that it prevents entry as well.” Then he met my gaze. “So you paid the greatest price by using the Sharaita?”

      “We all know the price.”

      “All?”

      “Yes. My entire team used the relic. We made use of it in order to assist the spell we’d created to counter the ward. The two together allowed us easier access. And we’re alive and acid-free, ready to kick some Division 7 butt. Not to mention Ward’s butt.”

      Fathima groaned and muttered as she walked toward the table. “Does anyone find it ironic that the man’s name is Ward and he’s in charge of the magic that controls us?” Her eyes, met mine and then she tilted her head at her commander when she spotted my shocked expression.

      “Come, child. Sit and partake of some refreshments. Your team is on their way and we’ve found a mode of distraction for our dear Shahbanu.” Mischief flickered in his eyes as a djinn appeared beside me bearing a golden platter filled with plates and decanters and goblets. Though a royal meal was the last thing I needed, I found the food to be sparse enough to avoid gluttony. Dates and soft white cheese, dried apricots and a tangy preserve, thin slices of garlic and butter coated soft bread.

      Logan and Kai, along with Darcy entered the room and were ushered to the table, the commander giving the dragon-shifter a deference that made even me uncomfortable. A few soldiers gathered around, including Akbar whose presence was a surprise.

      Two other fully-armored and armed soldiers hung around the edge of the throng, both older and sober in expression. The woman met my eyes, the gray-white of her hair appearing like a halo against her sharp features. She looked dangerous, the way a lioness would be if her cubs were in danger, and even the thin smile she gave me made me both comforted and terrified to ever be in her cross-hairs.

      “That’s Amira, a general in our army and an elder in one of our most noble houses. Her exploits in the Great War are taught in both history lessons and in military school. Amira and our queen made a formidable pair.”

      “They still do,” I said softly.

      Fathima chuckled. “That they do. I only wish our queen’s position was not of such a precarious nature…”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, curious and suddenly afraid. Were my own suspicions, and that of Sentinel’s, justified?

      Before Fathima could reply—which from her closed expression implied she would spout some made-up white lie—the commander tapped his goblet with a bronze object that at first appeared to be a straw and on closer inspection revealed itself to be a pen carved in such detail as to look like a bronze feather.

      I blinked as a few of the soldiers hurried off, leaving our team along with the commander, Fathima and the two elderly military reps.

      He looked at us now as though he were staring into our souls, and even when he smiled, appearing to be satisfied with that inspection, I was still left unsettled.
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      “Thank you for coming to help us. And don’t worry. I know full well that you have begun to wonder why we would even need your help other than the privilege of access to your unique skills to use human weapons and technology as part of our defense against the EarthWorld agencies.”

      I nodded slowly and shared a glance with each of my team.

      “I am much distressed to hear that Saleem’s friends risked their lives on so many occasions in their efforts to get to Mithras to save him and our people. I know this sentiment has been expressed already, but I don’t think we can thank you enough. For now, an explanation will have to be compensation enough.”

      I wanted to tell him that I thought I knew the reason already because Aisha had told me of Saleem’s bound power and the prophecy, but I suppressed the temptation. What if only Aisha knew of the potential for Saleem to cause destruction in Mithras? I figured I’d hear him out first.

      The commander held the attention of the room as he said, “You will know by now that Mithras possesses technology we have seen fit to keep from the many realms of the DarkWorld. Please let me reassure you that the decision was never made lightly and we were never of the mind to hoard such technological advances for the purposes of power.

      “We possessed sufficient knowledge of the workings of the EarthWorld, enough to know that this technology would be infinitely dangerous in the hands of governments and corporations.”

      I glanced over at Logan, catching the acknowledgment in his eyes. The commander wasn’t wrong in his impression, and personally, I wasn’t all that certain that the Mithrasians had any obligations to share tech with anyone.

      “Of course, we did suffer years of doubt in the wake of that decision, given the situation in the EarthWorld after the Conflagration. Our councils would often talk it over and wonder if we ought to reconsider, but we held fast to our decision.

      “This tech would have helped the EarthWorld power cities that were affected by the bleeding of magic and the dead spots of energy all over the world would likely have been reduced.”

      I opened my mouth to say that we understood some of it but the commander kept speaking, his expression again taking on a far-off look. “Then, one of our senior officials made the mistake of trusting the wrong person. He went to the Earth realm with the intention of learning their technology and finding a way to transform our energy production process in order to make it suitable for human use. He succeeded and began to work on perfecting it, but by confiding in his peers he’d started a ball rolling that he had little understanding of. To say that he was naïve would be the best description.”

      I was familiar enough with this story after the discussion with Saleem, and I knew the culprit was King Kassim. The commander’s respect for his late ruler was evident in his evasion of giving the scientist an identity.

      “After several attempts by government officials to broker a business arrangement with our world in order to obtain access to the tech and to the power sources, which our people rejected, the scientist’s labs and offices in the EarthWorld were raided and these agencies attempted to take the tech by force.

      “Our scientists returned, understanding they had ultimately endangered their own realm and regretting the compassion with which they’d begun the endeavor to develop the tech to help the EarthWorld. But again we underestimated the tenacity and determination—

      “Perhaps their greed and desperation too?” Amira suggested.

      “Agreed. And we paid for that underestimation. Not too long after our scientists returned, a delegation arrived intending to broker talks with our King and Queen. Which of course we declined politely. And which went exactly as you’d expect. They left in a fury, promising we would not get away with hoarding technology that would help billions of people. And yet again we underestimated their greed. A few months passed in which we were lulled into a false sense of security. What followed were numerous attempts on the life of the King, which resulted in...success I’m afraid. But, even after the king’s death, our Shahbanu wasn’t as compliant as these agents had expected.”

      “They certainly wouldn’t have expected her to be as powerful and as adamant as her husband,” Amira said, her tone dry. “Despite her status of mourning, the queen attended a diplomatic event in Paris, a meeting with the Supreme High Council. She never returned.”

      The commander nodded to his general before continuing, “Soon after her abduction, Crown Prince Saleem followed, determined to find her and bring her home. He was reluctant to ascend the throne unless he was certain his mother had indeed passed away.”

      “We would have known had she passed. And we checked the astral planes constantly, even hoping she may reach out, make contact. But nothing. Saleem meanwhile, began to work for a paranormal investigative agency which I’m sure you’re familiar with. He sent back reports with the warriors who visited him regularly—though in secret—that he was beginning to lose hope. But by that time, we’d already been infiltrated. Saleem had been gone just a few months when the Veil was breached and our council ousted.”

      “Agent Blake?” I asked.

      The commander nodded. “He arrived with another man who we understood to be a senior government official representing the United Nations. But the poor man had little idea of the real plot. He soon found himself with a dagger in his brain and his assistant was tortured to death for information she clearly didn’t possess.”

      “Later, they brought in a MindMage who I am sad to say was successful in turning several of our key council members,” the man beside Amira said, eyes flashing with an emotion I was afraid to label hatred. Was he one of the people Saleem had implied would want an eye for an eye from Division 7? I focused on his words as he said, “Those Agent Blake couldn’t sway had to make a choice—toe the line and pretend to play the game, or join the rest of the citizens in the camps.”

      “The camps?”

      The man nodded coldly. “There are industrial outposts located in a number of our main cities,” he snapped angrily. “There the people, men, women, and children are used as labor for the energy production factories.”

      “That makes sense now. Gilfillan was adamant he needed maps to a number of cities around the realm. Can we assume he knew more than he’d been willing to admit?”

      The commander was nodding, his expression dark with anger and yet still filled with sadness.

      “But wait,” I lifted a finger as the antagonistic general was about to speak. “What exactly are the people doing in these camps? Why would they need whole cities of people as labor? I thought this process of energy production you developed was even more desirable because it was clean energy, no pollution, no waste?”

      The commander raised an eyebrow, likely wondering how I came to know that. Then his expression cleared. I could have told him that Aisha had filled me in but I’d already interrupted the flow of conversation enough.

      “I will have Fathima take you to the site so you can see for yourselves,” the—still nameless—commander said

      “How do we go there without being seen? It’s not impossible to be seen within the Ether. And Blake’s mage is extremely powerful.” I looked at the warriors in the room. “Do we have any information about this mage? Who is he? What are his limitations and strengths?”

      Fathima rolled her shoulders, jaw tight. “What we know is that the mage is a woman—they refer to her as the Witch, and sometimes as the Demon. Seems even Blake’s men aren’t sure what she is. Nobody has seen her face. She moves around the palace, cloaked from head to toe, face hidden. Clearly, her identity is something Division 7 wishes to keep secret.”

      The mention of cloaks and female mages stirred a sense of deja vu within me but I ignored it. There were dozens of mages who would fit the description of this mage and we didn’t have the time, or the resources, to investigate her any right now.

      I bit my lip. “I guess we know only what we know. The one thing we can be sure of is she is powerful. The queen needed Barry to help build a counterspell—”

      “Barry?” asked the commander, leaning forward slightly as though anticipating my confirmation of the demon overlord’s identity.

      “Baa’ruk, the demon overlord for the Eastern Seaboard. Pretty sure he has some other fancy title that I can’t pronounce. Not certain if you know him, but the queen did say that he and her late husband were good friends.”

      The commander nodded, a brief smile curving his lips. “Yes. We do know Baa’ruk. And he is trusted, so we are relieved he was able to assist our queen.”

      “Considering she wasn’t able to weave the spell on her own, we can rest assured that this mage, whoever she is, has more power than anyone we’ve encountered before,” I said, aware I’d just admitted to the gathered rebels that their queen hadn’t possessed sufficient power to create the spell on her own, thus revealing her weakness. I swallowed and continued quickly. “Which also means there is a strong likelihood she could sense our movements in the ether, especially when we’re close to a key location like the palace. I hardly think Blake would be complacent enough to dispense with protection around those productions sites either.”

      The commander shared a glance with Fathima and then with his generals. Then he said, “Well, that question is directly related to our next problem. We learned early on how easy it was for this mage to detect astral movement and we did lose a few warriors in the process of this discovery. For which I must accept responsibility for being complacent. The mage does appear to be still learning as her methods are more blast-first-ask-no-questions which isn’t at all tactically wise.”

      I gasped and then shut my mouth quickly.

      “What is it?” asked Amira.

      I shook my head then fluttered my arms at my sides, suddenly restless. “Those tactics would explain why our recent attempt at accessing the Veil with a portal key ended in disaster. And also why I’d been shut out of the Mithras ether a few days ago. It’s almost as though she’s arbitrarily firing magic at anything she senses within the Veil and the astral plane. I’m hoping she hasn’t yet developed a sense of the identity of the interlopers she’s blasted out.”

      “We suspect she hasn’t,” replied Fathima, her sober expression mirrored by the general’s and the commander too. “But, of course, we cannot be complacent either. As such, we’ve used a protective spell that would shroud our warriors as they travel through the astral planes. Unfortunately, it’s old magic and highly unethical, but the realm is at risk so we had to take drastic measures.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Please tell me no newborns were sacrificed in order to create this unethical magic?”

      Amira snorted and Fathima gave me a stern glare. The commander merely shook his head and smiled, almost indulgently despite the sharpness of my tone. “Not exactly,” he said, amusement fading as the reality of his unethical endeavors returned to haunt him.

      My blood ran cold and I sensed the restlessness in my team as they moved, shifting their weight and sharing worried glances.

      Then the commander laughed softly. “Don’t worry. No lives were sacrificed. But, being dark magic, blood was necessary to complete the magic.”

      Eyes wide now, I swallowed. “So the good news is you drained a child of his blood? That isn’t good news to me.”

      Amira chuckled. “Do not fret, child. We were gentle, and the child is unharmed and will not suffer any trauma as a result. It is still a breach of our code of ethics for which we will all be held accountable once all is said and done.”

      I nodded slowly. “Okay, so how does this protection work?”

      The commander waved Fathima over and she handed him a small velvet bag from which he withdrew the vessel of this dark magic.

      In his palm, he held a Kelan.

      “Goddess save me,” was all I was able to say.

      “Is something the matter?” asked the commander, his eyes harder now. The man was astute enough to recognize my recognition of the Kelan, though he didn’t voice the question.

      I took a deep breath. “Well. We kinda already have those, which makes me want to faint right about now.”

      The man’s eyebrows rose, his eyes flickering as he figured out how we could have obtained such magic. Then he sighed. “She is often one step ahead of me.” Then he rubbed his forehead.

      I snorted. “Well, she better not have bled any infants in the EarthWorld or I’m going to have to have a word with her.” I shuddered at the thought, though there certainly wasn’t much I could do about it now.

      Amira snickered and the commander smiled. “It’s likely she used the blood of her own children, so the children of the Earth-Realm are safe.”

      Scowling now, I was about to ask how in the world Aisha would have used the blood of two grown men when it was a child’s blood that was required for the spell to work.

      Then I grimaced. “Crap. Is she walking around with their blood in vials around her neck or something? And how would blood that old remain viable for two decades anyway?”

      The commander’s jaw dropped and then amusement shimmered in his eyes. Why was it that he too appeared to think I was so damned funny all the time?

      Then I waved a hand before he could reply. “Don’t tell me. The queen is one of the most powerful djinn to ever live. She’s adept enough in magic to figure out a way to preserve blood for however long she wishes.” I shook my head and gave a weary sigh.

      Fathima stepped closer to retrieve the bag of Kelans from the commander’s grasp. “However the Kelans were produced, they have saved many lives, so I personally believe their creation was worth the trouble we will soon find ourselves in. We use the Kelans when traveling the ether, but this protective armor isn’t handed out to just any of the warriors. Partly to avoid leaking the fact that we have such a protection, and partly because one needs a certain level of skill to protect oneself from the armor. Over time, the energy the magical armor creates has the potential of injuring to the user unless they know how to protect themselves.”

      I stiffened and steeled myself against the temptation to look over at Kai. I now understood that her pre-existing injuries made her more vulnerable to the use of the Kelan and a pulse of fear rippled through me.

      Kai’s life had been in danger the moment she’d initiated the Kelan. And Aisha hadn’t thought to inform any of us of the potential danger.

      I took a breath and forced my anger down somewhere deep inside where it would keep until I had the opportunity to discuss the matter with the queen of the djinn.

      Fathima headed over to the table and spread out a rolled up map. “We will travel through the ether to this location—to the city of Kenitra in the Planes of Oezzane. It isn’t a taxing journey despite the distance, though I’m sure you will find that your friends will need an adjustment or two.”

      I glanced over at those friends who all wore expressions of concern mixed with a look of nothing-is-capable-of-surprising-me-anymore.

      Which was exactly the way I felt.
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      During the meeting with the rebel leaders, I wasn’t sure exactly what to do with the thoughts whirling in my head. The queen had kept crucial information from us. The queen had remained in captivity of her own free will.

      The queen had been subjected to a full medical examination by Sentinel. All those red flags? I wasn’t sure what to do with them.

      Back in our allocated room, we found Aisha nowhere to be seen, and I decided to take advantage of her absence and confer with the team. Darcy would have to be included in the inner circle of this confession but I figured she’d likely be helpful anyway.

      They turned to me as one as though they could sense I was bursting to get something off my chest. And I took a breath and shook my head. “That was a serious info download.”

      Kai’s one eyebrow lifted. “But that’s not what’s bothering you?

      “Not really. It’s something of a majestic problem.”

      Darcy snorted. “Don’t you have a way with words.”

      I sighed and sank onto a lumpy sofa beside the door. The room contained little in the way of decor: a narrow trestle table surrounded by six chairs, two sofas pushed against the walls but still only three feet from the table. The other side of the room contained a row of cot beds also set against the far walls.

      Rest, recon, prep all within the same room.

      Kai sat beside me and as Darcy, Drake, and Logan each pulled up a chair, I said, “When Horner mentioned that Sentinel was under investigation. I asked about why they would require a medical examination of the queen. He had no idea although I was sure he was more than curious.”

      Kai angled herself toward me. “And you have some reason why?”

      “I think so, but man I feel bad even entertaining the possibility.”

      Darcy waved a hand at the non-answer. “Ok, so out with it. And let us decide how bad it is.”

      I crossed my fingers both physically and mentally in the hopes that voicing these concerns did not end up coming back to haunt me. “The thing is...I have to wonder if perhaps Sentinel was suspicion of whether Aisha was in captivity out of choice. The fact that she could have left at any point in time must have raised questions for them.”

      “And for us too.” Logan rubbed his forehead, making me aware of the low throbbing inside my own skull.

      “I guess it is. I had to question her actions in the beginning but then I put it aside accepting that she made those decisions because she was afraid.”

      Kai nodded, tapping a finger on the leather of her pants. “Omega threatens the lives of her sons—’cause let’s not forget that Saleem was working for them and Rizwan was at their beck-and-call in Mithras.”

      “But nothing she’s told us felt true for me,” I said softly, knowing even more than I could say. “She is holding back—remember the conversation with her military that we had seconds ago? What if Sentinel knew more than mere suspicions?”

      Darcy blew out a breath, eyes now filled with concern. “I can’t blame you for being suspicious. But suppose it’s not a case of distrust really. I don’t think you should be feeling guilty.”

      “Yeah,” said Logan. “It’s clear to everyone that she hasn’t been 100% open and truthful. So, you need to stop feeling guilty and analyze those thoughts. Let’s see if we can figure out the real reason, or maybe even try to understand her perspective.”

      “Maybe I should have said something earlier.” I gritted my teeth, fingers curling into fists in my lap. “We were busy putting this entire team together and we knew everyone’s lives would be on the line. And all the while, one of the main people in the team was holding out on us.”

      “How do we know that what she is holding back is even relevant to the mission?” offered Logan.

      I could see that he was playing devil’s advocate—which was a good thing to consider another point of view, and with regard to Saleem’s powers and what Aisha had done to bind them, he was right.

      Maybe I’d spent far too long focusing on how I felt about my suspicions rather than digging deeper into what they were.

      “Okay, I see your point. But whatever it is, Sentinel suspects. If it’s related to the physical they put her through. And just for the record I’m not trying to say that she somehow conspired with Omega to give her realm away.”

      My friends were nodding, eyes filled with understanding.

      Darcy sighed and sat back. “She said she was afraid for her people and maybe it didn’t ring true at the time simply because it wasn’t the whole truth.”

      “Yeah,” I muttered. “I have gotten to know her a little too well. And there was something in her eyes when she gave us her reasons. Something that made me wonder if she were hoping I wouldn’t read her thoughts...”

      “So...why didn’t you?” asked Darcy, eyebrow curving.

      “Pfft. The woman has been inside my mind from the start. She’d have caught me on the first try. I didn’t even know djinn could do that until I ran into Aisha’s mind.”

      “Doesn’t bode well for you if Saleem can read your thoughts,” Kai said, her smirk showing she had zero sympathy for me.

      I ignored her as I said, “Her husband was killed and then she was abducted by Omega and Division 7 because they had a hard-on for the djinn’s ability to create natural energy. Then, Saleem makes things worse by entering our world in search of his mother and ends up entangled in Omega’s web himself.”

      “And little bro is left by himself, unable to defend against anyone determined to take over the realm.” Logan’s opinion of Rizwan was clear in his voice.

      “And don’t forget you’re dealing with a very strong and very powerful woman,” Kai added. “Definitely more than your average badass bad. She could have flattened the entire estate and returned home to save her kingdom herself.”

      “Don’t forget the wards. She was actively trying to help us get here. I have to admit that I am stumped.”

      I nodded and then leaned closer to Kai. “Maybe it has something to do with her husband?”

      “We already know Divison 7 killed the king,” Drake said, speaking for the first time, his expression inscrutable. “He certainly was devoted to his people. In which case, he could have put his family in danger.”

      “It’s possible Division 7 is using his death as a trump card. “We killed your husband and we can do the same to your sons?” offered Logan.

      Kai pursed her lips. “That may work if Rizwan is threatened. Not so sure about Saleem.”

      “Well, she is still a mother. Omega could use her children to ensure she behaves herself,” Darcy said before sharing a sober, almost guilty glance with Logan.

      “And don’t forget, she kinda likes Mel.” Kai smirked before saying, “And me. I’m almost positive she likes me too.”

      “Hey, I’m pretty sure she has a soft spot for me as well,” Logan grumbled.

      Chuckling, I smoothed the creases on my pants. “A few more things that she can be blackmailed with.”

      Darcy sighed, “I suspect she’d do just as much to avoid getting any of us killed.”

      I tilted my head from side to side, enjoying the stretch of my tense neck muscles. “This is giving me a headache. I feel like I’m going around and around in circles.” I had to admit that even now, discussing it with somebody else hadn’t alleviated any of my concerns.

      Drake gave a low grunt before saying, “What I wouldn’t give to know what Sentinel knows. What is it that they are looking for that they’d find in her body?”

      “So? What do we do now?” Kai said.

      “Make our plans on our own, no sharing details with Sentinel or anyone else,” added Darcy.

      “Keep our suspicions to ourselves,” Logan said softly, “And just hope to Hel that keeps us all safe.”

      “And keep those same cards away from the djinn queen?” I said, guilt ripping me apart.

      “Hey, you can’t feel bad. This is for her safety too, Mel,” Kai scolded. “We need to do everything we can to protect her even if it means keeping her in the dark.”

      “Yeah.” I couldn’t deny the walker’s word. “She may be a danger to us too, so we need to be wary and careful, but none of this means we can’t trust her. I know that’s confusing…”

      “Yeah. No. I mean, it’s not confusing,” Kai replied, rolling her eyes. “We can trust her but we can’t trust Omega.”

      “And if they have something on her then we need to proceed with caution. For her sake as well as ours.” I nodded then gave Kai and the rest of the team a pointed look. “I think that’s about all we can rehash regarding my issue.”
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      I studied Logan’s face, concerned about the look of worry in his eyes, the reasons for the furrows his frown seemed to have carved into his forehead. Was the weight of ruling a realm so heavy to bear?

      I snickered silently at the question. Of course it’s heavy, I knew enough rulers to know such responsibility didn’t come easy, and when you did have it, keeping it tended to become the next hurdle to overcome.

      “So? What’s bugging you? You look like you need to take a load off,” I said, jerking a chin at the sofa.

      Logan smiled and sank onto the cushions behind him, then rested his head in hands propped on his knees. From between his splayed fingers came a deep sigh. “Sorry to have to throw this at you especially in the middle of this shit-show.”

      “No better time, to be honest. May be good if you added a new flavor profile to this particular shit-show? This specific variety is getting a little boring.”

      Logan chuckled then wiped his hands across his face, then ran his fingers through his hair. He’d cut the length a little, returning it to the just-touching-the-shoulder style that Saleem had been fond of. It made me smile to think that such a simple thing as an emulation of hairstyle choice between the two friends could warm a girl’s heart.

      I must be getting soft.

      I shook my head and then plopped onto the sofa opposite the king of the dragons. “So? What’s this thing you needed to ask me?” I asked, hoping it would be a good lead-in. Logan had requested the meeting but it appeared as though the telling of it was something he was struggling with.

      I suppressed a sigh. From the looks of it this was going to be big. Not that big was unusual with the people around me. In fact, small would probably knock us clear onto our asses.

      And small would definitely be a relief.

      Logan sighed and pressed his temples, then straightened to meet my eyes. “So, there’s this little issue back home that I may need the team’s help with when we’re done with the djinn’s thing.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Firstly, little issue? I’m pretty sure from the look on your face that little has nothing to do with it. And secondly, the djinn’s thing? Boy, Logan, you’re going to have to have a much worse issue than that to define this mission as the djinn’s thing.”

      Logan chuckled. “Taking my words a little personal, aren’t you?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I may or may not be serious.” I took a breath, aware that I did rant a little at Logan’s words. And maybe he was a little right too. Saleem’s situation was making me feel sensitive, even when his BFF was doing the commenting.

      Now, Logan laughed and raised two fingers. “Okay, so there are two factions who are eyeing control of Drakys right now.”

      I tilted my head, trying to hide my shock at his words. Still, so far, he’d only gotten maybe on an equal footing with the djinn issue. “A coup in the works?” I asked softly.

      His nod was a jerky movement. “Yes. We’ve heard the rumors and then found out it’s true. Worst time to be away but Sienna is convinced that it will keep. She’s going to make up some excuse because she’s pretty certain these guys will want both of us present before they act.”

      “Any particular reason they would want both of you there? Seems to me it would be easy enough to overthrow your rule while one of you is gone. Less push-back from one big powerful dragon than from two.”

      Logan smiled. “That’s very true but they have a different reason for wanting us both there.”

      “This doesn’t sound all that good.”

      He sighed. “Word is they want the two of us together in order to break the power of the twin-dragon pair.”

      “And there is actually a way to do that?”

      He nodded his face now more dejected. “Yes. The power of the Egg is imbued into the fated sibling pair when they are initiated into rule. The egg is like a natural computer system that downloads all the info to the minds of the ruling siblings. Please don’t ask me how it works, to be honest it sounds quite hokey to me.”

      “But you’ve been through the process right?”

      “Yup.”

      “And?”

      “And it’s…intense.”

      “Yeah, so I could do with an explanation that goes a little further than ‘intense,’” I said, smirking to take the edge of my words.

      He did appear to be struggling with something regarding the situation which made me wonder how he really felt about taking over the role of co-ruler of the dragon-realm when all he’d believed himself to be was a simple human fire-mage.

      Logan let out a soft sigh. “I guess if you guys are going to be part of my fight, then I owe it to you to be open about the reality of it.” He paused and nodded more to himself than to me. Then he shook his head, his gaze somewhere on the wall behind me. “It’s a strange land, really. Ancient rules and culture that go all the way back to the very first dragon’s rule. Our land was once home to a humanlike species and a fae-like one as well. The three peoples lived together in total harmony until power and greed began to drive the rule of the land. Magic played a great part though and eventually magic won out. And happily, magic also saved the realm. But might and strength won out easily and the dragons ruled for centuries. A Great War eventually took place that resulted in the saving of the realm from the nefarious rulers and which installed the sibling dragon rule, which has continued to this day.”

      “So what happened to the human-like species? Were they wiped out in the wars? I mean I have never heard of humans in Drakys?”

      “Not exactly. They were not wiped out. More like…assimilated.”

      “Sorry, that’s still not doing much for me.”

      Logan laughed. “Maybe assimilated isn’t the right word. How about intermarry-to-create-a-new-Drakys-people?”

      “Ah, I very much prefer that.”

      “Still, despite managing to achieve peace, Drakys had to then fight against the threat of invasion by a neighboring dragon realm.”

      “Did you save yourselves?”

      “We thought we had, but as with most rebels whose causes are not all that moral...”

      “And these people and their way of thinking are responsible for the takeover threat?”

      “For one of the threats. The other faction is demanding liberty and equality. They want to be citizens not subjects.”

      “So your rulers have a history of subjugating the people?”

      “Not that I know of. We just have a problem of matriarchal rule.”

      I snickered. “Bet the old fuddy-duddy men don’t like that.”

      “Yeah, them and their women either, if you can believe that. They are demanding the old ways back.”

      “And those old ways are?”

      “Women return to a subjugated life. No professional jobs, no right to own property or businesses, cannot be seen in public without the company of father or brother or husband.”

      “Sounds archaic,” was all I could say.

      “I agree. Sienna and I would rather the Equals be the ones to take over if it ever comes to that. The problem is that the information the egg provides is indispensable and it cannot be transferred in entirety to another person. You could likely verbally transfer much of the details but never everything. And that poses an integral danger to negotiate with these rebels. One group is a danger to the rights of women and the other is a danger to the access people will have to history and to powerful knowledge.”

      I let out a sigh and wrung my hands. “I see your dilemma. It’s worse than the rock and a hard place. I do not envy you, Logan—or Lyandr—or whoever you are.”

      He grinned in reply. “So can I assume that you’re on board?”

      “Of course, you can,” I replied with a sneaky grin. “And maybe you could help me out after?”

      “That’s only fair. Do I want to know now?”

      I shrugged. “It’s not realm-affecting. More family than anything.”

      “Well, you have my word. And I can probably say that Sienna too will likely come along. She felt very bad that she wasn’t able to come with us to Mithras to help Saleem.”

      “Always knew she had her heart in the right place,” I said with a smile.

      And suddenly I felt relieved of a great weight. Without even realizing or understanding what I’d been trying to do, I’d slowly been gathering people to my own mission to help save Samuel and Ari.

      Unless of course, Ari decided she’s better off not coming home.

      Which was her prerogative. I had to keep reminding myself that Ari, though still a teenager, would be a girl who’d have gone through numerous horrors, the worst of it likely having been witness to her parents’ murders and then abducted from the safety of her home.

      Experience changes a person’s psyche, their way of thinking and of seeing things. If Ari turned into an entirely different person to either of our parents, or even to me, I had no right to hold that against her.

      And I couldn’t hold myself responsible either. If I could learn to handle those two aspects of the drama that was Ari and me, then I really believed we could get somewhere, at least to a point where we could get Samuel home and safe.

      Then why was there a small part of me insisting that everything I’d told myself was a load of bullshit and that it was just me trying to make myself feel better about what could possibly turn out to be a bad ending.

      But I wasn’t afraid of a bad ending. I was afraid of having no ending.

      Not knowing was always worse than knowing the horrible awful truth. Being alone and not knowing was infinitely worse.

      And it was worse too when the truth was something terrible. Because there was power in the truth, a power that you could only acknowledge when you’d lived a life blanketed in shadows and lies.

      In truth, lies held an infinite power.

      I just had to hope that my own truth would provide me with even a little bit of power, because if there was one thing my gut was telling me it was that Ari posed a danger both to Samuel and to me.

      And though what that danger truly translated to, was still undefined, I promised myself I wouldn’t run headlong into the shit.

      Because now there was more involved than just finding Ari.

      Now, I had to find Samuel and maybe, just maybe, it was possible I’d have to save him from Ari.
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      Logan lowered his gaze, though the action appeared to be one of difficulty. I narrowed my eyes. “What is it? I can tell you’re conflicted about something else.”

      Logan chuckled. “Nothing gets by you, does it?”

      The snort I let out was something hoarse and almost cackling, a sort of laugh-sob-snicker thing that had Logan’s head snapping up, concern in his eyes.

      “Sorry.” I gave him a twist of a smile. “Not entirely sure what that was. And, in answer to your question, not really. Too much has gotten by me and this shit has to stop.”

      “And you’re starting with me?”

      “Sorry. You have crappy luck.”

      Logan grinned and shook his head. “Okay. I know I have to tell you, but I feel as though I’m betraying her confidence.” Then he took a deep breath. “So you know how we’ve ascertained the bad-guy MindMelder who is currently scrambling Saleem’s brains used to work for Omega?”

      I murmured an agreement and offered him a wary nod.

      “Well, Ward has a little bit of a past history with one of our team members and it’s something at least some of us have to be aware of in case we need to contain it or to protect her.”

      I tilted my head and studied him. “I was going to rip the name from you but I think I can guess it’s Darcy, right?”

      Logan’s eyes were wide and very fiery. “How did you figure that out?”

      I shrugged. “Brains. Experience. Smarts. And she’s the only other MindMelder we know of who also worked for Omega under duress. And she’s been a little skittish over the last few days.”

      Logan sighed and sat back, at last giving up his worry. “Okay. At least that gets me off the hook a little. So you know how MindMelders delve inside a person’s mind and that sometimes they leave little traces behind?”

      “That’s how other MindMelders can possibly ID the previous mage who messed about in there,” I said.

      “Exactly. Well, sometimes when a mage is exhausted or if they drop their guard for some other reason, the meldee is given a glimpse of what’s inside the melder’s mind.”

      I hid a smile at Logan’s naming and simply nodded. “I’d hazard a guess that sometimes it isn’t exhaustion that could cause that to happen. Maybe it can happen too if the trauma of the memory is too much. Or even if the memory has been removed or blocked from her, it’s likely you could have seen something that she doesn’t remember.”

      “Yep. This whole MindMelding thing is a bit of a mindfuck.”

      “A bit?”

      I laughed and shook my head then waved at him to keep going.

      “Well, when I confronted her about what I’d seen, she went into some sort of shock. When she finally did talk to me about it she asked me for details of what I’d seen, and then she confirmed Ward was the guy who had tried to mess with her head.”

      “Was he a coworker?”

      “Mentor. Lover. He used her for her power because she’s likely the most powerful MindMage in existence.”

      “In the Earth-World? Or the realms?”

      “I’m saying Earth-World for now because I need a little less epic.”

      “Okay, so would he have trained her? If so, he’d have a strong hold over her. Which makes me worry that she may not be strong enough to fight him if she ever meets him face to face on the mission.”

      “I’m not sure he has that much of a hold on her any longer. Not in the sense that you or I would think. She told me she’d believed him to be dead. She was pretty damn certain.”

      “And how would she know for certain? We live in a world filled with magic beyond anyone’s comprehension. It’s possible he’s been resurrected? Or maybe even recovered from his injuries?”

      Logan shook his head. “No. She was pretty sure. One hundred percent positive.”

      “How?”

      “Because she killed him.”

      “Oh,” I said the word on a whisper. “That’s one way to know for certain.”

      “Yeah, she’s pretty shaken up—even now. She’d moved on, believing she’d killed her nemesis and now, on the eve of battle, she discovers he’s very much alive and very dangerous too.”

      “Shit.”

      “Is that shit-we’re-all-in-for-a-tough-fight. Or shit-she’s-going-to-be-a-liability?”

      Logan’s tone was filled with worry, and I knew how he felt. He was worried for Darcy, both for what might happen in the next few phases of our mission, and what was even more likely to happen if she didn’t get the chance to face her demons. I was worried about the same thing.

      “Look, I don’t think we need to be doing anything drastic like telling her she can’t come with us.”

      “No, I wasn’t thinking that in the least. We need her skills. But she’s vulnerable. Even if she’s capable of fighting him again and defeating him again, that darkness is her vulnerability and should he see her at any point, she’ll be in trouble. And by association, so will we all, including Saleem. We’re going to need to tread very carefully here.”

      “I can hear those cogs turning. You have a plan to hide her well enough that Ward won’t see her?”

      I nodded. “Yes. I would have had a plan.”

      “Care to share.”

      I grinned sadly. “If the world is full of magically powerful people who use glamors to hide themselves, glamors to make themselves look like other people…”

      Logan snapped his fingers. “Then we can find her a glamor that will make her look like someone else entirely.”

      I smirked. “It would have been a good idea to pull in the help of our resident ShapeChanger. She may have had some input. And we also could have used her as a decoy if Ward sees Darcy.”

      “Lead him on a nice wild-goose chase across the city? I like it.” Logan was nodding, his expression fake serious, probably seeing the plan play out in his imagination had we only had a ShapeChanger hanging around.

      I had to admit it would have been a grand plan. A brilliant idea that had no hope of happening.

      And now I had to come up with an actual plan.
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      Fathima hadn’t lied about the transition to Kenitra. The ether felt heavy with energy and Kai had struggled. Jumping someone through the either who didn’t have the power to teleport was easy enough to do, but having to be both a battery to drain energy, and additionally a power source when they began to fade, wasn’t at all a simple effort.

      The hazy darkness in Kai’s brain hadn’t faded, though thankfully the dark splotch didn’t appear to have worsened. I counted that as a positive as we transitioned through the Veil with Fathima assisting Darcy and Akbar aiding Logan who didn’t appear to need the assistance.

      He’d remained poker-faced after his admission and I felt a ripple of worry that I would have to talk to Darcy soon. We arrived at the Veil access that led to the small city, and when I projected I had to stifle a gasp of horror.

      We were staring at rows and rows of giant cylinders. From a distance, it was easy enough to assume the hundreds of little dots that patterned the exterior of the three-story high drums were nothing more than bundles of wires.

      Only when we drew closer did I understand the horror of it all.

      Someone let out a low sob—it took a second to sense my own vocal cords were responsible, but when I looked around, I understood that the volume of my verbal outburst had only been louder because Darcy had echoed my stricken cry with her own.

      Kai’s face had lost all color, leaving her looking like a newly-created vampling. Logan’s jaw tightened but he remained stoic.

      I wasn’t as strong.

      Eyes filling with hot tears, of anger, horror, grief, I looked over at Fathima, shaking my head slowly, allowing myself to hope I was imagining it. To hope this wasn’t real.

      But the warrior’s face held no comfort.

      I shifted my attention back to the scene, an enormous warehouse filled with rows and rows of six-story high cylinders, batteries being charged by the energy and power drawn from each and every djinn currently attached to it with copper wiring.

      I frowned, a brief thought flickering through me. Fathima may have spotted my expression because she said, “And no, what you are seeing here is not the method our scientists came up with. This is all EarthWorld government. The lives of the djinn people mean less to them than that of a cockroach.”

      “So the secret of your clean energy production is the use of a djinn’s essential power?”

      “Yes. And that production was always on a volunteer basis. We tended to ask the military and the more adept and powerful djinn to assist in our energy production. And you can rest assured our process looked nothing at all like this atrocity.”

      I sucked in a breath. “I believe you. I’m sorry...this is just horrible. I want to go in there and save each and every one of them.”

      But Fathima was shaking her head. “Their lives are not truly in danger. Division 7 has killed hundreds of our people, but that was before they understood the value of the lives of their living battery chargers. Children are not strong enough to supply this type of energy, and the elderly fade away fast if they are attached too long. Our old people are not different to the vanilla humans. Division 7 had to adjust their methods to ensure the longevity of their batteries, and this was the result,” she waved a hand to indicate the warehouse floor which buzzed with an undercurrent of energy that seemed to want to pull me along like an undertow.

      “I just don’t understand how this could have even reached such proportions. I’m assuming they had a lot of help from the djinn people?”

      “Sadly, yes. For various reasons, Blake and his goons have the assistance of some of our committee. As my commander said, they prey on your insecurities and promise the safety of your children, they promise food and clothing, rations, and education. Everything that is their basic right is now traded for energy production.”

      “This is monstrous. I want to kill the bastard right now.”

      “There’s already a pretty long line.”

      “I’d like to know how he ended up here in such a position of power on Division 7’s behalf?”

      “Well, perhaps we’ll get our moment to understand him better, but right now, for all intents and purposes, he is the mastermind. Whoever he is playing puppet to, they aren’t here, and on the pecking order in Mithras, he’s the highest ranking pecker.”

      I wanted to laugh. Would have too had Kai not made a low noise deep within her throat drawing my attention to her face with a snap of my neck. I watched in fascination as her skin rippled, translucent one moment, covered in sleek black fur the next.

      The emotional toll had affected her control over her panther and it seemed to want to force its way out. And I was glad when Logan reached out and ran a hand along her upper back, offering her a little comfort.

      Moments later, she took a ragged breath and straightened all signs of her shifter-self faded away. She looked around and met my eyes, her expression pained and filled with fury. “This asshole’s time is up. He’s put me—us— through enough personally, and then Logan as well for years. I’ve had enough of his shit that I can take.”

      Fathima frowned. “What had this Agent Blake done to you?”

      Kai grunted, anger rippling through her face as her panther still clawed for release. “He tried to frame me for murder and almost killed me and Mel in the process. He was also involved in a string of killings targeting children with paranormal powers. He seems to be cropping up everywhere and just leaves behind mayhem and destruction in his wake.”

      “I see. This man has much to answer for.” Fathima’s voice was hollow. She shook her head, as though her dark thoughts were a veil she wanted to cast off. “We’d best be getting back. There is little point in watching and wishing we can save them. We have everything planned and ready for a simultaneous attack at every single one of these power plants. A synchronized takedown will work better as they’d have little chance to regroup and begin a search for their captives. Before they know it, their living batteries would have scattered and gone into hiding. So, for the time being, they will endure. Should we attempt to free them now, we run the risk of jeopardizing our entire operation.”

      I nodded, impressed at the breadth and scope of the rebel’s plan. We retreated to the ether and were back at the city within minutes.

      Distance though, did not make me feel any less like relieving Blake of his ability to breath.
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      My mind was rolling over what Logan had said about Darcy and I had to admit it I was concerned because of the ramifications. There was always every possibility that one’s emotional issues would negatively affect one’s perceptions, especially when under a great deal of stress.

      And our mission translated into stress.

      Especially having seen with our own eyes the horrors suffered by the djinn people at Division 7’s hands. Was Darcy keeping it together enough so as not to harm herself and her teammates while in Mithras? I didn’t know. And the only thing I could do now that made the best sense was to bring it out into the open.

      I hoped Logan wouldn’t be mad but I didn’t want him to have to make that decision. Even if he was running point, the issue was on some level personal and it made the most sense for me to take responsibility for it.

      The floorboards creaked as Darcy returned from the bathroom and I looked up as she approached.

      “I’m glad you’re here. I need to speak to you about something.” She gave a sheepish smile and I had to wonder if she suspected Logan had spilled the beans on her secret.

      Still, I wanted to give her the benefit of the doubt and besides in most cases with a strong and cohesive team, lies tended to float to the surface all by themselves.

      So, I smiled and said, “Sure. What’s on your mind?”

      Darcy strode toward me and dropped her rucksack on one of the chairs that sat around the desk. “You first. What did you want to talk about? Sounded serious from what Kai said in the bathroom.”

      I sighed and sat back. Did I lie and avoid the chance for her to offload? I knew how cathartic unburdening oneself was so I crossed my fingers and hoped she’d forgive me.

      “It’s mission-related so it can wait”—which was truth enough for me to feel less bad about it.

      Her lips twisted into a ghost of a smile and she rested a hip on the desk in a half-sit half-stand posture—something I did when I didn’t want to be all relaxed.

      Tension radiated from her and I took a slow breath, afraid that any sudden sounds or moves would make her change her mind.

      She sighed. “We’re in Mithras to get Saleem out, and I’m all-in, one-hundred percent with you. But there’s something I feel you need to know. And if you decide it’s too much of a danger to the team and the mission, I will completely understand if you decided not to have me along.”

      I raised my eyebrows, all the while feeling like crap. Okay, maybe this is how a therapist felt when talking to a patient whose condition they could see plainly, though they had to keep their mouths shut in order for the truth to make its way out in a more natural fashion.

      So I remained silent and gave her an encouraging nod, hoping my smile matched.

      She tapped a nail on the desk. “You know how I said I’ve been through the mill in my past.” I nodded. “So it all goes back to how I ended up working for Omega in the first place—way back when I was an innocent kid who thought she had some cool powers. Then someone came looking for me, whether it was the Ni’amh prophecy, or maybe someone sensed my powers, but they knew my ability was valuable.”

      Darcy shifted in her seat and when she spoke again, her voice was low and gritty. “That was when I met a man who saved me from the bad guys and showed me how to hone my powers. He became my teacher and then, not much later, I fell for him. But somewhere along the line, he also became my captor. I knew it, but the reality had been couched in so many layers of praise and romance that when I finally admitted it to myself it was too late.

      “I tried to leave, to hide. And I succeeded. Briefly. He found me and took me back, and this time it was different. He proved to be far more brutal than he’d shown before. He used my family, threatened harm, even kidnapped my brother and father a few times when I rebelled.

      “And eventually, he removed his chains but by then I knew what was good for my family. Their lives were all that mattered. So he broke me. Used me. Sold my services to the highest bidder—including Omega. I’m not proud of that. I did many things, many terrible things that I will never be able to erase from my soul. But my power only grew as time went.”

      I could see where this was going. “And you became stronger than him?”

      Darcy smirked coldly. “Yeah. The pupil out-powers the master. He didn’t like it one bit. Especially when Omega and Sentinel approached me independently of him. They didn’t know the extent of his hold on me though. But I kept going, hoping one day I’d find an opportunity to release myself from his hold.”

      Now, Darcy got to her feet and began pacing, her heels clacking along the warped floorboards. “And one day, there was just such a chance—he handed it to me, so he didn’t appreciate the irony. Our battle was long and dangerous, fueled by his rage at my betrayal.” Darcy laughed. “You know, he was actually hurt that I wanted freedom from him. And he was surprised when I beat him. When he knew I’d inflicted the death wound, his dying words were mostly of shock at my betrayal.”

      “Not like you had much choice.” I shrugged. “There’s only so much horror a person can endure until they break, At least you broke in a way to defend yourself and free yourself.”

      Darcy nodded slowly. “Technically.”

      I studied her face. “Meaning?”

      She sucked in a ragged breath. “His name was Ward. His name is Ward. And he is still alive. At least I don’t have to keep thinking of myself as a murderer anymore.”

      I remained silent, unsure of what to say next and worried that my time was up.

      Darcy nodded at me. “So where do I stand?”

      “Why do you feel you are compromised? You killed the man to save your life. Are you concerned about meeting him at some point in the mission?”

      She sighed and her shoulders bowed. “I’m worried that I’m not up to coming face-to-face with him and having to fight him again.”

      “Aren’t you more powerful now than when you killed him?”

      Darcy laughed. “I am. But so much for being powerful, I didn’t even succeed in killing him. And if he survived that battle, who is to say how powerful he’s become in the years that passed?”

      “Is there a way to investigate? Do you know people who knew him too?”

      Darcy shook her head. “Even if I did, that would be too dangerous. He’s a brilliant strategist. And I feel like I’m just complicating things by adding this to the mix. We already have enough to think about.”

      “Yeah, I want to talk to you about ways to protect the team. Mentally,” I asked as an idea began to blossom in my mind.

      Darcy’s eyebrows rose. “You want me to mess with their heads?”

      I laughed. “Not exactly. I wanted to ask if there was a way to protect the team from Ward. In case he managed to get his hands on one of them. Can you protect their minds in some way.” Then I fell silent. “Maybe I shouldn’t be asking you to this.”

      “Why? Well, I suppose you can’t really trust me...”

      “No, don’t be silly. What I meant was it would reveal your connection to us if Ward does end up delving inside one of our heads. Won’t he recognize that you’ve been fiddling around in there?”

      Darcy chuckled. “You have done your homework. And yes, my markers will alert him, but if he does end up taking one of our team, then how does it matter if he knows it’s my work. We’re going to do everything in our power to get them back. I’m seeing a showdown with Ward as inevitable. I just don’t want anyone else to get caught in the crossfire.”

      “Well, protect us. And educate us. We’re planning for every eventuality, right?”

      Darcy nodded then groaned with relief then headed for the nearest chair. She sank onto the seat, her entire body slumping.

      Seeing that she was now relaxed, I sat forward. “I have a confession to make.”

      Darcy opened her eyes. “If you are confessing plans to run off with Iain, I can’t be held responsible if I end you,” she muttered, laughter in her eyes.

      I shook my head. “As if. That walker only has eyes for you. Everyone can see that.” Then I cleared my throat. “What I need to tell you is that I already knew.”

      “Knew what?” Her eyes narrowed as she straightened a little.

      I gave a rueful smile. “About Ward. I wanted to tell you before you started talking, but I figured if you needed to get things off your chest it would be good for you. Lighten each other’s burdens and all that. Besides, I had every intention of telling you I knew.”

      “That’s what this meeting was about?”

      I nodded. “I wanted to be certain you were okay. And to be straight, I didn’t really care about Ward himself. It’s you and how you feel that’s most important to me.”

      Darcy sat motionless for a long moment as she digested my admission. Then she shook her head. “I should have guessed he’d tell you. Logan right?”

      I gave her my poker face. “A good agent never reveals her sources.”

      “Shut up,” Darcy said, rolling her eyes. That roll was enough to calm my nerves down. She was annoyed but not angry.

      “I’m sorry.” I got to my feet and went around the desk to meet her. “I really hope that waiting to tell you I knew doesn’t damage our relationship. I just felt that unburdening is cathartic. It’s what happened to me not too long ago so I know it helps.”

      Darcy smiled and patted my arm. “I’m fine. We’re a team and you and Logan are leading. It makes sense that he’d divulge something that could potentially harm the mission and endanger any one of us, including Saleem.”

      I couldn’t have said it any better myself.
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      The HQ was a bustle of activity later that night as everyone dressed and armed themselves. I felt a low buzz of worry when we initiated the Kelans but thankfully a quick inspection confirmed the team was doing well and had no need yet for me to siphon off any excess power.

      “Let’s move out,” Fathima called as she hurried past their open door. “According to the guard’s schedule, Ward is moving Saleem into the basement two hours later than usual. He and Blake have a meeting with the witch, so we’d best move out now.”

      Aisha’s eyes were large and indignant. “I honestly do not understand why I’m to be left behind.”

      My jaw dropped as I stared at her. Whining? The powerful djinn queen was whining? “We don’t know what the outcome of this mission will be. You’re the only royal left who knows what’s going on. If Division 7 does end up killing both your sons and you, where will Mithras be?”

      Aisha’s jaw hardened but she didn’t counter my statement.

      I turned and hurried toward the door. “Maybe you could help us with managing the Kelan power-fluctuations for the team. Just don’t drain any innocents of their blood while we’re gone.”

      Outside in the passage, the team chuckled, more laughter following when we heard Aisha’s raised voice as she yelled out something unintelligible and filled with fury.
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        * * *

      

      It was midnight when we reached an orchard filled with orange trees, the scent heavy in the air as we passed between the narrow trunks. The team remained silent as we slowed our steps, the warriors in the lead gathering near a dark stone outcropping.

      Moments later, we were walking carefully through a doorway that appeared to have been carved by hand out of stone. Once within the tunnels—or rather the caves of Zemamra—we hurried along briskly, and as we walked in shadowed silence, I thought about Aisha, queen of the djinn.

      And I prayed we could trust her.

      Thankfully, we made good time, reaching the entry point that would take us inside the palace and hopefully straight to Saleem.

      I had to wonder who this mage-witch was that was so powerful. She posed a seriously dangerous adversary, especially as we didn’t know at all what we were dealing with in terms of her skills. The only thing we did know for sure was that she’d stumbled around and revealed her inexperience. Still, she could be smart, could have begun to learn from her mistakes.

      I hoped not.

      Up ahead, Fathima was calling out to my team and we hurried forward. “We’re all ready to perform the simultaneous attack. The charges here are set and tested. So are the ones at each of the factories around the realm. And we’re mere minutes from the deadline.”

      Amira hurried past us, a serious expression on her face and she held her weapons close as she went. As she disappeared along the tunnels another warrior hurried past in Amira’s wake and I frowned. Something was familiar about this rebel. The shape of her body, maybe?

      Then she was gone and I had to focus on the plan at hand.

      Exchanging glances with Kai, Logan and Darcy, I nodded, goosebumps rippling across my skin. It was now or never. Akbar’s voice drifted to us, low and still clear enough to travel to the last of the warriors filling the narrow passage. One moment it seemed to take ages, and the next the time had run out.

      And the explosion didn’t happen.

      There was a low popping sound and then a thud. Fathima swirled around and I ran after her as she took off down the tunnel.

      We both reached the detonator, and Akbar who’d remained at the head of the advancing line of warriors in case something went wrong with the explosives.

      But the scene that met our eyes was nothing like what we’d expected. Akbar was standing before a shadowed figure, spine curved as though hugging his gut.

      But he wasn’t hugging anything.

      The tip of a long thin blade shimmered red with blood as it appeared out of his back. Fathima took a step closer and so did I, as eager as she was to end this mage who’d been the bane of this realm’s existence for so long.

      But we’d underestimated this opponent, and none of us were prepared for the attack.

      In one smooth move she tossed Akbar’s body aside and swept out both her hands, power surging in waves from her blood-drenched palms. For a moment, I sensed a familiarity with the mage, and I understood it was probably more a recognition of how she was using her magic.

      She was manipulating ethereal energy rather than physical, which in most cases was a skill nearly impossible to learn. The blast of power hit us full-force and I ducked, instinctively throwing my hands above my head. A stupid move considering hands were hardly an intelligent shield against ethereal power.

      Silence encased me, odd because a split second ago the mage’s magic had been thundering through the tunnel.

      I remained still for a second, listening to the rockfalls in the distance, aware of the mutterings around me as rebels and my team righted themselves and began to take stock.

      I looked over at Fathima, realized I was still holding my hands over my head, and then caught the look of shock in her eyes.

      The warrior didn’t move. Instead, she gave a blink-wink in the direction of the tunnel ceiling. A glance upward revealed the reason for her shock, and the reason for the odd muffled silence in the tunnels.

      Around us, a dome of energy shimmered, like a bubble of water, undulating and seemingly fragile, and yet it had protected us from being flattened to nothing.

      It was also holding up the ceiling.

      “Damn, that’s frickin’ insane, Mel. When were you going to tell us you were a mage?” asked Kai.

      I snorted. “Maybe never? This is the first time I’ve done anything even remotely like this.” It was weird speaking while also aware that I was still holding the magical protection in place. “And can we maybe keep the admissions of shock for later. We need to get our asses out of here because A, this is beginning to get rather heavy, and two, I don’t know how I generated this thing. If it shatters, we’re all dead.”

      Darcy snickered softly. “A, two.” And Kai’s chuckle followed as the two turned and raced off.

      Logan didn’t move. “I’m staying with you. I can use my dragon form to protect you in case you’re not able to make a jump.”

      I nodded even though I was pretty sure I wouldn’t have trouble jumping back to HQ. But then again, we’d arrived here thinking we were going to successfully extract Saleem.

      Drake shouldered his way past a clot of warriors, his face dark with worry. “I’m staying, too,” he said, his tone too hard for me to counter.

      Then, I found myself with a good reason to get the gargoyle to safety.

      Two more guards approached, both holding onto the warrior who had passed by earlier following Amira. One of the two men sputtered something that sounded like “she’s going to have our heads for this” and I frowned.

      When they adjusted their burden to reveal the unconscious rebel’s identity, I was surprised I was capable of suppressing the desire to utter a few dozen foul words.

      Maybe it had something to do with the fact that I didn’t want to mar Aisha’s reputation any further than it was about to be. She’d followed Amira who’d been heading to Akbar to check on the charges.

      Did the queen’s presence have anything to do with the thwarted explosion, and with Akbar’s death.

      I glanced quickly at Fathima whose pained expression only reflected my thoughts. Without thinking, I spun around and met Drake’s eyes, my silent plea clear enough that he did nothing except reach for the queen and jump her away.

      We’d deal with Aisha when we returned to HQ, that was for sure.

      Still, having said nothing, Fathima shifted away, directing two more warriors to retrieve Akbar’s body from beneath a pile of rubble. I nodded at Logan to go over and help, and though he didn’t appear to want to leave me, he must have known with his assistance, he’d render the job done in seconds.

      Dragon power wins the day.

      Logan returned, two rebels supporting the injured Akbar leading the way. Fathima’s face was dark with worry. “When the last of them are out, we can go together?”

      It wasn’t a question but it wasn’t an instruction either. The warrior’s eyes flickered with an unfamiliar expression, one that gave me the feeling that she didn’t trust me all of a sudden.

      That’s what you get for saving a girl’s life.
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      We returned to the headquarters in the city and to say it was mayhem would be an understatement. My mind was panicked with the failure of the mission, with the power of Division 7’s mage, with Aisha’s possible unwitting betrayal, and with the strange manifestation of my own abilities.

      What in the goddess’ name was going on?

      We’d rushed to the infirmary where rebels and a couple of my team were in various states of injuries. Darcy had suffered a cut down her arm as a result of a falling rock, and Kai had been brought to HQ by Logan after she’d been shot and almost killed by a djinn weapon laced with poison.

      She lay in a cot bed to my right, already attached to an IV which administered the antidote. Fathima looked up, her eyes lightening as she caught sight of us. She left Kai’s bedside and hurried over to us.

      “We’ve given her an antidote for the poison. I checked for anything magical but there isn’t. The stuff’s plain old herbal poison.”

      “She’ll be fine in an hour or so,” said Amira, coming to a stop at my side. “The poison has no long-term ill-effect if we administer the antidote in time—which is why we use it. We’d prefer not to kill our enemies.”

      I blinked at those words, wondering if that kind of thinking was more naive than humanitarian considering the extent to which Division 7 was going.

      “Unless you don’t get to it in time?” said Darcy, eyebrow arched.

      Amira merely nodded in reply.

      Darcy continued, “And from what I was told, plain old humans can die very quickly from this poison. I have to pray this stuff isn’t in the hands of Earth-World governments already. There’s a potential of total devastation if they use poisons like this as bio-weapons.”

      After a moment in which we all digested her words, Darcy asked, “What if they tinkered with the poison?”

      Logan’s expression was twisted with fear and I knew he was thinking of Kai’s uncle Niko and his particular skill with restructuring poisonous compounds to create the worst results.

      But Fathima was shaking her head. Amira, whose face was pale and tired, walked over to Akbar’s cot bed. She schooled her features as I glanced beyond her where two warriors were now covering Akbar’s body with a sheet of bronze fabric.

      Fathima gave no indication of her sorrow as she said, “They wouldn’t know how to. The only people who can manipulate the compounds, and who have previous experience with the bio-weapon, is myself, Aisha and my uncle Kassim. So we don’t have to worry about that. Just give Kai some time and she’ll be fine. She’s strong, being a walker and all. And I’ve already spoken to her and she’s confirmed she’s slowly regaining her strength.”

      “You’ve spoken to her?” I asked, frowning as I looked over at the sleeping walker.

      “She’s had moments of lucidity,” the old warrior replied. “Even our drugs seems to have trouble keeping an alpha walker down.”

      “Phew. Okay, that’s good then. How is Darcy?” I asked as I looked around for the MindMelder.

      “Already released. She suffered a long incision on her left arm but it’s been sealed and should heal rapidly if she doesn’t injure it again.”

      I glanced at Logan who’d remained silent through Fathima’s update. Then I turned back to the warrior, a question in my eyes. She swallowed, “Our Shahbanu is currently resting. We’ve sedated her. I’m afraid she was rather upset when Drake returned her to your quarters.”

      I nodded, understanding that Aisha would have connected the dots and realized she’d been the reason the mission had failed, and that she’d caused Akbar’s grievous injuries. I felt for her, but I wasn’t ready to head over to check on her. Not just yet.

      Fathima continued, “Akbar’s injuries were beyond treating. He would have survived but the mage must have sensed that she hadn’t delivered a fatal wound. Before she released him she took his heart.”

      “What the fuck?” I whispered, horror sending waves of heat and ice through my veins as an image of the hooded witch’s bloodied palms appeared in my vision.

      Fathima nodded. “Yes. That about covers what we’re all feeling. We didn’t know until we got him into the infirmary. His body is untouched other than the sword wound. It’s only after we’d administered energy induction and he remained non-responsive that we understood the situation.”

      “How does someone even do such a thing?” asked Logan.

      “The method is similar to jumping but is only known to have been performed by skilled SoulTrackers in the past,” Fathima said, her face now filled with worry.

      “It’s not easy,” I added. “But I suppose the mage has sufficient knowledge of the ether that she could have learned the skill.” I heard my voice as I spoke, as though I was listening from a distance.

      “The question is, what kind of asshole would do such a thing?” asked Drake who’d also joined us walking in with Darcy.

      We shifted aside as a group to ensure we weren’t standing in the way, but I could tell that nobody wanted to leave with Kai still un-revived.

      I gave a soft sigh. “The kind of people who would readily perform the atrocities we’ve seen so far within Mithras.”

      Fathima’s face darkened. “I was given to understand that the two warriors at one the power stations were extracted by Division 7 seconds after the blast took the place down. I’m more inclined to believe they were extracted for questioning simply because of the delayed timing in your team’s explosives.”

      I raised my eyebrows and Fathima explained in further detail, describing a legitimate malfunction with the wiring of the explosive which set the explosion back by near a minute.

      “Division 7 arrived but only seconds after the detonation. After a skirmish, they retreated but took two of ours with them.”

      I sighed while Darcy looked drained, and Logan and Drake simply looked like they wanted to punch something.
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      “Well, my question is, how were they one step ahead of us? At least where our tunnel access was concerned,” I asked softly, voicing the question we were all thinking.

      “Either they were tipped off or we have a mole,” Fathima crossed her arms and tapped her lips, her expression distant, “and if you ask a certain djinn queen she’d select the latter option.”

      “As much as it looks to me like the latter, we still have to consider the former,” I said, looking around at the team and then at Fathima. “Perhaps I need to try to contact Saleem. See if he knows anything?” What I was really saying was that I wanted to find a reason for the mission’s failure that pointed at someone other than Saleem’s mother.

      Fathima was nodding slowly. “I believe it worth the risk of tipping the mage off again in case she’s strengthened her magic.”

      Seems even Fathima was looking to exonerate her Shahbanu.

      “It won’t be hard to detect a ward or a spell,” I said.

      “I don’t think it’s wise, Mel.” Darcy looked like she was about to throw up and I knew there was more to her objection than she could voice here within the group.

      I sighed. “It’s the only option we have right now if we want to hit them again. And we need to move soon as they’ll be reinforcing and moving out to look for their human batteries.”

      Darcy shook her head. “But is it worth the risk, Mel?” she asked, tone sharp now as her eyes flashed.

      I shrugged. “It’s the only option. Give me an alternative if you can. I’m open to another way.”

      I glanced around the team as though one of them would suddenly come up with the winning solution. Then I sighed and rubbed my forehead.

      “Okay, how about we take it one quick step at a time? Darcy and I will check the tunnels to see if the mage has warded it with magic. If she hasn’t, I’ll attempt to contact Saleem. If she has, we can look at another option.”

      Logan folded his arms, muscles bunching as he glared at me. “It’s not as though we have so many options.”

      I gave a wry smile at that. But there was nothing at all funny about our situation because as far as I could see, everything was going to Hel in a handbasket.

      I should be used to it by now.
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      As it turned out, there was no magical protection within the tunnels and Darcy and Fathima both believed the witch may not have had the knowledge or the strength left since removing Akbar’s heart would have taxed her strength.

      I wasn’t so sure since the woman had displayed enough raw destructive power so far. But, after agreeing to be both quick and careful, Darcy and the warrior retreated to a safe distance where they waited, faces filled with worry.

      For a moment I wondered if I could use the latest of my skills to protect them, perhaps erect a protective bubble over them just in case.

      Then I shook my head, amazed at my ability to simply accept the insanity of it all. Where did this new ability come from? Not that I was complaining, since I was still alive because of it.

      With the two women safely positioned, I focused on reaching Saleem with my mind, projecting into the astral plane. I had expected the process to be difficult so I was surprised when I slipped into the ether beside Saleem so quickly.

      I was about to speak to him when a throb of something dark nudged against me. Something or someone was within the ether and I wasn’t able to identify what felt to me like a threat to my safety. Though instinct bade me to retreat I couldn’t, not if Saleem was in danger.

      And not if his hidden power could be the death of us all.

      But, despite my intentions, I hadn’t counted on the mage behind the threatening dark energy bumping up against my mind. The darkness grew and slammed against me, and in the back of my head I could hear the cackling laughter of a man, his rich baritone so filled with glee that his voice cracked into a high-pitch giggle.

      While his laughter filled my mind, I sensed a different presence in the ether, a familiar life-thread, which I couldn’t yet identify, what with my mind currently filled with hoarse laughter.

      And then a force of a thousand winds slammed into me.

      The energy hit me hard, thrusting me out of the ether and back to my body within the tunnels.

      I passed out even before Darcy and Fathima could reach me.
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      When I came to, Darcy’s furious face was the first thing I saw.

      Wincing, I put a hand to my head and pushed myself up from the pillow. I’d been relegated to a cot bed inside our allocated quarters, not in the infirmary with the rest of the rebel warriors.

      “Watch yourself,” Darcy snapped. “You’re not to be moving around yet.”

      “Yeah, I’m not about to go dancing or anything just yet,” I muttered as pain flashed through my brain.

      “Maybe you should lie down again,” said a familiar voice as Kai came into view.

      I sighed, gave her a relieved smile and obeyed. “You people are far too bossy,” I mumbled, though I was more than glad to see she’d pulled through just fine.

      “Bossy gets shit done,” said Darcy coldly as she glared at me so hard I was tempted to hide my face. “You were out cold, Mel. I had to enter your mind to check if all your parts were still intact or if your reckless behavior resulted in everything being fried to a crisp.”

      “Dramatic much,” I grumbled.

      Darcy ignored me. “Well, if you want to know, your brain is still intact. Mostly.”

      “Mostly?” I scowled at her but said nothing else. “Okay fine, I get it.”

      I couldn’t deny how weak I was. That blast of the MindMage’s power had taken all my strength. Which raised another question: how had Ward developed such ethereally based powers? He wasn’t a SoulTracker.

      “Just one question...if anyone is up to hazarding a guess. Ward’s supposed to be a MindMelder, a telepath, not a mage who travels the ether and harnesses its powers. How come he managed to do this to me?”

      “You sure it wasn’t the witch?”

      “Yes. Well, not unless she happens to laugh like a man. I can still hear him guffawing inside my head.”

      “So? What does that also tell you?” asked Darcy sharply, her eyes narrowing—this was meant to be a test.

      I sighed. “Ward knows what’s in my head? Well, he does to a certain extent.”

      Darcy nodded. “And if he does, then maybe the witch does too. Which means your little reckless mission has revealed some of your cards.”

      I made a face then looked around for Fathima, finding Aisha watching me from the foot of the bed, secrets swirling in her dark eyes. “Would she also know about the Kelan?” I shifted to prop myself up on my elbows. I wanted to ask her a dozen more questions but her face held zero emotion and I figured she was trying to keep them under control.

      The queen shook her head. “Only a djinn would recognize it. And just so you know, depending on the nature of the attack, the Kelan will protect you enough that the effects of the attack would be significantly reduced.”

      “Which only means that all of Mel should have been fried to a crisp,” said Darcy.

      “Something like that,” the queen replied with a smile, then, with my weakness having dropped the protection around my mind, she said silently to me, “There is also the possibility that he’s managed to undo the block on Saleem’s power and is stealing them, or piggybacking on them.”

      What she wasn’t saying was the third option—That Ward could possibly be directing Saleem’s power via Saleem himself. What’s a little more mind-control while we’re delving into the subject.

      Just the thought made me want to pass out.

      “Maybe. I hope not. And it didn’t feel like that. But the asshole—I mean Ward—could be skilled enough by now to have broken Saleem.” I paused and swallowed, wanting to ask her how she was but afraid she’d retreat and refuse to talk about what had happened.

      “It is alright, Melisande. I am not blind to my responsibility to the failure of the mission.”

      I was distracted from replying by Kai’s voice. “Maybe you need to sleep a little, Mel. Regenerate?” she suggested, her voice soft though filled with worry.

      “A few hours, if you want my opinion,” added Darcy, her words dripping ice.

      “And while she’s resting, maybe I can try to contact my son?” said Aisha, her words making me lift my head off the pillow despite the pain it caused.

      “No!”

      The single word, spoken by six people, sounded like we’d all just yelled at the queen of Mithras. And, on looking at the faces around me, it was clear that nobody regretted the outburst.

      The sound of footsteps echoed from the hall as someone hurried to our room, probably to check on the commotion was. Two warriors entered with the commander following closely.

      But, just as he was about to speak, his gaze shifted and landed on the queen. The man, despite his age, certainly possessed some gymnastic skills since the moment he spotted Aisha he spun on heel and stalked out of the room.

      What a strange thing to do.

      I glanced over at the queen who hadn’t seen him, her view hindered by Logan and Darcy who stood between her and doorway.

      “Maybe it’s best you don’t go,” said Fathima, meeting the queen’s eyes. “It’s possible with Mel’s power depleted, we may need yours to boost us if things go to duzakh. You know where we stand if the worst comes to pass.”

      I suspected that Fathima may also be aware of Saleem’s bound powers and I had to wonder who else knew. Perhaps other djinn councilmen and senior officials too.

      Settling back onto the cot, I watched as the team—other than Darcy—scattered, all heading to rest or prepare for the next stage of this strange, thwarted mission. Logan stomped off, his face a thundercloud and I knew what he was thinking.

      “I get the feeling that given half a chance, Logan would ask me to jump him to Ward so that he can turn the bastard into chargrilled MindMage. And I probably would do it too,” I said, glancing up at the MindMelder.

      Darcy’s eye widened, her skin losing some color. She reached for my arm and gripped so tight that I suspected a bruise was in my future. “No. Please. Whatever you do, you must not come into contact with him. Not ever.”

      I took a slow breath, feeling the tension and fear emanating from her, her icy facade fading now that we were alone. “Darcy? What’s wrong?”

      She let out a choked laugh. “How ironic. I keep running from him and he keeps maneuvering his way back into my life. And he’s doing it through my friends.”

      “What are you talking about, Darcy,” I asked, my voice a whisper because I was afraid she’d race off without an explanation.

      Darcy’s eyes shimmered with tears. “His signature…it’s in your mind. He’s messed with your memories, Mel. I don’t know how because what he did looks different, it feels different. Which could mean he worked with someone else to perform the magic. But he’s definitely done something to you. Have you lost any memories?”

      I stared at Darcy, not entirely sure how to respond to the question. I was not ready to discuss my lack of memories of my family with another person. I had already divulged that reality to Drake and to Kai, but having the MindMelder stare me down, awaiting an answer, had me at a loss.

      The truth was, she probably already knew what was in my head.

      I squinted at her. Or maybe she didn’t, because whatever block that Ward had put up would likely have stopped her from seeing those memories. I figured I’d leave my horror at having had the man mess with my memories for a later time so I can lose my shit in private.

      Taking a slow breath, I asked her, “What did you see?”

      She looked a little conflicted at my question, as though what she saw was hardly the issue at this point in time. I could understand—she was so terrified of her mentor/torturer that her fear was stopping her from studying the issue with a more logical focus.

      She shook her head slowly her eyes glistening with tears. “I went in doing the normal thing. Honestly, the last thing I expected to see was a block on your memories, let alone to recognize Ward’s signature. I have to admit his block was strong and I didn’t see much beyond that. But it looks a lot like his protection had been put in place a long time ago. And it’s unlike the ones I did with Logan where I left crumbs for him to follow, confusing things that would in the end return those memories to him.”

      I listened, trying to pretend she was talking about someone else. “Can you tell when this was done? Maybe we could pinpoint a time and a place?”

      Darcy took a breath. “The block does have a degradation factor.”

      “You mean it fades with time?”

      “Something like that. Time and repeated attempts to access those memories would eventually shatter the block.”

      “That makes sense.” And it did. More than I was admitting right now to Darcy. Was I being unfair to her, being privy to her innermost fears and refusing to share mine with her?

      Darcy touched my hand. “Mel, I also saw something else. I’m not sure that it makes much sense to me because I don’t know your history but perhaps it would to you.” I nodded, because that was the only movement I was capable of right now. She continued, “I have to ask you something else. There was a moment of trauma in your life about a decade ago. Do you still retain all your memories of that incident?”

      Darcy studied my face and I could see confusion and fear in her eyes, both emotions linked directly to my own safety. I sighed and I shifted position to sit up on the cot. Seemed it was pointless trying to avoid telling Darcy the truth.

      “You must be referring to the night my parents were murdered and my sister was abducted. To be honest, I didn’t remember much...other than the fact that my sister was taken and that I felt as though the whole thing was my fault. There are many references to my parents being in the room, like the blood and the gore, and I know I have the memory of their last few seconds before they were killed. But, if I had to think back to my childhood, I find I can’t really picture my parents. I can’t remember family time. I don’t remember what they sounded like, and the worst thing of all...I never think of them. You know the way people get nostalgic and think about the past? I don’t, not when it comes to my parents. I mean...I never used to think of them.”

      “Why? Did something happened recently to change that?” Darcy’s eyes were clouded with worry. Which in turn made me worry.

      At last, I nodded. “It was the strangest thought. I was annoyed with my wound and having to change the one on my back, and I glared at it and caught my reflection in the mirror. And then a voice was in my mind. It was something my mother used to say. And it hit me then that I never think about her, and that I didn’t—up until that point—even remember what she sounded like.”

      Darcy nodded, her face sober now. “Okay. I think I can see what’s going on here. The block he put in place is degrading with time. Seems, either he did it before he knew what he was doing, or whoever helped him messed something up.”

      “Deliberately?”

      “It’s hard to tell unless I go back in and have a look around.”

      I nodded and then took a breath. “Do you think this will keep until we get back home?”

      Darcy nodded. “Likely it will, just as long as you stay far away from him. This magic in your head is something he will have power over. If he knows how to, he can easily use that to hurt you...even to control you. And worse, if he recognizes his work and also finds a trace of my presence then he’ll be infinitely more dangerous to both of us.”

      I nodded and took another deep breath, fear building inside me as neither of us said what we were thinking—that he probably already knew. “So? How do we end this bastard?’

      Darcy hesitated. “I’d love to say we can but even if we get our hands on him, we can’t kill him. Not until we are sure Saleem is safe.” She hesitated then looked up at me.

      “Yeah, he’s been messing with Saleem’s mind so we’d be smart to make sure he cancels what he’s done.” I nodded, aware too that we’d need the bastard to reverse more than what he’d been doing to Saleem recently. Then I forced a smile onto my face. “And then you can kill him. Or else I will.”

      “Nope. We still can’t. Not until…look, there is someone else that Ward has worked on who needs that block removed. And it’s important because what he did to her was more powerful because he had to compensate for her own power.”

      “So the block he put in place is slowly killing her?”

      “Yes. And we need him to remove it. Because, one, she needs her mind back, and two, she absolutely cannot die. Millions of lives are on the line.”

      I nodded, aware that Darcy hadn’t mentioned who this person was that needed help.

      But I figured that could be a question for another time.
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      When Kai burst into the room moments later, I wasn’t surprised to hear her say, “I think Aisha is ill.”

      “Where is she?” I yelled just as the walker spun and left the room.

      I pushed off the cot and hurried after her, Darcy at my side. It was significant that she didn’t stop me, just rested a hand on my elbow as a silent reminder to take it easy.

      Aisha had gone over to a room down the hall where we found her curled up on the floor, her eyes closed. The commander now followed us inside with Fathima at his side.

      “I told you we needed to sedate her until this was over,” he muttered, eyes flashing with anger and worry. And perhaps a little more emotion in his eyes than was legal? Did the commander of the rebel army have the hots for the djinn queen? Now that would be an epic love story.

      If she survives, I may yet find out.

      Darcy sank down beside the queen who’d been rolled gently over and transferred to a nearby sofa. She laid a hand to Aisha’s temple and relaxed, spine curved as she focused her thoughts.

      It took a few minutes before she returned, glancing up around us, her expression confused and filled with fear. Her gaze rested on the commander’s face for a moment, her eyes widening enough for the team to all turn their attention to the man.

      He waved a hand. “What happened? Is she ok?”

      Darcy nodded just as the queen began to regain consciousness. I shifted to her side, holding her hand despite how angry I was.

      Damned woman could be so stubborn.

      “I heard that,” she said inside my mind, reminding me that I hadn’t reset my protective barriers, what with all the drama around me. Then she chuckled, “You’ve learned well. Keep up the good work.”

      I rolled my eyes. “How do you feel? And can I just say that was a dumb thing to do?” I asked out loud.

      Aisha smiled, ignoring the sharp intake of breath from one of the warriors in the room. “My kingdom, my choice, dear.”

      I snorted. “Not if you kill yourself in the process.”

      She reached a hand and cupped my cheek. “Nothing is ever worth it if you’re not willing to give up everyone in order to keep it safe.”

      I pursed my lips but kept my mouth shut.

      Darcy cleared her throat just then. “May I have a private word? Fathima may stay, but everyone else must leave other than our team. We can decide from there who this information can be shared with.”

      Fathima nodded and jerked her head at the closest warrior who hurried out of the room without a word. The rest followed in silence and again I noted the commander’s sudden absence. The man certainly had the skill to depart a room without notice.

      With everyone gone, Drake closed the door and approached us as Darcy asked Aisha, “This is a sensitive matter that will reveal your vulnerability. Of the team within the room, do you wish any one of us to leave you in private while we talk this through?”

      “Is this big?”

      Darcy paused. “Gigantanormous?”

      Aisha huffed. “And I take it this will affect all the members of our team?”

      “Possibly not all will be affected directly.”

      “But they all came along and risked their lives.” Aisha nodded. “Do carry on, dear. If we cannot share our vulnerabilities, including the joint burden of a mysterious price we will pay for our use of the Sharaita, I’m not sure what is worth sharing at all.”

      Darcy nodded and met my eyes for a second. Then she said, “While I was checking if your mind was still intact, I had to back out—which will explain why I was so quick to come back. I came up against something within your mind and I was afraid that should I tamper with it, I may end up causing your brain to turn into mush.”

      The room was filled with a taut silence for a long moment as I shared a glance with Kai and Logan. Seemed we were right to have kept some details from Aisha.

      Except she hadn’t listened and had joined us in the attack in the tunnels. So it appeared we’d found our mole.

      And it appeared that, all along, Sentinel had known something we hadn’t.

      Then, Aisha said, “Well, dear. Wasn’t that good thinking?”

      I snorted though the comment did draw some amused laughter from the team. Probably mixed right in with relief.

      Then the queen pushed to sit upright and looked around. “So, I have a bug in my brain. Who says that life can’t still surprise a woman as old as I am?” Though she was making light of the whole thing, I could tell she was in shock: her skin had paled and the light in her eyes had faded. And she was probably connecting her unsanctioned presence in the tunnels to how the witch had known where we would be to cut us off.

      “Well, at least we found the culprit,” said Fathima as she pouted at Aisha. “Now, how do we terminate the bug so Her Majesty stops transmitting?”

      “And let’s try that without terminating Her Majesty in the process,” I added.

      Darcy gave a half smile. “The only thing I can suggest is that I erect a block for you. One that can act like a cage to protect them from receiving any details.”

      “And can we ensure that the entire team be protected in the same manner?” Aisha asked softly.

      Darcy smiled and glanced around at all the faces. Everyone nodded and seemed okay with it, though I wasn’t sure we’d all need to be protected. Whatever happened from here on out, I didn’t see every single person on the team being involved. But I remained silent on that subject.

      “I can definitely do that,” Darcy said, a certain finality in her voice telling everyone that the meeting was over.

      Logan and Kai left the room, the rest trailing after them to provide us with some privacy. Soon, Darcy and I were alone with Aisha, whose face now looked a damned sight more haggard than when she’d taken her little trip to speak to her son.

      The queen sighed. “Thank you my dear, for your discretion. I fear I am quite shocked to find that I am the one who has jeopardized everything. Was jeopardizing everything all along.”

      Darcy shook her head. “I think we can all say that you would never have done anything willingly, which explains why Omega put the bug there in the first place.”

      “And answers the question as to why Sentinel wanted the medical exam done. It was a charade just so they could check for the mole.”

      “You think the doctor was a MindMelder?” asked Aisha, her eyes meeting mine briefly.

      “That would make the most sense,” I replied, suddenly exhausted, mind, body and soul.

      Aisha sighed. “I only which I’d suspected something. I’ve never even sensed that anything was in my head that shouldn’t be there.”

      “Do you think they would have heard our discussions?” I asked Darcy, anxiety pooling within me.

      “It’s likely, although the bug works in such a way that a MindMelder—a low-level one would do—has to physically access the magic to see what’s happening around you. It’s more like a remote camera than anything. And it doesn’t read thoughts. And the power of the transmission degenerates with time.”

      Aisha was nodding and I wondered if she was thinking of the power-block she’d requested for her son all those years ago.

      Then Darcy said, “Saleem has one too,” almost giving me a heart attack.

      I stared at her, mouth open, then looked at the queen who appeared confused and worried as she too probably wondered if Darcy had been the one to erect the protective barriers around Saleem’s powers.

      But Darcy continued speaking, and was saying, “I placed a block in his mind at his request, just before he left for Mithras—I mean came to Mithras. I’m hoping that would have protected him somewhat.”

      “I think you meant to say you’re hoping it would have taken Ward longer to break through,” I muttered.

      Darcy nodded. “Exactly what I was meaning,” she said with a bright fake smile.

      I sighed and tapped my foot on the bare wood floor. “So what now? How soon can we try again?”

      Aisha shrugged. “All plans are up in the air at the moment. I’m assuming we can storm the palace as soon as we’re all blocked and ready. I don’t see any reason to delay unless there’s something Fathima and her people haven’t revealed to us.”

      I nodded, well prepared to put down a bet that they were also holding out on us. Seemed like par for the course these days.
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      With the tunnels devastated and preventing the teams from entering the palace through the Caves of Zemamra, and while we had the cover of darkness and the assistance of the mayhem caused by the simultaneous explosions, we had to devise another plan to storm the palace.

      Again.

      There had been mention at some point of a tower entrance, which was Fathima’s current suggestion as we had gathered to discuss our next steps.

      “If it’s a tower-access point, I know a guy with wings,” I said with a smirk. We’d decided that it was far too risky to do any jumping this close to the palace.

      “You are turning me into a beast of burden?” Logan rolled his eyes. “This is the thanks I get.”

      Everyone laughed, including the commander, whose presence I was sure was only because Aisha was sleeping off the effects of her treatment from Darcy—though I suspected the queen’s state of unconsciousness had been further assisted by Fathima.

      I’d recovered well enough, but I had to wonder if the queen had been more affected by the creation of the spell to get us through the Veil, and the transition using the Sharaita, than she had been letting on. That plus the bug in her brain, and the emotional weight of her unconscious betrayal, would certainly be affecting her by now.

      I’d have to keep a closer eye on her if this whole mission was going to continue for much longer. Although, Aisha unconscious was also a good way to deal with the queen.

      With Logan the designated packhorse, the rebels provided lists of names and locations where they would need to be dropped off. With time running out, the plan was to infiltrate the palace and for only those with the block placed by Darcy to enter.

      The EarthWorld team was already protected by the Kelans, a safety net not available to just any djinn, which led me to believe that was one of the reasons the commander had been happy to bring on a team of non-djinn agents to assist.

      The tower we were meant to enter turned out to be a library, a place of such beauty that on arrival, I was determined that we would not cause any damage inside the historic space.

      After gathering beside the orange orchard, and thankful for the lack of moonlight, my team settled in place on Logan’s back—the dragon, not the man. I did a quick projection into the library and confirmed it as empty. Logan surged up into the air and glided along the air-currents, making good time to the tower.

      He landed on a wide parapet, gripping the stone with his gleaming talons as we slid down a collection of ropes attached to his neck. He’d looked ridiculous before he’d transformed, with them all coiled around his neck.

      Once we landed on the narrow balconette and were in place, Logan also transformed and the team moved in. I wanted Darcy to remain with me just in case, so our team was a little bigger than needed.

      “The royal suites are on the other side of the palace. Just follow me and we’ll get there soon, hopefully without any trouble,” Drake said. He’d been updated on the layouts and locations of everything and everyone within the palace by Fathima.

      The halls of the palace were dark and silent as the team made their way through. “Seems as though the place has been evacuated,” Kai whispered from up ahead.

      “If Division 7 decided to cut their losses, especially now that all their batteries had been hidden away, that’s possible. Though unlikely,” I replied, my tone hard. “I don’t see these assholes giving up that easy. Especially not the head pecker.”

      “Huh?” Kai said, glancing over her shoulder at me. I heard Darcy snort from behind and wondered if she’d run across that bit of info somewhere inside my mind.

      I shook my head. “Inside joke. Explain later.”

      Though Kai appeared annoyed to have to wait to find out, she remained silent and we headed further down plush-carpeted halls with gilt-edged paintings and portraits to accompany us in our journey.

      The rebel warriors had done an amazing job finding places all over the realm to hide the people they’d saved from the production plants. Still, it felt as though the wind had been taken out of my sails having to come into the palace intent on fighting our way in, only to find the place abandoned.

      But, in the end, it didn’t matter as long as we found Saleem.

      We were closing in on the royal suites when I tapped Drake on the arm. “Once we confirm the palace is abandoned, we can get Fathima and her people over here.” Drake gave a nod, eyes tracking left and right as we reached a junction.

      A few turns later, I slowed my steps and looked over my shoulder, my heart sinking as I found that my worst fears had been realized.

      Darcy was missing.

      Fear in my throat, I whispered the news to Drake. “I’m going to check on her so watch my back. And we have to slow down. I don’t want to have to waste time backtracking when we find her.”

      Drake nodded and slowed his pace, up ahead, Kai and Logan did the same having noticed my worried expression and then Darcy’s absence.

      With Drake watching over me, I slipped into the ether, a little worried that I’d be detected as I certainly had no clue how to hide my presence. I shifted away and reached out for Darcy’s life-thread, spotting it almost instantly. Aware of the danger, I moved with care instead of rushing headlong toward her to get her to safety in case Ward had gotten hold of her.

      Her thread pulsed, darkness twisting and looping within the bundle of energy that was her spirit and essence. Darcy was in trouble, and afraid, the darkness of the threads revealing how deep her terror had grown.

      I reached Darcy and eased slowly to the edge of the ether to check on her location. Darcy stood stiffly inside a darkened room where furniture lay broken and tossed across the floor.

      I whispered the location to Drake, who would pass the info on to Logan and Kai. The gargoyle could have jumped to Darcy easily enough but he didn’t, as aware as I was that Ward was unpredictable and dangerous. We could only guess at his strength and at his power over our MindMelder friend.

      Darcy was shaking her head.

      She held her thigh protectively and I looped around to check, concerned to find a deep slash in her jeans and blood staining the front of one leg all the way to the hem. He must have hit an artery.

      But why was he hurting her physically when he could easily enough have burrowed into her mind? I remained still, hoping I could remain off his radar for as long as possible.

      When I spotted Ward, I stiffened.

      He lay on the ground a few feet from Darcy, his blood-drenched body stricken, limbs twisted as though caught within a convulsion. Darcy, though also unmoving, appeared calm and unhurt.

      Though I couldn’t be sure without entering her mind.

      Something I wouldn’t do even if I knew how.

      Then I heard that laughter again and Darcy’s body convulsed. I’d suspected the guffawing to have come from Ward and I was horrified to find I was right. Worse still, that laughter, and Darcy’s fear had me worried that perhaps he’d sensed my presence here in the ether above them.

      Then the laughter turned into a choking cry and I let out a breath of relief.

      “You deserve to die,” Darcy said.

      “You can’t kill me now can you, darling?” came the man’s strangely hollow voice.

      Darcy smirked. “You greatly overestimate your power, master.”

      Ward snorted but even from where I hovered, I could hear the hesitation in his utterance.

      “Come quietly, Ward. I’m going to let you live, but since we only need your mind, I have no limitations on what I can do to your body.”

      I swallowed at the utter emotionless tone of Darcy’s voice. It seemed as though her personality had shifted from warmth and care to cold and calculating, and I almost felt as though this side of her was real.

      I suppressed a shudder, worried this was going to delay us, worried Ward would find a way to escape, worried we’d miss Saleem altogether.

      Then Ward’s body twisted and he let out a horrific screech, then fell silent and still on the floor.

      Darcy slumped over, clutched her thigh and said, “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t have tortured him. Much.”

      I shifted to solidity beside her, aware the team was already entering the room. “You had me worried there for a moment,” I said as I stepped over to check on Ward.

      Darcy grunted. “He’s caged. His mind’s cordoned off until we decide to access it. His body though...”

      “Darcy?” I said with a laugh. “What are you doing to the guy?”

      She lifted a shoulder and gave a shrug. “Nothing much. Let’s just say that if Fathima decided to consider Ward for inclusion in the pecking order, he’d decline saying he lacked the...appendage. And then he’d reconsider because he’d find he was wrong. And then—”

      I raised a hand. “I get it. But while you have your fun, I need to find the prince and get us out of here.”
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      I’d left Darcy and the team to keep a close eye on Ward and shifted my senses into the ether. And latched onto Saleem’s life-thread almost instantly. His essence was strong, stronger than ever before. It appeared more likely than ever that Ward had broken through the memory block on Saleem’s mind and freed the powers Aisha was so afraid of.

      But there could be time—once we got out of this crap-heap—to figure out how dangerous his new abilities were, both to himself and to us. Not to mention the danger he posed to the DarkWorld in its entirety.

      For now, I focused, took a breath and followed Saleem’s thread right to the throne room, and sucked in a breath of horror. The hooded witch stood on the dais in front of the gleaming golden thrones, hands outstretched. The hood bathed much of her face in shadows but I could see her mouth and chin, lips contorted in focused fury as she threw a spinning ball of magic at Saleem.

      I materialized inside the throne room, terrified that the witch was about to obliterate Saleem with her flaming orb. Without thinking, I planted between the witch-bitch and Saleem, thinking only to protect him as I drew my power to my palms and allowed it to surge forth.

      It must have been timing—or fate if I wanted to put a more epic spin on things—but Saleem’s power hit me from behind, the force so strong that I almost bit my tongue. Instinct saved me as I acted on autopilot, channeling his energy through my body and into my own palms, adding to the power that I sent at the witch.

      The overabundance of power was a bonus as I split the blast to deal with both the ball of energy hurtling at us, as well as the witch who I knew would high-tail it out of the room—the palace and the realm—if we gave her half a chance.

      Such was the power infused into my blast that on collision with the mage’s magic it sent a force through the room so explosive that it threw everything and everyone against the far wall. Except for Saleem, myself and our witch-bitch.

      She’d landed on the ground, and no surprise, was soon trying to get back to her feet. Why do the assholes always try to get up even when they know they’ve lost?

      Saleem and I began to approach her, to stop her from rising, maybe to even subdue her. But we both froze in our tracks, giving her an invaluable few seconds to gather her magic and de-materialize.

      My shock had been understandable, something so real and tangible that it felt like a fist tightening its grip on my heart. I could barely breathe when I’d recognized who we’d been facing all along, who I’d been fighting without even knowing who she was.

      The witch-bitch was my sister.
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      The sun was streaming into the window of my bedroom, bathing Saleem’s face in golden light. His eyes were shut, breathing low and regular, olive skin a patchwork of colorful bruises.

      I blinked away tears, but none were for this beautiful man lying in my bed. My mind was a maelstrom of emotions all entwined with thoughts of Arianne. The witch-bitch.

      How was it even possible that my little sister was capable of such horrible acts? Had she known all along who I was? Had she deliberately, knowingly, used her powers to hurt me?

      The very concept felt like a hot knife being stabbed straight into my heart and twisted repeatedly. And though the team, as well as Aisha and Fathima—who’d been shocked at the identity of the witch—had attempted to offer moral support, I’d kept my internal turmoil to myself.

      There was so much turmoil and secrets and mayhem and betrayal going on that I figured we’d had enough this time around. I still had a few things that needed wrapping up that had to go on the to-do list of the millennia. Like Kai’s bling; she’d taken a raincheck on divulging details on. Like Darcy’s unfulfilled promise to reveal the identity of the person who was the reason Ward was still alive.

      Like figuring out where Samuel had been while Ari had performed her witchy magic in Mithras. Like revealing to Kai that Ari was alive, that my very own baby sister was the witch-mage who had almost killed me on numerous occasions and that I’m going to need her help more than ever once we were done dealing with Lyandr’s rebel issue.

      And let’s not forget, the reason for Ward blocking off my memories. What knowledge did I possess that was so dangerous that someone had gone to such lengths to hide them? And, speaking of blocks, there were also details regarding Saleem’s powers and why they were bound in the first place that were still a little too sketchy. How powerful, how dangerous was the hunk of sunlit manliness currently lying on my bed? And what did it mean for Mithras and the DarkWorld now that his powers were freed?

      But for now, I tried to think of something good, like that very hunk of sunlit manliness sprawled beside me. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever get enough of watching him sleep or eat, whether I’d ever be able to live a day without waking up beside him.

      As though he’d heard my thoughts, he smiled, and the light glinted on the stubble that now darkened his face. “C’mere,” he mumbled, eyes still shut against the light.

      I obeyed and climbed under the covers with him, cuddling close and resting my head on his heart. He felt good. Warm, and safe, and alive.

      Then, my head was bouncing on his chest as rumbling laughter rolled within his torso, and I lifted myself up. I folded my hands over his chest and propped my chin up so I could watch him laugh.

      Yeah, I’m weird like that.

      “What’s funny?” I asked, eyes narrowing now.

      He cracked an eye open and squinted at me. “My mother.”

      “Aisha, queen of the djinn, is the furthest from funny anyone in all the DarkWorld could ever be,” I said dryly.

      Aisha’s son now snorted. “If you’d seen her when she met ‘the commander’ for the first time, you woulda thought she was funny.” Saleem cracked up as he drew quotes in the air as he spoke the words ‘the commander.’

      I slapped his chest. “Now that’s not fair. How could she have known he was her husband when he hid from her every chance he got? If anything, he was funnier. Looked like he’d swallowed a dead rat every time she was in the room. Disappeared so fast you had to wonder if you’d imagine seeing him there in the first place.”

      Saleem laughed. “Is that so?” I nodded and grinned. It was funny now, but when we’d returned to the rebel’s HQ—with Ward and Rizwan along for the ride—to report the mission a success, and of course the commander had greeted Saleem with a bear hug that I wondered may have been a little too familiar. Until I saw the pair of them side by side.

      You coulda knocked me over with a pixie’s wing.

      “Like father, like son? Fathima said those words when we’d first met. That was her only slip. I have to hand it to her, she did keep secrets really well.”

      “Yes, honorary big sis Fats is the best secret keeper in Mithras.”

      I laughed at that. Seeing Saleem and his cousin together had made me feel a little better, as their camaraderie would have alleviated some of Saleem’s sadness at Rizwan’s betrayal. At least he still had a sister-figure who remained loyal and caring. Saleem deserved that.

      “So, Crown Prince Saleem, care to tell me what’s the deal with you and your responsibilities in Mithras? What’s your next move? Where do you go from here? Are you taking up the mantle of ruler of all Mithras or will you return with us to Drakys to help out your BFF with his little rebellion problem?” I asked, my voice filled with laughter though I acknowledged the little flutter of apprehension in my belly.

      The Crown Prince laughed again. “It will be a long while yet before I’m required to report for duty. My parents are both fully capable of running things for a few decades to come. You have me at your side, whether you want me or not.”

      I let out a relieved breath. “How are they taking Rizwan’s...behavior?” I’d been about to say betrayal but caught myself in time.

      Saleem sighed and shifted his head to look at me. “They’ll need time to get over that. They plan to talk it through with him. His weakness paved the way for his betrayal, which isn’t at all an excuse, though it does explain his behavior. But an explanation isn’t sufficient for what he allowed the people to endure on his watch. He claims he knew nothing about the power plants or the destruction of the cities across Mithras, and frankly that’s what I suspected was the case. Still ignorance doesn’t absolve him of his crimes. He won’t go unpunished.”

      “What will they do to him?” I asked, almost worried now. “No off-with-his-head or anything, I hope.”

      “No, thankfully not. Rizwan will most likely be exiled to the Southern Reaches. Not the worst of punishments but bad enough that he will be excluded from everything and everyone.”

      “I suppose that’s acceptable enough. Although, if it were up to me...”

      “Please don’t tell me you’ll resort to Darcy’s particular brand of punishment.”

      I blew out a breath. “Pfft. Busted. Though it may not be an appropriate punishment.”

      “Yeah, I was brought up to speed on the team’s position on Rizwan’s possession of...certain...attributes. Or rather, lack thereof.”

      We both burst out laughing, though Saleem’s amusement was somewhat subdued. Understandable. “His future is bleaker than most but who knows, perhaps he will join the priests in the mountains, divest himself of all material possessions,” Saleem said before chuckling and shaking his head, expression clear that such a choice was impossible for his selfish traitor of a brother. Then he asked, “So how long do we have before we head off to the land of dragons and ancient AI-eggs?” Logan had given Saleem the full briefing on our next mission to Drakys before we left Mithras and the djinn prince, despite his post-torture appearance, had clapped his hands and grinned before asking when we were leaving.

      My stomach twisted. “Logan’s ready to leave tomorrow morning. We’re all keen to get gone as soon as possible especially after the treatment Sentinel received at the hands of Fathima’s warriors.”

      “Oh? What happened?” Saleem’s brow furrowed.

      I smirked. “So we gave Fathima the update on our suspicions regarding Gilfillan’s reluctance to help, and our theory that they could have been in Mithras just biding their time to take over after we got rid of Division 7. As a result, Gilfillan and his team were sequestered in a secure location until our final showdown with Ward and the witch-bitch.”

      Saleem cleared his throat, though a smile began to curl his lip. “Where did they put them?”

      “A network of ancient caves that someone mentioned was once used to imprison a rebel army. The irony was not lost on me, that I can assure you.”

      Saleem let out a guffaw, then slapped a hand on the mattress at his side, eyes sparkling. “I can just imagine the director’s face. I take it they were released?”

      I nodded slowly. “Yes. But only moments before we were about to leave ourselves. Apparently, Fathima didn’t trust their assurances of their good intentions. I had to vouch for them in person before the team was released.”

      “Ugh. I offer my sympathies. Gilfillan isn’t going to be easy to deal with. Not until he has time to get over that experience.”

      I chuckled at the memory of the man’s face, purple with fury as he glared at me from behind iron bars. He’d thanked me for vouching for them, but I could tell he didn’t entirely trust me. Guess only the future would tell if there would be consequences for me.

      I shook my head. “Um, sorry, but last I checked you were the Prince dude, and the rebels were your peeps. Don’t go making me responsible for the actions of your subjects.” I raised my hands then giggled as Saleem poked me in the armpit.

      Then his face grew shadowed. “About the witch-mage,” he said slowly, watching my face. “How are you dealing with that?”

      I lifted one shoulder in a shrug. Though tempted to evade the question, I found I couldn’t. Evasion used to come easy, hiding my feelings used to be instinctive, but oddly enough, I didn’t feel the need now. “I’m not sure. It was a shock on so many levels I think I’m still processing this new reality.” I sighed and sat upright, then crossed my legs in a yoga-sit. “I spent a decade looking for her but all along she was playing wicked witch of the ether? And farming out her skills to Division 7 and Omega? I’m not sure I believe it even though I know firsthand. Still, at least it explains what Samuel was up to all this while.”

      Saleem must have heard the bitterness in my voice because he grunted. “He did what he had to do in order to protect you, Mel.”

      I glared at him. “And despite that, Ari still ended up almost killing me? She still ended up messing with her powers willy-nilly without even understanding what she was doing or what the ramifications of her action were? The astral plane isn’t some kid’s playground.” My voice shook as I spoke and Saleem reached out and took my hand.

      “However you plan on dealing with this, please do not blame yourself.”

      I laughed bitterly. “Don’t worry. I’m not blaming me. I’ve got better things to do with my blame than placing it at my own feet.”

      “Cryptic much,” replied Saleem, raising one eyebrow.

      I took a breath. “Samuel was murdered. Injected with some sort of poison. Ash is looking into it for me so hopefully we’ll have a lead soon.”

      “That sounds promising. So why do you sound like you’re about to rip off the killer’s head?” I narrowed my eyes, staring at him for a long moment. Then he inhaled and nodded. “I see. You think Ari eliminated Samuel’s physical form in order to trap him in the ethereal plane so he’s forced to remain at her side.”

      “Yup.”

      Silence filled the space between us until Saleem said, “You’re not alone in this, Mel. You have me and Kai and the rest of the team. We’ll help you find Samuel’s killer, and we’ll help track Ari down and figure out what she’s up to. Don’t forget, I have previous experience in the errant younger sibling department.”

      I let out a slow breath. “Your errant younger sibling was a weakling filled with jealousy and the desire to rule. Mine? She’s a powerful witch-SoulTracker-mage and possibly a stone-cold murderer. If anything, Ari is the darker one of our two kid siblings.”

      Even as I spoke, I felt a chill as the words “Darker one” rang through my mind. The Dark One, the prophesied evil opponent that the Ni’amh was destined to destroy.

      My inner turmoil must not have shown on my face because Saleem gripped my forefinger and tugged, a playful smile on his face. “I know you’re raring to go track down Samuel’s killer, so do you want to give the dragon’s rebellion a miss altogether? He’ll understand.”

      I snorted. “Not a chance, buddy. Logan deserves our help and I owe him big-time.”

      Saleem nodded slowly though his forehead was still creased with concern. “Okay, tracker. I’m not stopping you. And since the dragon is ready, when are we going to get moving?”

      “Once we’ve all had some sleep and recovered from the transition through the portal. And we’re going to have to tread lightly especially since we don’t know exactly what we’re dealing with in terms of the price the Sharaita will ask of us.”

      Saleem stiffened, his eyes going dark, embers sparking in their depths. He hadn’t been happy to discover the choice we’d made, but he’d said nothing. Whether it was the expression on his mother’s face or the insistence of Logan and the team, or the end-of-discussion look I’d given him, I wouldn’t know.

      Or I was likely to know at some future date when the sexy djinn was able to control his emotions and yell at me at the same time.

      What I did know was Saleem was both grateful and angry, but he wasn’t planning on leaving us to deal with the Nahra ourselves.

      The guy’s a real keeper.

      My heart tightened at the thought of the Nahra. Who would it choose to take? Which one of my friends would have to sacrifice their life for the use of the Sharaita?

      I knew one thing though—I’d do everything in my power to avoid any one of my friends having to give up their life.

      I’d sacrifice my own first.

      But not before I dealt with Ari. The clock was counting down now, to the moment when I’d face her head on, hold her accountable for her actions, and most importantly, bring Samuel’s spirit home.

      I’d die before I let Ari get away with the horrible things she’d done.
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