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            Oh! For the love of … a brother!

          

        

      

    

    
      All his life Saleem, Crown Prince of Mithras, had been taught that fire was neither friend nor foe. Whoever had come up with that piece of prized bullshit should be drawn and quartered.

      Maybe even hanged. And then burned alive.

      No. Wait. That wasn’t right.

      Saleem frowned as he chased after the thoughts that had flitted into his head so briefly. Something about the logical progression didn’t compute, didn’t feel…right.

      But, for the life of him, he couldn’t recall exactly what about the thought was illogical. And for that matter, he was no longer entirely certain what it was he’d been thinking of… Something about burning flames…

      Suspended from a pair of manacles fixed high on the stone wall behind him, Saleem’s head hung forward, shoulder-length black hair providing an oily curtain to at least partly obscure his face—and the frown he’d briefly allowed himself.

      But any reprieve from his torture was predictably short-lived.

      Saleem let out a ragged—though near-imperceptible—breath, allowing the heated air to slip between his lips as slowly as possible, so slowly that neither of the guards watching over him would register his wakefulness.

      Given that Saleem’s current residence was a cold, damp cell in the furthest corner of the dungeons that sprawled beneath the ancient palace of Temara, the presence of the guards was redundant at best.

      And yet, every time Saleem had been brought to the cell in the last two days, Agent Blake—or Nevins as he had been called in his youth—had instructed them to stand just inside the doors, and to act upon even the slightest of movements, reminding Saleem that not only was he a captive in his own home, with his freedom of movement around the city taken from him, but that he was no longer allowed the liberty to blink or swallow, or breathe for that matter.

      He’d learned quickly enough to hoard away his strength between sessions with the MindMelder Ward, knew the mage would—with his insistent torture—reduce him to little shreds of himself before the man was satisfied his ‘treatment’ was over for the day.

      And now, on returning to full consciousness, Saleem had a suspicion he knew what those elusive thoughts contained—probably something regretful and very likely filled with anger. Both were a waste of time because neither regret nor fury would free him from his bonds.

      Stupid. So very stupid.

      Saleem had been so naïve coming home, returning to Mithras with the belief that his brother would be glad to see him, imagining that Rizwan would sigh with relief that his big brother had returned.

      Even more pathetically, and despite the cool reception he’d received on his arrival in the palace, Saleem had held onto hope. He’d believed that Riz would eventually help devise a plan to free both themselves, and their realm, from the chokehold placed upon them by Omega and Division 7—in his opinion, one and the same thing.

      But he’d been wrong. So utterly wrong.

      Rizwan’s brotherly arms had been neither welcoming nor loving.

      Saleem recalled wanting to laugh when Rizwan had credited his position as the new king to his own smart thinking. Saleem had choked down his disappointment at the words and had prayed he’d be able to change the kid’s mind.

      But Rizwan had revealed his opinion of his father, his odd assumption that King Kassim had killed himself. And Saleem had understood that his brother had swallowed whatever lies Division 7 had fed him, and he’d done it willingly and wholeheartedly.

      And without question.

      The memory, and the emotions accompanying Rizwan’s outpouring of scorn—tinged with long-simmering anger—sent Saleem’s jaw tight, the tensing of muscles eliciting a pang of concern—and a brief flicker of regret—before rock hard knuckles slammed into his face.

      Pain flared, lightning strikes searing through his jaw and temple and settling within his brain. The pain didn’t abate—not that he’d expected it to. A special gift from Ward—the man’s specific words.

      He’d fiddled within Saleem’s mind, tweaked a little here, adjusted something there, ensuring every experience of pain, from a flicker of a throb to searing agony ripping into his very soul, would be amplified, and would last ten times longer—and Saleem was using the estimate of ‘ten times’ in the loosest of terms.

      The MindMage had been especially proud to find he’d succeeded, had hovered over Saleem, snickering and muttering self-praise that he’d achieved what most MindMages considered a difficult task—to reduce a powerful djinn to a mewling mess. Albeit temporarily.

      Ward had been right of course—he had succeeded. But only so far as Saleem allowed him to. A djinn was powerful, and djinn-fire was an unknown quality to most mages, even more so to non-djinn mages.

      And, Saleem was far more powerful than the average djinn. His power in the ether was unique in that he was able to hide from detection, only allowing his signature to be visible to those whom he knew and trusted.

      Though Saleem despised the idea of being a perpetual punching bag, resident lab-rat, and the daily focus of his brother’s scorn, he’d bided his time, enduring the torture, holding out hope that help would come, help for both himself and his people.

      Help from the people he’d left in the EarthWorld without telling them the truth of what he’d intended. He worried about Logan, who he’d left lounging in a coma, and he worried about Mel. He’d promised her that he wouldn’t come to Mithras without backup. And he’d lied.

      He’d lied because she’d had enough to deal with considering her issues with poltergeist possession and betrayal by someone close. He’d known she’d want a sample from him too if she were collecting them from all those closest to her. He only had to hope that the ancient who was helping her would be discreet when he did look closely at Saleem’s DNA.

      Saleem had also lied because he hadn’t wanted Mel to face the danger he was afraid would greet him once he came home. But it was laughable how little he’d suspected of what was really going on here in Kamsin, and all across his beloved realm.

      Now, he needed oxygen and was desperate enough to take a slower, deeper breath of the cool dungeon air in order to gather his scattered, elusive thoughts.

      And when the second blow hit his gut—punishment for that deeper inhalation—he focused on the pain, used the undulating agony, absorbing every ripple and wave, every spark deep into his bones in the hopes that somehow this physical pain would overshadow another agony he’d been forced to enjoy for days on end…the agony of his brother’s betrayal.

      Saleem’s thoughts stuttered, stumbling on the realization that perhaps he wasn’t the brave, strong male he’d considered himself to be. He had little patience for this weakness he felt, this emotional devastation at the strength of his brother’s envy, a depth of jealousy that had fed Rizwan’s lack of resistance to what Division 7 had offered—a kingdom to rule.

      A true leader is he who leads with his heart, who acts out of love, and who stands ready to offer his life for his people.

      Words from the past filled Saleem’s mind, strong with the deep, yet gentle voice of his father, Shahshah Kassim, the noblest of djinn kings who had never swayed from those very tenets of rule. Saleem acknowledged that he’d listened, had lived by those words throughout his life.

      And yet sadness now simmered within his spirit.

      Those words of wisdom had been given to both Saleem and his brother, and yet nothing in them had impacted Riz. He had to wonder at the mind and heart of his brother, what seed had thrived within him that would allow him to turn a blind eye to the horrors his sibling had been—and was still being—subjected to. Had envy and jealousy been enough to turn him against his blood, against his own people?

      He’d gone head to head with Rizwan, challenging him, pointing out his position as a mere puppet doing Division 7’s bidding. But, Riz had heard nothing, had refused to find out for himself what was truly happening in his kingdom. And then he’d shut Saleem out altogether, turned a blind eye to whatever Ward and Blake had put Saleem through, only visiting regularly to ensure he kept up appearances—the loving younger sibling spending time with his poor errant big brother.

      And it was not as though Rizwan was ignorant of his condition, not as though he’d never seen Saleem sprawled upon the carpet—or manacled to the walls—of his royal suites drenched in sweat and blood, gasping for breath after a day of beatings in the dungeons.

      Saleem knew that he, himself, did not have it in him to allow his own flesh and blood to be tortured the way Rizwan had. Many times, he’d entertained the possibility that perhaps his brother was biding his time, pretending to support Division 7, and that the hour would arrive when Riz would slip into the cell, and free Saleem and the pair of brothers would escape the palace and make plans to return again to take back their home from Ward and his goons.

      Perhaps this was what it was like to suffer a broken heart when the person doing the breaking was a blood relative, was family. Saleem blinked against the heat that surged behind his eyes and had to force himself to remain still. At the same time, he wanted to laugh and cry.

      How pathetic was he that while he hung in his cell, his body almost entirely broken, all the while what was he doing but crying like a little boy for the loss of his baby brother’s loyalty, of his love.

      A love which maybe Riz had never really possessed in the first place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            A City Ruined

          

          Two Weeks Ago, The City of Kamsin, Mithrasian Djinn Realm

        

      

    

    
      Saleem had had little difficulty in transitioning through the ward around Mithras—in truth, he’d not expected his entrance to prove to be barred, as though the people on the inside wanted to keep everyone else out.

      There had never been a barrier to Mithras, never been anything to stop his people from leaving or returning, and the fact that a ward existed now only spoke to the nefarious quality of Omega’s intentions.

      And to the weakness of his brother’s spine.

      Saleem had slipped silently through the once-bustling market at the edge of the city of Kamsin, where farmers and tradespeople had set up shop every morning until high noon for centuries.

      The sun was a ball of flame in the sky at midday, still too hot to bear, bringing with it the searing heat of a desert fire. After the noon hour, the market would be deserted, and it was nothing unusual to see the stalls and pens still left neat and ready for the next day’s trade.

      And here was Saleem’s first sign of something not altogether right about his home; the market was a mess, with food smashed to the stone by passing boots, feathers and fur skimming the ground as a light breeze passed through the square. The stalls too were strewn with dirt, tables rough with grime, as though the hawkers no longer cared about their produce, or about the health of their customers.

      Saleem’s gut tightened at the thought of what his father would have said to these hawkers and traders had any of them been observed showing such a lack of respect to their clientele and to their goods and produce.

      King Kassim had not been a harsh man. He’d been strong and strict, the way a diligent father would be, giving advice and direction, and hardly ever having the need to resort to punishment, physical or otherwise. He’d have found a way to admonish his subjects for their indiscretions, but in a way that would have left the guilty party with enough pride to admit his wrongs and appreciate his king’s guidance and mercy.

      The people of Mithras knew well enough what an unmerciful king was, having lived through a few centuries ruled by a despotic excuse of a djinn. They were known to speak a prayer of protection when the ancient royal was mentioned, and in fact, Saleem’s own mother was guilty of that affectation—many times over.

      Saleem hid his sadness at the thought of his mother, held captive by Omega and for some mysterious reason unwilling to remove herself from captivity despite having had the power to do so.

      His surprise when Mel had discovered where—and by whom—his mother had been held had paled into insignificance by the knowledge that she’d remained in captivity willingly.

      But, after taking some time to fume and curse at his only living parent, he had to admit the strange unlikeliness of her behavior. Aisha, queen of the djinn had been a great warrior in her day. And not the way people meant a tough-spirited woman. His mother had been a fighting Saladin, a warrior of old who’d fought alongside the great King Xsyarsa in the greatest, bloodiest war the realm of Mithras had ever seen.

      It seemed unbelievable that she’d be a willing captive without a good enough reason.

      And, as Saleem had made his way along the filthy streets of his home, he sent a prayer to the gods to protect her and to send her strength because there was one thing he knew above all else—if his mother willingly remained a captive, she’d do so only to protect those she loved.

      Which translated loosely into Mithras was in deep shit.

      Saleem had slunk along the streets, sliding from shadow to shadow, annoyed that he was taking the precaution of refraining from jumping, but refraining anyway.

      The ward had been a surprise, but because of it, Saleem had to take added care with his movements. He had his own protection, of course, ancient magic of the djinn that hid him from being seen within the ether, but he didn’t want to test his luck. Not just yet.

      Whoever created the ward within Mithras’s Veil could also be powerful enough to knit together magic that could either detect a transition through the veil, or prevent it. And prevention could include the detection of transition if the mage was skilled enough.

      He had meant to see his brother before tackling the problems he’d seen within his city.

      And so he’d made his way through the markets and into the Quarb district where the houses were larger and older, and where he’d expected the buildings to be well taken care of, where the people loved their homes and their city and their history.

      But again, he’d found the state of the city had changed drastically. Paint peeled, and wood had swelled and rotted, then been knocked back together with a two-by-four and a few rusty nails. Broken glass in the upper floors was covered by pieces of thin board and filthy sheets of plastic.

      Saleem had been filled with grief and fury at the sight of his city transformed into little more than a slum. He’d held back his anger though and had forced himself to move along, to keep away from the soldiers on watch at the outskirts of the palace as he made his way to the fields backing up against the west wall.

      Along the stone wall sat a wheelhouse, the wheel still turning and churning water—not to Saleem’s surprise. The wheelhouse directed wastewater from the palace out into the back fields where the conduits would transport the soiled water to a manure factory beyond the hills.

      Centuries of development had made the people of Mithras smart, and with the added ingenuity his father had possessed, many aspects of life had been transformed. Not quite modernized in EarthWorld terms, but still smart enough to make life easier while still merging ancient with modern.

      Saleem approached the wall in a crouch—his djinn glamor would protect him from humans and other species, but any other djinn would be able to detect his presence if only to know that someone was approaching the wall. Most djinn glamor was transparent to other djinn, something like seeing a person within a clear bubble of water.

      And because of the ethereal magic within the glamor power, the view of the glamored djinn is obscured further by iridescent colors of the rainbow that undulate along with the magic in order to make detecting identity somewhat difficult until you are face-to-face.

      Familiarity, though, did make identification easier, in the same way that one is able to identify a familiar person in a crowd at a distance, the body language and stance, the way a person walks, all add up to feeling a sense of knowing.

      But those particular rules applied only to the general, untrained djinn. As a warrior in the armies of Mithras, Saleem had been trained to control his glamor. And as a royal of the house of Xsyarsa, his genetic lineage would have contributed to that power, making him near invisible and only detectable by a skilled djinn. His movements would be seen as a shimmer in the air, made even harder by shadows which would hide his progress.

      Given Saleem’s superior skills, he was undetectable.

      Even so, he was not reckless, keeping himself pasted to the stone wall of the little building. He shimmied along the wall, feeling the heat from the sun-baked stone sear him through his shirt.

      He’d entered the realm, and sought out the nearest of the homes along the edge of the village, snatching a few items from the clotheslines, feeling a pang of guilt at the theft from his own people. He made a note to reimburse the owner when he’d completed his mission. Then, dressed in the loose trousers and shirt, he’d been more comfortable knowing his casual peasant garb would have aided him in remaining under the radar.

      Now, he slid along the heated stone as he approached a nearby window. Slowly, he rose to peer over the exterior sill to scan the inside of the hut. The wheelhouse was little more than an encasement to protect the wood and ancient metal of the water-wheel, with only the city workmen entering when the maintenance schedules rostered the checks for rust and rotten wood.

      And they were unlikely to be working at the hottest hours of the day.

      But Saleem refused to botch his entrance to the palace by being careless. One never knew when one would find an intruder attempting to make his way into the palace.

      At that, Saleem snickered.

      The inside of the house appeared deserted, and strangely decrepit, swirling the worry within Saleem’s gut again. He crouched low and duckwalked to the door where he laid an ear against the warm wood, just in case.

      Again, the coast seemed clear and he turned the lock and slipped into the welcoming cool blanketing the inside of the hut. A table sat against the wall just beside the window and on the other side was the wheel, churning the water slowly.

      Saleem studied the dank, dark interior and understood now what had gotten his nerves jangling—the hut had been allowed to wallow in a state of disrepair.

      He shook his head at the thick layers of dust coating the table and the floor, to reveal nary a footprint—which confirmed the wheel hadn’t even been oiled or serviced in months. Cobwebs hung from the eaves, thick and shivering with dark little shadows, both living and dead.

      Saleem hurried closer to the wheel, studying the bolts for rust, and the wood for swelling, and was glad to find neither an issue. Thankfully, prior fastidious maintenance had ensured the wheel would take far longer to begin to fall apart, and for that he was thankful.

      Still, the wheelhouse’s abandonment was not a good sign and Saleem had to wrack his brain to come up with a possible reason why anyone would have neglected its maintenance. Where were the soldiers and the workmen?

      Who was overseeing the city?
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            The Djinn Underground

          

          Two weeks ago, Caves of Zemamra, Palace of Temara

        

      

    

    
      Saleem slipped behind the waterwheel and entered the dark tunnel. He paused for a moment, suddenly aware that the walls around him dripped with water, something also unusual as the city maintenance crew dedicated to working on the secret tunnel system should’ve been taking care of leaks and rockfalls—even if either of those were unlikely due to the solidity of the stone.

      The further he went into the tunnel that would take him deeper into the ancient Caves of Zemamra—the more certain he became that his theory was correct—the citizens of the capital had been evacuated, sent elsewhere for reasons he was determined to uncover.

      His concern at the moment though, was that the tunnels may not be intact. Around him, the stone walls gleamed with moisture and as he stepped forward, his feet splashed into puddles of water that had collected along the floor.

      He wasn’t sure he wanted to know the truth about what had happened to his city and his people. Then he laughed to himself, thinking it was a little stupid that he should be the one concerned about the people when his brother had been left here with the responsibility to protect them.

      Saleem pulled his wrap close around him now, more in an effort to support his anxieties than to keep himself warm. He stepped further into the cave system, leaving the weak light from the wheelhouse, and darkness closed in around him.

      He allowed himself to draw his magic to his fingers to create a small ball of fire in the palm of his hand. He kept it at a low ebb, concerned that the bright light may alert any guards that may have been put on duty in the tunnels.

      His instinct told him that since nobody knew about the Caves of Zemamra—not even his brother—that it was unlikely there would be any security in place, but he wasn’t going to take anything for granted.

      Saleem crept forward, his thoughts a combination of curiosity and confusion. What was it really that Division 7/Omega was after? Why hold his mother captive and then take over Mithras?

      He had to admit that he was still furious with his mother; she had refused to share the details with him. She knew far more than she was telling him, which didn’t make sense at all. If she were trying to protect him and his brother, she hadn’t done a really good job of it after all.

      And, he was still curious as to how Mel had managed to locate his mother, how she’d been able to circumvent the protection the queen had put around herself, because Aisha, Saladin Warrior and Djinn Mage, was adept enough with magic to be able to cloak her presence in the Ether.

      Had Omega nullified that protection? Or had Aisha made the choice to let Mel in?

      It shouldn’t have been possible for anyone to track the queen, least of all a being who didn’t happen to be djinn. And Saleem’s mother’s power was strong enough to have hidden herself from her own son—who only happened to be the next most powerful djinn alive—for all the months he’d spent searching for her. Which left a huge question regarding the tracker’s abilities.

      What did Saleem not know about the SoulTracker he’d fallen so hard for?

      Did she herself even know the extent of her powers? Because that was the real crux of it. The only way Saleem would’ve found his mother was if his power had been greater than hers. Was that why the queen had entertained Mel, had not turned the tracker to embers when she’d ripped a hole in the powerful protection spell?

      Was that why Aisha had given Mel more respect than Saleem had expected her to? Though his mind had been filled with thoughts of Mel, he hadn’t been blind to her strange ability. Still, he hadn’t let on to her that what she had achieved hadn’t been the standard operating procedure for her as a tracker.

      When the time came, he would have that conversation with her because she had to know. She’d have to come to terms with her new skills, and learn to hone them fast if only to protect herself.

      Saleem felt rather stupid having been so ignorant for so long. He supposed he had no one else to blame but his mother because she’d aided Omega—and Division 7 who was turning out to be an organization with far greater power and reach than he or anyone else he knew was aware of. And the djinn queen had aided them merely in helping to hide herself from her son—which meant there was more going on than met his eye.

      And his mother was dead center of it.

      Now, he cleared his mind and forced himself to focus on his progress. The cave systems that would take him toward the royal suites from the main perimeter wall were extensive and narrow, and snaked beneath the grounds of the palace and the residence itself, meandering like a multi-headed serpent.

      The passages were ancient, carved into the bedrock by djinn warriors centuries ago, and had been used as an underground route by slaves as they escaped the chains of one of the most cruel rulers in Mithrasian history. Much of those details were what most djinn considered ancient lore, and had been cast to myth and fable, so thankfully, knowledge of the tunnel system had been kept a secret, privy only to the rulers who knew the value of an escape route in an emergency.

      And of course, those who could read the ancient texts.

      Saleem’s father, King Kassim, had worked on the maintenance of the system himself, determined to ensure that the occupants of the palace were not the only citizens to have a way out. The king extended the network, ensuring that every city level had access to the tunnels, though he kept that knowledge private and had only passed it on to Saleem because the prince had been nosy enough to discover its location of his own accord.

      Saleem remembered the shock on his father’s face when his son had fallen into the caves at a weak point in the system while investigating an access-point he had read about in one of the ancient texts in which he’d had his nose buried for months, determined to discover what it said—probably more so because he wasn’t allowed access to those ancient tomes in the first place.

      It was likely only the fact the fourteen-year-old prince had managed to translate the text himself, that had helped him avoid a whipping. His father had been so impressed with Saleem’s understanding of the ancient language that he had brought his son onto the project, eventually allowing him to oversee various sections of the job.

      Toward the end, Saleem had often looked after the tunnel maintenance himself—which proved only how much his father had trusted him.

      But, thoughts of King Kassim only made Saleem sad and upset. He pushed away the memories of his late father and focused on making his way toward the palace.

      He moved through the tunnels slowly and carefully; he had come this far and the last thing he wanted to do was to alert Division 7/Omega of his presence—he really wished he knew exactly who was in charge of this coup.

      The first entrance Saleem reached wasn’t the one he intended to use—it exited in a passage out near the palace kitchens—but he checked it in any case. He couldn’t be sure the entrances to the royal suites were still intact, and it was possible he’d find himself in need of another access point.

      Or an exit, should the need arise.

      On closer inspection, Saleem stiffened, focusing on a shadowy portion of the steel-gray rock. He studied the darker spot on the cave wall—which turned out to be a convergence point of a network of fine lines covering the surface of the stone.

      Saleem sucked in a breath that tasted of horror and disbelief.

      The lines proved to be cracks…hundreds and thousands of them, all creating a fine web that covered the surface of the stone walls—something which should have been impossible as the rock of the Caves of Zemamra was similar to the EarthWorld obsidian, so hard that only a powerful djinn’s fire could damage it.

      The rock’s strength was the reason the tunnel system had taken so long to be constructed as it was only the most powerful of the djinn that could be employed to break and carve the stone.

      Which meant the state of the walls that Saleem was staring at now, should have been impossible. Cracks like these could only be created in stone if the earth was shaken so hard that even solid rock was unable to withstand it.

      Which made absolutely no sense because an earthquake, or an eruption large enough to shatter the tunnels’ rockface this deep within the ground, would have destroyed the palace above and possibly the city itself. And, if not total destruction, then the kind of damage Kamsin would have needed years to rebuild.

      The further Saleem went, the more confused he became, and the more he began to wonder what was really going on in Mithras. What he was seeing around him was worrying enough without the coincidence of his mother’s captivity at the hands of Omega.

      More and more unanswered questions.
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            Welcome Home, Brother!

          

          Two Weeks Ago, The Royal Suites, The Palace of Temara

        

      

    

    
      Five minutes later, Saleem found himself at the first entrance which would’ve led him to his brother’s suites—it turned out to be a crumbled mess. He ignored it and walked on, crossing his fingers that he’d at least find one entrance still intact.

      The second access point, which would’ve led to his mother’s personal suites, also turned out to be in bad condition, though thankfully only partially crumbled. The narrow entrance was strewn with a hip-high pile of rocks and rubble, debris from what appeared to be a rock-fall.

      He supposed he could still use the tunnel beyond the pile of stones as the path and the walls appeared to be intact. Saleem didn’t have time right now to investigate further, but was determined to return to make a better assessment of its condition. He knew the value of having an alternate route, should he need an escape plan.

      Saleem found himself crossing his fingers as he approached the entrance toward the caves that would take him to his own rooms. The goddess Alat must have been looking out for him because the threshold and walls turned out to be in fairly good condition. Perhaps the bedrock here was more resilient, providing strength against whatever seismic energies had damaged the stone further out.

      Still covered in webs of fine cracks, but intact. Satisfied that the route to his quarters was in good condition, he continued further down toward the entrance to the royal family’s main living area.

      King Kassim had been quite insistent that the royal suites contained a main living area where the family gathered on a regular basis to spend quality time with each other. And this was where Saleem was headed. He wasn’t sure whether it was nostalgia, but he let his feet take him there with little resistance.

      Toward the secret entrance, the tunnel narrowed to shoulder-breadth and the moisture from the stone soaked into his sleeves—just a small clammy reminder that shit was going to hell in Mithras.

      Saleem approached the stone doorway, which to someone who didn’t know of its presence would appear as part of the tunnel walls, and searched along the ebony surface for the outcropping of rock that would release the door.

      His fingers hit the rounded rock and he glanced over his shoulder and scanned the tunnel behind him, more instinct than anything as he was certain the warren of caves was empty—not to mention so secret that barely anyone would know of its existence to even make use of it. Those who knew were dead, in captivity, or currently attempting to get inside the palace.

      Now, Saleem pressed the rock hard and waited as a narrow rectangular stone separated from the rock-face with a puff of dust and a hollow click, to reveal a door nestled within a threshold, all made of solid stone.

      He slipped his fingers between the door and the threshold and, seconds later, he found the metal pin that would release the door. A lock clicked softly and the stone door opened with barely a whisper. Saleem let out a sigh of relief and slipped through the narrow gap into a dark vestibule built behind one of the two west walls flanking an enormous stone fireplace.

      The entire right-hand wall had been constructed to open as a single piece, and do so silently, and having just tested the exterior tunnel door moments ago he’d confirmed the hinges to be in excellent condition, unlikely to make any sounds that would alert an occupant inside the living room, or anyone standing guard in the exterior hallway.

      But, he had to ensure that the room was empty before he entered, or he’d just be handing himself over to his enemies. Thankfully, his father had installed secret peep-holes behind strategically placed light-fixtures for just that reason.

      Saleem slid the little metal flap open and peered through the peep-hole to find the living room empty, although it did appear to have been recently occupied. A low table sat beside the fire, upon which lay a plate of food—what appeared to be roasted pigeon on a bed of soft sweet-potato mash.

      The gold-engraved plate confirmed that the occupant could only have been Rizwan, unless of course Division 7 had availed themselves of the royal serving-ware. The abandoned cutlery—dropped haphazardly onto the plate—said that his brother had left in a hurry.

      As he didn’t have much of an idea of current foot-traffic to this particular room, Saleem knew he had to take advantage of the good fortune of finding it empty. Who knew how long he’d have to wait until he had that chance again?

      Without hesitation, he flicked the little metal latch that would loosen the door. Thankfully, the hidden entrance did not open on its own, and needed to be manually pushed out and then closed. He found himself glad as an automatic hinge could have given him away had the mechanisms rusted with age or with the recent water seepage.

      He guided the door open, giving himself only a narrow gap to slip through before he shut it behind him silently. He then checked to ensure the tunnel entrance remained invisible, glad the narrow dark wood wall panel gave no sign of its alternate identity. With its matching light fixtures and enormous paintings depicting ancient ships being tossed on angry seas—a piece of the pirate history of Saleem’s ancient family line—the wall looked no different than it had all Saleem’s life.

      Satisfied, Saleem strode over to the table. He touched a finger to the side of a gleaming gold goblet which sat beside the abandoned plate, filled with dark-roasted coffee. The goblet was still warm and Saleem knew he had to leave fast or risk getting caught. Rizwan was known for his passionate love of his coffee, and never let a drop go to waste.

      He would most definitely return.

      Saleem straightened and was heading toward the double doors that would lead out into the main hall when his brother walked into the room, face expressionless.

      And lacking even an iota of surprise.

      Despite the emptiness in his dark eyes, Rizwan wore an overly cheery smile on his face, lips stretched wide to reveal bright white teeth. His welcome should have given Saleem relief but instead, filled him with fear.

      Rizwan threw his arms wide and his words sent horror and disappointment churning within Saleem’s stomach.

      “Welcome home, brother. What took you so long?”
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            Don’t take the Bait

          

          The Royal Suites of the Crown Prince of Mithras, Palace fo Temara

        

      

    

    
      When Saleem found himself a prisoner in his own home, he wasn’t sure whether to laugh or whether to level the entire palace with a blast of his djinn power.

      The initial meeting with Rizwan hadn’t lasted long. In fact, Saleem was surprised his little brother had barely said a word to him after that first cheerful greeting. In the end, he had merely stood there, hovering as though he wanted to say more but could not find the words.

      Given all that he’d learned since he’d arrived in Mithras, Saleem was well aware Rizwan would have been briefed on what to say.

      Moments later, a small squadron of armed guards—not a familiar face in sight—arrived, bringing with them a pair handcuffs, the sight of which had made Saleem want to burst out laughing.

      The metal handcuffs would never be able to hold him. All djinn had the power to melt steel with the heat they generated, but a royal, and one of a line that had handed down a super-combustible power, Saleem would have the cuffs falling off his wrists within moments.

      But he decided to bide his time and get the lay of the land before he escaped.

      The guards had then escorted him to what turned out to be his own private suites—which he had thought quite ironic, and most certainly a strategic move. What better way to unsettle him than to put him in his own home while he remained captive?

      Rizwan had disappeared then, leaving Saleem to stew in his own juices for hours. He’d finally returned, escorted by a pair of guards Saleem suspected were keeping an eye on his brother just as much they were watching Saleem.

      In the days that passed, Rizwan had pretended an air of control, as though he were more than a mere figurehead doing the bidding of Division 7.

      But Saleem wasn’t blind to his brother’s position. What he couldn’t figure out was how Riz had been allowed to make such decisions when an entire council would have been required to confer the rule onto his shoulders.

      Where were the men and women who sat beside the royal family, as advisors, as part of the royal council? Saleem had seen no sign of them, and he had begun to worry.

      So many pieces to this puzzle, but too many of them didn’t fit together.

      Sequestered in his quarters, Saleem had had visitors, only understanding what was about to happen to him when he had met Division 7’s man.

      The next morning, Agent Blake entered the room—Saleem had only recognized the sandy-haired air-mage because they’d previously run missions together for Omega.

      Saleem was well aware that Blake despised Logan Westin with a passion and he had to accept the man’s hatred would likely be redirected to Saleem himself, considering his position as Logan’s closest friend.

      There had been many times during their friendship when Logan had suggested they keep their friendship low key. He’d admitted his concern that certain elements, like Blake, would make a sport of targeting Saleem as a means of getting back at Logan.

      Saleem had understood Logan’s reasons for being so suspicious, but it wasn’t until Blake had explained, that he understood what Division 7 was doing in Mithras. The man had smiled as he sauntered into the room, coming to a stop a foot in front of Saleem.

      “We knew you would be coming, but to be quite honest I wasn’t entirely sure where your loyalties lie. I guess there is something to be said about your little brother, despite how spineless he is. He definitely knows his sibling very well. I’ll have you know that he predicted you’d return. All our operatives back home were certain you had no interest in returning to Mithras. They even backed up that assumption with the argument that you hadn’t bothered to return even though you’d suffered so many failures in your search for your mother.”

      Saleem had forced his mouth to remain shut, refusing to give Blake any additional information. Despite their current knowledge, there were still pieces of information he possessed that they were ignorant of. No matter how good they were at their investigation, they were unlikely to know everything about him. Now, he just had to figure out exactly what Division 7 was doing in Mithras in order to come up with a plan to get rid of them.

      So he listened in silence as agent Blake continued talking, “Your brother, on the other hand, swore to all your gods that you would return. He insisted that too much time had passed since you’d left and that you’d have finally lost patience with your search. He also assured us that you’d return in the hopes of reclaiming the crown.”

      Saleem smiled coldly. “Am I to assume you, and whoever you work for, promised Rizwan the crown in return for betraying his family and his people?”

      “You assume correctly.” Blake grinned, though the expression was filled with a darkness Saleem felt in his bones. “It appears Logan Westin chooses his friends wisely. If anything, what makes Westin hard to outwit is his intelligence. I’m not sure how much comfort this will be to you, Your Highness, but you are definitely the smarter of the royal siblings. Though I think it’s best we keep that knowledge between the two of us.”

      The man’s conspiratorial smile made Saleem want to punch him in the face.

      Ignoring the temptation, Saleem said, “Why don’t you just get to the point? Say what you have to say and leave me alone.”

      “Unfortunately, even if I do just say my piece, leaving you alone is out of the question. You see, we have it on good authority that you have information in that head of yours that is extremely valuable to us. Information, and a little something else…but you won’t know anything about that, will you?” Blake said, his tone taunting as he smirked. Then he sucked in a deep breath. “Anyway, something tells me that you will not hand over any knowledge willingly. So, rest assured, I do have a backup plan in case you prove as unhelpful as I expect.”

      Though he was curious as to the nature of the man’s backup plan, and more curious as to the something else he’d mentioned, Saleem didn’t take the bait.

      Blake’s lips twisted as he began to understand that unlike with Rizwan, he had no control over Saleem’s decisions.
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            He’s my Brother, He is Weak

          

        

      

    

    
      A few days after Saleem had entered the palace his brother had dropped by for a conversation that was both curious and enlightening. Rizwan had sauntered into Saleem’s suit pretty much as though he owned the place, a manner of aloof condescension he’d adopted at some point during his reign as the poster boy for Division 7.

      He’d come by to talk to Saleem, perhaps with the intention of convincing him to give Blake what he wanted. The agent had stopped all forms of sustenance from the beginning, and Saleem had slowly lost weight. If Blake thought that starvation would reduce his mental defenses, the man had another thing coming.

      Riz wore trousers of emerald silk shot with gold thread that made the fabric glimmer as the light caught it, with a matching knee-length coat richly patterned with shimmering whorls and swirls. Saleem could have sworn the buttons were adorned with coral diamonds from the under-sea mines of Northern Heaphestia.

      The young prince—or rather the young King, Saleem corrected himself quickly—sauntered about the room, hands behind his back, crossed at the base of his spine in a similar stance to the one their father had used often. Saleem had always seen the particular style as elegant and genteel, almost as though his father were ready at any moment to impart some piece of wisdom. Now his younger brother had successfully soiled the memory.

      After walking the length of the room for a few minutes, Rizwan settled in the armchair across from Saleem. Moments later, the door opened and a servant rolled a glass-and-bronze trolley inside. The sight of the smoking apparatus gave Saleem a feeling of nostalgia, which only made him feel all the more weary and disappointed.

      Saleem eyed the hookah with distaste. The contraption itself wasn’t all that bad and in fact, he’d used it often enough. What he couldn’t abide was the addictive quality of the disgusting substance his brother was currently smoking.

      Mucky brown tendrils of foul-smelling smoke curled from the tip of a silver pipe, and Saleem had to take care to not inhale too much of the haze. The stuff looked like shit, literally, and yet its addictive quality was dangerous enough that his father had made the sale illegal. Still, like cannabis in many parts of the EarthWorld, ghural was grown with ridiculous ease, which made it an easy addiction with the assurance of a steady supply…in your back garden.

      He stared stiffly at Rizwan, understanding now why the young prince had appeared almost distracted every time they’d spoken.

      “Why do you persist in smoking that disgusting stuff? You must know it addles the brain with long term use,” said Saleem, annoyed that he was concerned enough about his brother’s already limited mental capacity to warn him against making things worse. “And who knows, Blake and Ward may find it all too easy to access your mind if your resistance is already weakened.”

      “Such thinking is only relevant for those whose minds are weak.” Rizwan smirked, lounging against the back of his armchair and swinging his foot back and forth. “It only goes to show that brute force has nothing on the strength of a person’s mind, dear brother.”

      Saleem didn’t bother to reply, instead remaining silent because he knew his opinions were truly irrelevant, especially when Division 7 had already found themselves a tool in Rizwan. A tool they would use to break Mithras. Saleem wanted to know why. And he planned to find out.

      Riz must have either hated the sound of the silence in the room, or perhaps hated more the fact that Saleem hadn’t deigned to reply. His eyes flashed and his jaw tightened. “You know, for so long I lived in your shadow, always second best, always not as talented as my big brother. Yes, I had the brains, but mother and father…well, they preferred the brawn, didn’t they? And where are they now pray tell? Both parents who worshipped strength and power in the end cowed into submission by smart thinking.” Riz tapped a slim finger to his temple, his smirk enough that Saleem wanted to wipe the expression off his face with his knuckles.

      Riz leaned across the small coffee table and glared into Saleem’s eyes, as though studying his brother’s features would reveal some secret he’d wanted to uncover. “Oh, and don’t worry, I can hear just what you’re thinking. Father was a thinker. Yes, he was. But in the end, what kind of thinking man would end his own life because he saw no other way out of a situation that he brought upon himself, because of naïveté, because of gullibility.” As he’d spoken, Rizwan’s voice had risen, only becoming more strident by the time he’d finished.

      Of gullibility.

      The words must have held a deeper meaning for Riz that Saleem didn’t understand because he spoke them with such force that Saleem had to force himself to refrain from blinking in surprise. Still, he refused to pander to his little brother’s need to get a rise out of him. Riz probably knew he was close enough; everyone who knew the brothers were well aware of how easy a task it was to work Saleem into a fury: just say bad things about his father.

      Now, Rizwan laughed, a low echoing rumble in his throat that lacked even an iota of feeling. “Poor Father. In his infinite wisdom, he missed the invaluable opportunity offered to him. Had he been smart, he would have been the one now wielding the power of Mithras. But look where he is now… Dead. Gone. Nowhere.”

      “At least he had principles,” said Saleem, keeping his voice soft, his bearing neutral. Still, he hadn’t managed to keep the icy edge from escaping as he voiced his disappointment and said, “At least he believed in something more than money, brother.”

      Eyes widening with indignation, Riz shifted in his seat, holding the pipe away from his face as though he wanted an unobstructed view of his brother. “Oh really? Pray tell what it was that he found so much more important than money that he had to commit the ultimate crime against himself? Against his family? His people? For what? Tell me for what good reason our father killed himself, Saleem!”

      Saleem felt immensely tired as he replied, “Father refused to put the yoke on his people. He refused to be the hand of the oppressor who would enslave his people for what is possibly an eternity. He refused to sentence his entire kingdom to a living death.”

      The low snort Rizwan uttered was ripe with contempt. “I’m not sure who you’ve been listening to, but that is not the agreement Mithras has with our…benefactors.”

      “You’re actually afraid to mention their name to me?” Saleem asked, his own contempt rivaling that of his brother’s. “Or is it that deep down you know what you’re doing is wrong? That saying their name out loud will cement their control in a reality that in the depth of your soul you do not wish to accept?”

      Rizwan’s laughter cut through the air, followed quickly by the sharp cracking of his palms as he clapped his hands, his pipe dangling from his fingers as he said, “Dear brother, you almost sounded intelligent just then. But perhaps it’s best that you keep your smarts to the arena of military and intelligence. We’re going to need it eventually.”

      Saleem wanted to reach out and smack his brother up the back of his head. The kid thought he was smarter than everyone and look where that had gotten him. “You must not be as intelligent as you claim to be if you think I’ll agree to help you or your…benefactors…to continue to enslave our people and rape our realm of its wealth for centuries to come.”

      Riz concentrated on his pipe, pulling the air into his lungs with deliberate slowness before exhaling a stream of the fumes in Saleem’s direction. But Saleem found himself unable to rise to his brother’s attempt to provoke him.

      “I wish you could see what they’ve turned you into,” Saleem replied unable to keep the sadness from his voice or from his eyes.

      Riz stiffened, eyes gleaming with anger. “And what is that?”

      “A puppet, a figurehead made to believe he is in charge when the truth is everything he spouts is purely the rhetoric shoved down his throat, everything he does is directed in such a subtle manner that he truly believes he is the master of his own destiny. He functions on a daily basis, ignorant to the fact that even his thoughts are not truly his own, to begin with. I hope that one day, when we take back Mithras, you will be able to look at yourself and see what you’ve become.”

      “You’re talking nonsense, Saleem,” he replied, his laughter filled with ice and a tinge of fear. “They warned me you’d try to confuse me with your rebel subtext. But I won’t fall for it. Just like I didn’t fall for that emotional upheaval in the wake of father’s passing. Were we—as a people—truly mourning a man who willingly and knowingly sliced through the holy thread of life? A man who committed the most heinous of crimes, the most terrible of insults to the gods who created him from the very embers of the universe?” he asked, his grief for his dead father clear in his eyes.

      That emotion was a surprise to Saleem and he found himself remonstrating himself for not considering his brother would also be struggling with the loss of their father. Riz was clearly choosing to cast blame wherever he could. Which in the end made Saleem want to laugh.

      “If you really believe that Father killed himself, then I have to say again that for all your apparent intelligence, you’re inherently stupid.”

      On his feet in an instant, Riz shouted, “Don’t you dare make excuses for him,” as he pointed a finger at Saleem, the stupid pipe now dripping the gross mess all over the carpet.

      “It isn’t an excuse,” Saleem said quietly. “If your head weren’t so far up your benefactors’ asses you’d be able to see the signs. You’d be capable of identifying how easily all the pieces have fit together. But you’re blinded to it because they’ve given you a glory that all your life you were told you’d never have.”

      Laughing again, the sound to Saleem a little too close to maniacal, Rizwan said, “Now who is the one sounding like they’ve eaten a bunch of sour grapes. Of course, you’d say that since,” Riz said, smirking. “I’m sitting on your throne.”

      “You’re welcome to the throne. I refuse to sit on it when I have to be a puppet. I prefer to pull my own strings, thank you very much.”

      With a cold snort, Riz said, “Don’t you mean you prefer that Mother pull your strings? You were always the favorite son, weren’t you?”

      

      Now when Saleem thought about that conversation he understood how much his brother had revealed without either of them realizing. Division 7 had taken advantage of Rizwan’s petty jealousy, his vanity and his aspirations.

      And it was because of his brother’s weakness, that the entire realm hovered on the brink of destruction.
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      Saleem’s torture had begun in his home.

      His suites had belonged to him since he’d come of age, a set of rooms that were all his, where he had the choice on colors and decor and furniture, and where he’d spent many years dreaming of being the kind of man his father would be proud of.

      Here too, he’d spent his grief, spilled his tears in the wake of his father’s death, comforted only by the little touches that remained of the majestic man. A black gold statue of a pirate with his foot on the head of a giant scaled squid. A chess set made of alabaster and quartz. An ink and quill set, the death drawn from the back of the Mithrasian phoenix, the colors of sunset and blood a warning to ensure anything written with the pen must be true and certain.

      And now, the good thoughts and memories of the past were sullied by real blood spilled on ancient carpets. Saleem’s own blood. Now he hung from the wall of his bedroom, wrists manacled and fixed to screws set deep into the wood, destroying the hand-drawn wallpaper. The skin of his chest covered in a network of stinging lacerations. Blake had tried many ways to break Saleem, even going so far as to starve him for days.

      He’d stepped up his efforts in the wake of Rizwan’s failure to convince Saleem to toe the line and help Division 7 in their efforts to take over Mithras. Riz didn’t know everything that was going on though, as the fake king had been kept within the palace for “the safety of the king” which translated simply into not wanting him to see the truth of what was happening to his city and his people.

      Although Saleem had to wonder if his brother would even care.

      He’d been asleep, drained of his energy by Ward’s attempts to rip into his brain. Whatever the mage was doing, it was enough to render Saleem helpless as a baby.

      His sleep had broken when the energy fluctuations in the ether showed a spike that alerted him that someone was there, hovering in the astral plane, close enough that he tensed, eyes on the room as they made their presence known. It took mere moments for him to recognize Mel’s signature in the ether though. Which only made him more concerned.

      Mel materialized into solidity a few feet from Saleem and he could see the horror in her eyes the moment she saw the extent of his injuries. It was worse than it looked and Saleem hurt more seeing the tears in her eyes than from the cuts and bruises displayed on his chest.

      “What happened?” she asked so softly he almost didn’t hear her with the blood rushing in his ears from fear she’d be discovered.

      “He was turned. I got to him, tried to convince him to leave with me. I thought if I could get him away from their influence, I’d gain some footing, maybe bring him back to Mother so she could talk some sense into him.”

      “Rizwan betrayed you?”

      Saleem was still furious at how he’d been suckered. He hadn’t given his little brother enough credit. The kid had a sadistic streak in him a mile wide, and Saleem had suffered for it when he’d been betrayed. “He agreed to come, and we arranged a time for me to get him, but there were guards hidden in the room.”

      “Was he turned, or is he being controlled?” Mel asked. It wasn’t a question he hadn’t asked himself but he did get the feeling she was asking it as a way out for his brother. Saleem was both touched and furious that Mel thought she had to make excuses for his poor excuse for a brother.

      “I couldn’t tell. Maybe he’s being controlled. It certainly didn’t seem like him. Riz has always been the peacemaker. I’m not sure how he condones…this.” He waggled his cuffed hands to wave them at himself.

      “What do you need?” Mel whispered, eyes tracking the room as though ready to find something to break open the manacles. “What can I do?”

      Saleem gave a sharp shake of his head before Mel got any ideas. “I have to stay here until I am sure of his loyalties.”

      And though she agreed, he saw her resistance in the way she held her head and the set of her jaw, all hard lines and shadows. “So what do you want me to do?” she asked icily.

      “There is a man, I don’t recognize him, but he appears to be whispering in Rizwan’s ear, directing his actions in an active fashion. He’s pretty blatant about it. I’m wondering if he is Omega’s tool. If it were someone I knew, one of the djinn, then I’d understand the relationship dynamic. But this man isn’t djinn.”

      “So, it’s as your mother suspected?” Mel asked, her shoulders bowing in disappointment

      “Yeah. And I need a breakout. I can’t get out on my own, but I need a little more time to glean more information from them.”

      “So you want me to rescue you, but not right now?” Mel smiled in disbelief.

      Saleem took the plunge and confided his fears regarding Rizwan. “There’s a possibility that Riz is being controlled by someone, that his mind or memories have been altered, so he recalls things differently.”

      “Like with Logan?”

      “Just like that.” Saleem nodded.

      “Do you want me to contact Darcy?”

      “Yeah. It’s possible someone on her level has done this.”

      “What if she was the one?” Mel asked carefully.

      “Then she’ll understand the reasons and the ramifications. Darcy works for Sentinel now, and what she’s done in the past, she did under duress. This could be one of those incidents.”

      With a sigh, Mel asked, “She’ll undo it?”

      “More than likely. I’ve seen her undo her mindmelds before. If she thinks it’s for the right reasons, she will.”

      “Fine. I have a few things to do, and then I’ll come for you. When do you need me to bring the cavalry?”

      “In a few days? Maybe a week?”
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      When Saleem found himself alone in his room, he began to pace back and forth across the carpet. He had to bide his time but that didn’t mean he had to like it.

      For a moment, he studied the east wall of his living area, the temptation to slip away into the tunnels almost overwhelming. Then he thought better of it. He was in a unique position, smack dab in the middle of Division 7’s web. But his biggest problem was the inability to transfer information to his team.

      He wasn’t used to biding his time doing nothing.

      Days later, he found himself sitting on a sofa studying the handcuffs around his wrists, when a strange voice said, “I strongly suggest you not tamper with it.” Saleem looked around, startled, as the voice had sounded as though the speaker stood right beside him.

      And then he knew. His gaze shifted slowly to the wall that hid the entrance to the tunnels.

      “Don’t make any sudden movements. We cannot be certain they haven’t installed cameras in the room. They are unable to use recording devices but we still have to confirm they haven’t succeeded with video.”

      Saleem nodded. “That depends on how it’s been set up. It’s possible short-range could work, as long as they are wired.”

      The woman on the other side of the wall made a strange sound, something halfway between a grunt and a snort. Then she cleared her throat. “I appreciate the information but in the meantime, please just try to stay safe until we figure out a way to get you out of here. I’m afraid the longer you stay here the more in danger you become.”

      “What exactly are these people doing here?”

      “You do not know?” she asked, her tone wary.

      Saleem was tempted to reply with, ‘Why would I be asking if I didn’t know?’ but he bit his tongue, instead saying, “No, they haven’t told me much. It feels more like they want to mess with my head. Also, how did you find out about the tunnels?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have time to discuss that with you right now, but I will have someone keeping an eye on you. Unfortunately, if Division 7 decides to change tactics, there’s little we’ll be able to do from our end without jeopardizing all our efforts. We’ve worked for months to put things into place, to free our people and regain control of the realm and as hard as it will be to see you suffering, I’m afraid we cannot yet make you top priority.”

      Saleem smiled. “Of course. You don’t have to worry about me. They haven’t yet done anything I cannot handle.”

      “Sadly, I can tell you now that the worst is yet to come.” There was a dry irony in the woman’s voice, which nagged at him just as much as the familiarity of her voice.

      “I have no doubt of that,” Saleem replied. “But if it’s possible, can you answer my question?”

      The woman chuckled. “About a year ago, a small contingent of diplomats arrived from the EarthWorld’s United Nations, claiming that King Kassim had promised them information on the methods we use to generate our clean energy.”

      The woman’s words were beginning to make Saleem feel ill. As she spoke, everything began to fall into place, and he understood the lengths Omega had gone to in order to gain control over Mithras.

      He forced himself to focus as she continued speaking, “When the diplomats arrived, we were given to understand they were here on a mission to obtain an education on our clean energy production systems in order to fashion it into something that can be used in the Earth-Realm. They’d explained that post-Conflagration, millions of people and dozens of countries lacked basic essentials like power and communications systems. The council assured them they did not have the power to make the decision to share that information, that the only person who could sign off on the agreement was our Shahbanu. What we hadn’t understood at the time was that the queen, who’d left in the preceding week to engage in talks with the Supreme High Council, had been lured away on false pretenses as part of the larger plan. It appeared they had learned well from your father’s refusal that his wife would never agree either.

      “The representatives assured us that they were well aware of Queen Aisha’s current business, and they were confident she had no intention to return any time soon. It was at that point we understood they were holding us to ransom.”

      Saleem shook his head. “Did they explain how they found out about our energy production systems? I was told the tech itself was meant to remain top secret, and that under no circumstances were we to share it with the EarthWorld because of the dangers it posed to us as a people. My father was determined never to hand over such knowledge to them.”

      “As it turned out, it was your father himself who started this ball rolling. Back when he was over in the States studying their technology, he made connections with people who at the time he believed he could trust. He’d shared some knowledge with them, although he had taken care to keep the details to himself. Unfortunately, what he had shared had been enough to inspire the greed of a number of corporations.”

      Saleem suppressed a deep sigh, understanding well how his father would’ve taken that betrayal. “Can I assume it was a close friend who’d betrayed him?”

      “As it turned out, it was the scientist with whom he’d worked on a number of secret projects.”

      King Kassim had dedicated himself to finding a way to help the people, especially in the wake of the Conflagration years ago. Numerous attempts were made to find ways to control the bleeding of the Magic into the EarthWorld.

      When the first initiatives had failed, numerous councils from across the DarkWorld Realms had banded together in an effort to find ways to combat the electricity problems that had resulted from the effects of the magic.

      How the Conflagration had happened in the first place was something Saleem didn’t know. His father had refused to go into any detail, but Saleem had always suspected the breaching of the Veil and spilling of magic had not been caused by the actions of the people of the EarthWorld.

      In fact, Saleem suspected there were various realms who were likely responsible. Worse still, he had to wonder if his father was also one of them, given the king’s desperate determination to find a solution.

      It must’ve been something in his silence that gave his thoughts away because the woman on the other side of the wall chuckled. “You need not waste time blaming your father because he had nothing to do with it. The subject of the Conflagration is something that will need more time to discuss, but rest assured, our king did not contribute to that particular disaster.”

      “But he is responsible for the position we now find ourselves in.” Saleem spoke the words even though they stuck in his throat.

      A sigh echoed in the vestibule behind the wall. “Unfortunately, yes. He is to a certain extent. And, though he tried to mitigate the damage, he hadn’t counted on the ruthlessness of the people after our tech.”

      Saleem grunted. “Desperate people do desperate things.”

      “Those were his exact words,” said the woman. “But I’m not entirely sure these are desperate men.”

      Saleem had to laugh. This woman was smarter than he’d given her credit for. “They’re not desperate, they are greedy.”

      “And greedy people do despicable things.”
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      The voice behind the wall had been familiar, niggling at Saleem’s mind until in frustration he swept it away. The timing couldn’t have been better because the moment he found his thoughts freed from the voice from the tunnels and what it could possibly mean for his captivity, the woman spoke again.

      Her voice rang a little hollow from the vestibule beyond the wall, but she still teased him with her familiarity. Not that he was going to pressure her for her identity.

      “Your Highness?”

      Saleem moved toward the fireplace in order to hear her better. And from there he could still keep an eye on the entrance to his room in case someone thought to barge in and catch him in the act of escaping.

      If only.

      “I am here.”

      “My apologies for not returning sooner, but we’ve encountered a few issues in the city.”

      “Is everything alright?”

      “Just a few skirmishes in the lower west quarter. One of Blake’s men refused to pay for items bought at the market and was accosted by a few vendors. The royal guard ended up attending and one of the hawkers was killed. Which of course made things worse. It took a while to soothe tempers from behind the scenes, but thankfully there were no more deaths.”

      Saleem frowned. “Skirmishes and citizens being killed by the guards tasked with protecting them? Am I in an alternate dimension?”

      “It would certainly appear to be so these days. Our world was turned upside down many moons ago and I fear we’re now so used to the new status quo that anything before the coup seems like a distant memory.”

      “Something for the history books?” Saleem replied with a smile.

      The woman chuckled. “Definitely far more interesting than the rebellion of 465.”

      Saleem stiffened. “Fathima?”

      She snorted. “Took you long enough.”

      “Seriously? Was there any need for playing games?”

      He could almost picture her shrug as she replied, “What’re life’s bad situations if you cannot appreciate the fun in it?”

      Saleem grunted in reply.

      “Spoilsport.” Fathima’s voice rippled with amusement but when she spoke again she was serious. “I’ve been instructed to bring you to our city headquarters. What remains of the council is still the governing authority of Mithras and they wish their Crown Prince to be in attendance when they discuss the details of the plans to oust these outsiders and reinstate the true future king.”

      “Aargh, don’t tell me you’re still dead set on seeing me sitting on that damned throne?”

      “Not like we have much of a choice with Rizwan showing everyone with a pulse what a waste of space he is.”

      Saleem swallowed his laughter. His cousin Fathima—their mothers were sisters—had been his guide and mentor and babysitter for most of his growing years. That she was still the one trying to bail his ass out of trouble was an irony not lost on him.

      He took a breath. “So how do I attend this meeting and when is it taking place?”

      The wall beside the fireplace clicked softly and Saleem stiffened. “Come on your highness, let’s get you moving. We have to get you back here on time too so the faster we leave the faster we return.”

      “What? You’re not here to break me out?”

      “No. I wish we were but we simply cannot ignore the value of your position within the palace. Our commander wishes for you to fully understand the position we are all in. But I do understand that he wouldn’t force you to return. Not unless you are willing to come back.”

      “Sounds like a reasonable man. I like him already.”

      “Well, stock up on your likes because I’m not entirely certain you’re going to like him.”

      “What do you mean?” Saleem asked as Fathima slipped through the narrow opening of the door and strode over to the entrance to his room. “Nothing really. Just that he’s not the easiest person to handle.”

      Saleem raised his eyebrows, though he kept his mouth shut as she opened the door to the hall and stuck her head into the hallway. Seconds later, one of his guards entered the room, gave him a sober nod and bestowed upon Fathima a look of pure lust.

      Which she ignored as she instructed him to ensure Saleem had a space of at least four hours in which to meet with the rebels and return safely. The guard bowed and left the room, closing the door behind him.

      Fathima swiveled on her heel and met Saleem’s eyes and for the first time in months he spent a moment thinking of her. A classic djinn beauty is what they called her. Oval face, high cheekbones, an elegant though prominent nose, she was the picture of perfection, a woman in the army who looked like her was enough to unsettle even the most stubborn of the senior officers, both men and women alike.

      She studied his face for a second then, brushed past him on the way to the tunnel entrance. Without a word, Saleem followed.

      It had taken him years to learn, but he knew the woman well enough to know that she wouldn’t waste her time with him if he proved lax or incompetent.

      She used to threaten him often enough with castration, as often in fact that he’d purchased a groin-guard made of bronze in order to protect the family jewels in case she really did fulfill the threat.

      And with the memory of that threat, Saleem felt a sudden twinge in his groin.
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            Commander Who?

          

          Quarb District Rebel Safehouse, Kamsin

        

      

    

    
      Saleem followed his cousin through the tunnels beneath the palace, remaining silent. He didn’t care about being labeled antisocial at this point. He had good reasons for his silence.

      They exited the tunnels at a different location—on the opposite side of the palace from the wheelhouse. Saleem was familiar with this entrance as well, which deposited them inside a densely planted orange grove.

      The ancient orchard was so compact that Saleem had found it difficult to move fast through the trees as many of the trunks were so close together that he had to suck in his gut to slip through and he didn’t have much extra weight on him.

      Above them, the branches of the trees were weaved together so tightly that it was impossible to tell where one tree ended and the next began. The branches formed a thick canopy above his head and he was grateful for the privacy the natural ceiling gave them as they left the palace grounds and headed into the city.

      The safehouse Fathima led him to was one he’d chosen a few years ago and he felt a sense of homecoming as he entered the back door. Even more so, was the sense of belonging as other djinn, all sober-faced, greeted him as they passed, the recognition making him feel as though he’d finally returned to the home he’d missed.

      Still, even as he followed Fathima upstairs he still felt a little off-balance with the knowledge that it was very likely, if not definite that he’d be returning to the palace as a spy. He’d enjoyed a few moments already at the hands of Blake’s goons so he had no doubts that he’d be subjected to more, if not worse, as time went by.

      He entered a large room to his right and his heart stopped beating for a few precarious seconds as he stared at the tall man on the other side of the table. He’d had a few assumptions as to who would be running things but this particular man was the last person he’d expected to see.

      This particular man was supposed to be dead.

      Fathima stepped aside to allow Saleem to head to the table, the sound of the door closing confirming she’d left him alone with her commander.

      “Well.” Saleem wasn’t sure what to say. He cleared his throat and swallowed against a rise of emotion that included joy and anger. “Didn’t expect to see you here,” was all he managed.

      “Reports of my death have been greatly exaggerated,” the rebel commander said as he smiled sadly. “I’m truly sorry for the deception, Saleem. But it was necessary. Nobody knows. Not even our Shahbanu.”

      Saleem stiffened, unable to comprehend why his mother would not have been aware that the...commander...was still alive. “Necessary? Why?”

      “Division 7 is a far greater institution than one might imagine. Combine their desire to control the realms with Omega’s equal passion for domination over humanity and we have an entity with the potential of destroying all of the DarkWorld.”

      “But they set their sights on Mithras. Which of course was the responsibility of our...scientists.”

      The commander winced then straightened. “The past is unchangeable. The future is what is crucial here and if we don’t figure out a plan to get our realm and our tech back, there will be no future.”

      Saleem frowned. “No future? I feel like I’m missing something. Is there something else I should know?”

      The commander walked around the table and held out a hand. Without a word Saleem stepped to him and waited as the rebel’s leader placed his fingers at Saleem’s temples.

      The djinn had the power to share their experience with each other, and whether it was a memory transfer to the recipient or if the recipient is brought inside the mind of the owner of those memories, Saleem wasn’t sure.

      He relaxed and allowed the commander to share his memories and what Saleem witnessed—the factories, the civilians forced into working camps, the malnutrition and death-toll—was beyond anything he’d experienced first hand or from history.

      Saleem’s limbs failed to hold him when the commander released him from the vision, and he was more than glad when he felt the man’s arms go around him, support him, and prevent him from falling to the ground.

      Grief and horror filled him at the thought of what his people had suffered these past months while he’d been in Chicago, searching for his mother.

      But this ghost from his past was right. The past was unchangeable. The only thing worth doing was for Saleem to focus on the future. And if that future meant he’d be required to return to his prison, to submit to further torture at the hands of Ward and Blake, then he’d do it.

      Anything to free his people.

      Anything to hold Division 7 accountable.
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            Mindf*cked

          

        

      

    

    
      The hours had begun to drag by for Saleem and he found it somewhat amusing that his perception of the passage of time had changed so drastically. It was possible that the constant beatings and mindfucks he’d endured would have affected his mind by now, but he’d believed he was strong enough to resist thus far.

      Still, it appeared that he’d begun to lose his grip on reality over the space of half a day. Maybe that would explain the fits of fury he’d experienced, a wild frenzied madness in which he’d felt the desire to scream, to convulse his body and to lash out at anyone, even his guards despite the knowledge that he’d have his due punishment doled out with cold efficiency.

      He’d been in one of those fury-frenzies while Ward had been attending to him. Blake had had the misfortune to enter the cell in order to verify if Saleem was ready.

      Ready for what, Saleem was as yet uninformed.

      But something must have gone wrong with whatever the fucking MindMelder was attempting to do to Saleem because, one moment he’d felt as though burning ice was ripping his brain apart, and the next he was growling like a feral dog.

      Both Ward and Blake had stepped back, startled at Saleem’s behavior. And then Ward had smiled, his expression smug as he glanced over at Blake and nodded. “He is ready,” the mage had said.

      “Ready for what?” Saleem snapped, taking in deep sharp breaths. But neither man paid him any attention, both leaving the cell together and taking the guards with them. For the first time, he was alone in the darkness of the cold stone cell, and for the first time he was desperate for company, desperate for them to return.

      Was he losing his mind at last? Had they finally broken him?

      Saleem blinked and shook his head. No. He would not allow that. He would not give them the satisfaction.

      Saleem vowed that he’d find a way out.
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            Power in the Living

          

        

      

    

    
      When Saleem had met the man who commanded the armies of the rebellion, his father had been the last person he’d expected to meet. And now, even as he absorbed the reality of having his hero back, Saleem’s focus was redirected to Fathima’s eyes.

      For whatever reason, neither his back-from-the-dead parent, nor his cousin felt the need to clarify what they intended for him to see. It all felt mysterious and dramatic—though not at all in a good way. Saleem was certain he could do without this type of suspense.

      “We need to go to Kenitra so you can see what we mean. This is something one needs to see with one’s own eyes.”

      Saleem shook his head though what he really wanted to do was roll his eyes. He knew though, if he should act so nonchalant, his cousin would give him hell. Whatever she wanted him to see intertwined with her emotions, and the swell of despair he’d seen reflected in her dark eyes told him that being facetious or playful right now was a bad move. Fathima wasn’t a woman easily troubled, easily distracted by minor things. Which was probably the reason that Saleem was already approaching the visit to Kenitra with trepidation.

      He nodded now. “Okay, I can see this is something that is troublesome. I’ll behave, even though I want to shake you until you tell me in words. And don’t worry, I already know this isn’t the kind of surprise I’m going to like.”

      The look on his cousin’s face was enough. Saleem gave her a nod and fell silent. At last she sighed and said, “We need to move with care. We’re still a little worried that the mage Division 7 has working for them is talented enough to detect our movements in the ether.”

      Saleem shook his head. “I’m not so sure she is. I thought at one point that maybe she was but now that some time has passed I don’t think so.”

      “When did you think she detected you?” Fathima cut in, her tone sharp now and Saleem knew she was getting unnecessarily worked up.

      He waved a hand at her. “Don’t worry. It was a while ago now when Mel came to visit . There was a strange fluctuation in energy and Mel and I were both ripped away from each other. I thought it was the mage using her power to throw Mel out of the ether but after a while I figured that wasn’t the case. Or rather if she did throw Mel out, she probably didn’t do it intentionally.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “The magic wasn’t…honed. I’m not sure how to say it but it’s as though she was throwing everything into the pot in the hope that she makes something that works. And she did succeed but I hardly think she’d learn much if she’s not aware at all of what she achieved.”

      “She didn’t leave a consciousness trail?”

      Saleem shook his head. “I looked. But there was nothing.”

      Fathima pursed her lips, then sighed and gave a sharp jerk of her head. “Right, let’s table that for a bit. We need to get to Kenitra so you know what we’re up against. I’m using a kelan to hide my trail but you will be fine.”

      Saleem found it hard to breathe as he and his cousin transitioned through the ether to Kenitra. In ancient times, the desert city had once been the capital of a thriving empire. As time had slid by, rivers changed tributaries and weather patterns reset themselves and the city had wallowed in a half-life, remembering a glorious past while enjoying a measure of self-pity which most of Mithras only sustained with a steady stream of both tourism and the trade for illicit artifacts.

      A century or so ago, Kenitra had begun to flourish as the rivers adjusted their paths again and began to feed pastures and fields, increasing crop production and encouraging populations to relocate into the city. But despite the influx of people seeking a new life, the city itself hadn’t expanded much more than its original size.

      Saleem had followed Fathima’s jump signature and was right on her heels when she materialized inside a shadowed space.

      They were standing on a catwalk that ran along the four walls of a large rectangular factory floor. The place was dark, though lights glimmered in unusual patterns that Saleem had not yet been able to make sense of.

      Fathima stood in silence beside him, no doubt allowing him time to get a better sense of the building within which they’d arrived.

      And slowly he began to understand what he’d been brought here to see. Below them were long lines of triple-story-high cylinders similar to winery vats. From the catwalk they resembled gigantic bullets, all lined up neatly, ready to fill waiting weapons.

      And that description wasn’t at all far from reality.

      The exteriors of the silvery vats were covered with shadowy spots, hundreds of them in what appeared to be a pattern. At first Saleem assumed they were hatches of some sort. Or perhaps ports for wires or piping. But as he focused on each spot in turn, he found his blood turning to ice.

      Without a word, Saleem turned his head to meet his cousin’s eyes. Her expression was filled with grief and fury and he knew she understood exactly how he felt about his people. She always had the people in her first thoughts, unlike Riz who put himself first.

      “I’m sorry little brother. I wanted to soften the blow but your father believed it best you accept the horror unprepared. In much the same way as we have all done on discovering this…” Fathima was at a loss for words, in the end falling silent and waving a hand at the scene below them.

      From here the copper wiring connecting each person shimmered almost magically and the ethereal feel only made a mockery of the plight of his people.

      And even though his first instinct was to rush down there and free them all, he knew that wouldn’t be the most strategic of moves.

      Saleem let out a slow breath. “I see they have adapted my father’s original plan?” he muttered almost to himself. Saleem had kept his father’s secrets close to his chest and though his mother had kept her secrets in cahoots with Mel, he was pretty sure the queen had no idea whatsoever that Saleem had been privy with much of his father’s planning specifications.

      It had been an almost unsaid thing, an extension to the previous arrangement to work on the tunnels. Saleem had proven himself on more than one occasion and had earned his place at his father’s side. Perhaps he ought to have obeyed and gone off to study engineering at some EarthWorld institution. But things hadn’t gone as planned and his father had died—or so he’d believed—and his mother had been taken.

      And now Saleem was staring probably at the very reason for his parents’ individual predicaments.

      Fathima nodded slowly, her face a collection of lines and shadows. Her cheekbones contrasted so starkly with the rest of her face that she almost looked skeletal. And Saleem hoped it was not a premonition. “They honed in the most efficient method of extracting power.”

      “I see where all the people have disappeared to.”

      “Where does Riz believe they’ve gone?”

      “He thinks they’ve abandoned the city to find work elsewhere.”

      “And he’s never asked why? Never thought to question what happened to all his guards and the royal staff?”

      Saleem shook his head. “Riz is…controlled, for want of a better word. I’m certain he’s been worked over by Ward. The kid’s got a few memory blanks, not to mention a few memories that just don’t compute.”

      Fathima gave Saleem a strange look out of the side of her eye but she didn’t reply. Instead she said, “What you see here is a very much perfected system.”

      “Perfected as in they’ve experimented with our people?”

      Fathima nodded though she refused to meet his eyes as she said, “Collateral damage.”

      The two words made Saleem feel ill. He swallowed hard. “How many?”

      “To date? Four hundred and thirty-two. There have been no fatalities in the last six months. For which we are thankful every day.”

      “I take it they now choose with individual strength in mind?”

      “Yes. And they understand now that the subjects need time to regenerate. They set them on rotation, and are using ration coupons to keep them returning. They also hold their families captive.”

      Saleem twisted his lips in disgust. “And nobody has attempted to end this? He hasn’t done anything to eliminate this factory?”

      “You mean all the factories.”

      Saleem felt a little light-headed at the mention of more than one of these horrific energy stations. “How many?” he asked hoarsely.

      “Seven cities so far. And it’s not as easy as you think to attack the plants. We have way too many people hooked up to these power storage cells. We could turn their brains to mush if we are reckless.”

      “And you’re going with a synchronized plan to prevent them from being able to regather their forces and track everyone down?”

      “Exactly. You’re smarter than you look.”

      “Not really. I’m just my father’s son.”
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            Message in the Ether

          

        

      

    

    
      Saleem blinked as the sound of Mel’s voice drifted into his mind.

      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.

      He wasn’t sure what to think about the voice, though the emotion that accompanied the words was enough to draw tears to his eyes. Either Mel didn’t know exactly how the ethereal message system worked or she’d intended to have him drown within a whirling maelstrom of her emotions. He’d felt her love and devotion so deep within his soul that he was sure he’d never need to hear her utter words of love out loud. He’d seen what lay within her heart already and that was the purest way to convey what was in her heart. Only thing was, he hoped she knew what she was doing, otherwise she’d unwitting revealed to him the depth of her feelings when she really hadn’t been ready to do so.

      Saleem sighed. He’d have to tuck away the impact and the emotional content of the message and focus on the message she’d intended to send. Mel and the team were struggling to find maps to Kamsin. That in itself was a confusing statement because Saleem knew that Sentinel and Omega both possessed plans to the three main cities within the largest continent in Mithras.

      The seven main cities of the remaining two continents were large enough to warrant detailed information but none were close enough to a portal that would allow reasonably easy access. The older portals to Kamsin had proven a difficult enough journey that inter-realm traffic had never been an inviting prospect, not unless you were a jumper.

      So the paranormal agencies based in the Earth-Realm had relegated the cities of the Nimitz and the Agraz continents to the too hard basket and had focused instead on the capital of Kamsin which was also the seat of the Royal House of Xsyarsa.

      Saleem had believed that to be a lazy choice but he’d devised not to speak up on the subject. Why point out that they would be opening themselves to danger should they ever decide to invade Mithras. Sure the councils across all of the DarkWorld had signed numerous treaties over the years that bound them all to peace and would attempt to maintain the sanctity of the realms’ borders across the DarkWorld.

      But, upholding a law that prevented invasions and theft of land didn’t stop government agencies and corporations from ensuring they obtained sufficient information just in case.

      Saleem smiled. In this particular case it appeared that Mel was butting heads with an agency who refused to share the information which could be potentially damaging to their reputation should it ever be revealed that the contents of their files contravened the treaties they’d signed and were meant to uphold.

      Mel and the team wouldn’t really need the maps considering the rebel army knew their way around the place and had their well-laid plans already in place. But if Mel and Logan and the rest of the team felt more secure with those plans in hand—which Saleem knew Logan would be insisting on—then he would give them the details.

      Mithras needed Mel and the team. More than even Saleem could express. And he’d do what he needed to ensure they were stressed as little as possible.
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        * * *

      

      Saleem relayed Mel’s request to Fathima although his cousin appeared to be more interested in how exactly the tracker had learned to leave such a message in the ether in the first place.

      “Fathima, can you just focus?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Please. You’re not going to find anyone more focused than I am right now.”

      “Yes, I’m aware. Focused on the wrong thing though. Which is a problem.”

      She sighed deeply. “Very well. I will obtain the necessary maps your EarthWorld team requires although I hardly see the point. They will have an escort when they get here so intimate knowledge of the city isn’t all that necessary.”

      “I know Mel and I know Logan. Both of them will want to go in eyes open which means they would need to see all possible scenarios. If things fall apart Logan would want to have already had an escape plan mapped out. Which means I have to do whatever I can to ensure they come as well armed as possible. I do not want them to be in any more danger than is really necessary.”

      Fathima nodded, her expression sober now. “Fine. I’ll table my curiosity for now. But don’t think I’ll forget. We need to figure this out.”

      Saleem shook his head as Fathima took her leave. He was pretty certain that she’d obtain the necessary paperwork for him as soon as she was able. And right now he was very glad to have discovered the existence of the rebel army.
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            Astral Date

          

        

      

    

    
      Saleem stood before the flaming hearth, watching the sheets of paper curl from the heat then slowly turn black in places. Soon the fire was eating holes in the papers, gouging out the evidence, obliterating any proof that he was up to something, that he possessed information that his brother, the puppet king, did not.

      His body ached in places still tender and bearing the injuries inflicted upon him by the MindMelder and his goons. His clothing was stained red with his blood and fabric ripped during many an altercation with his persecutors.

      Fathima had come through for Saleem, providing him with the little leather notebook filled with information that would help Mel. But he knew, just as much as his cousin did, that Mel’s presence in Mithras was only as important as her tracking skills were. Her knowledge of the ether and her ability to locate people using the astral plane, were skills the djinn rebels needed.

      It seemed ironic that a race fully capable of traveling the astral plane under their own steam, would need the help of a human mage in order to take back their kingdom. And those lies too would come back to haunt Saleem, of that he was certain.

      The warmth of the fire had soaked almost into Saleem’s bones, making him restless and overheated. He left the hearth and found himself pacing a strip of carpet, his mind drifting to easier times when his parents were both where they belonged, in the palace, in their home. The nostalgia quickly morphed into a coiled fury, an impotence that simply fueled his anger and Saleem ran his hands through his hair, throwing it into disarray.

      And then he sensed a change in the ether around his room, sensing a fluctuation in the energy of the barrier between the planes which confirmed that someone or something had come into contact with it. And though this potential intruder was uninvited, she was far from unwelcome.

      “Hey you.” Saleem looked up at the spot where he’d sensed the shifting energies and smiled.

      “Hey you,” Mel replied in a whisper, her spirit still remaining within the ethereal plane.

      Saleem shifted his consciousness, transitioning to the ether to join Mel. It was the safest way rather than have her move into the physical plane which was far more of a risk to her.

      He just had to hope he wouldn’t be detected in case Blake and his cohorts had measures in place to police traffic within the astral planes. Even so, Saleem’s previous movements within the ether when Mel had visited, hadn’t raised any suspicions, or at least, not that he knew of. He was pretty sure Blake wouldn’t have passed up the opportunity to pummel his face had they at all suspected Saleem of moving beyond the Veil—which would pose a security risk for the occupiers of course.

      Mel floated in the either, her smile like a glowing flame, with Saleem’s heart the moth with no choice other than to move to her. But this flame did not engulf him, did not consume him. Instead it fed him with life, as though her very essence healed him from within.

      After a few precious seconds in which Saleem forgot the pain and the betrayal, Mel straightened to look up at him, eyes searching his face. “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.” The question was casual enough, though Saleem wasn’t blind to the worry in the tracker’s eyes.

      He attempted a casual smile, but he knew it would be strained. The beatings and whatever the MindMage was attempting to do to Saleem’s mind was taking its toll. But he had no intention of worrying Mel.

      She had enough on her mind.

      With a soft sigh, he replied, “I’m no better than I was the last time we spoke.” As he spoke, guilt hit him as he remembered the lies he’d told her. And he was wary now, wondering if she’d be furious with him.

      Lies tended to rip people apart.

      Mel threw her hands in the air, her expression filled with warmth as she surrendered. “How the heck am I supposed to be pissed off at you when you look at me like that?”

      The question drew a smile from Saleem. Mel always knew how to make him laugh. “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,” she shot back, hitting his arm. “That won’t work every time you try it. I’m onto you.”

      Saleem smiled again, relaxing now for the first time in a long while. Being with Mel was offering him precious seconds filled with escape, and with regeneration—both mind and body—which he sorely needed.

      Though Mel appeared to be giving him time, as though she weren’t in a hurry, which he knew couldn’t be true. They couldn’t afford to let their guard down, not when danger lurked everywhere around Mithras.

      With a sigh that probably broadcasted his frustration, he said, “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?” Worry and fear clouded Mel’s eyes. “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,” her reply was soft. “Things have been happening fast here. Who are these rebel guys?”

      And though he could tell she wasn’t sure whether to believe his claim about the rebels popping up seemingly out of nowhere to offer their help, he didn’t let on.

      Saleem huffed out a breath and replied, “Secret group of military types—ex-army and navy—who banded together through a 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 having a hard time appearing facetious. The topic was far from a joking matter but he didn’t want to worry Mel. Not unless he had to. And the rebel army had way too many layers of secrets. Secrets Saleem himself had to perpetuate. Until it was safe, of course.

      “You really believe you can trust them?”

      Saleem paused, hoping Mel took his response seriously. He could already see the doubt in her eyes. “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?” Mel asked. “That would be helpful in the whole busting-you-out-of-captivity thing.” Her eyebrows rose as though he was taking his own time answering and she was getting impatient. He knew the feeling.

      With a brief roll of his eyes, he replied, “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?” Mel’s scowl was endearing, and reminded him she meant business. “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?”

      He pursed his lips. “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.”

      They fell into a few moments of silence in which Saleem prayed they’d have more time together, even though he knew otherwise. Blake’s men would soon be coming for him.
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      And then, Mel’s eyes narrowed, and Saleem knew what she was going to say even before she spoke. “So, you knew the entire time that I was talking to your mother?” Her tone was accusatory, and slightly hurt. And Saleem felt like a piece of shit. Again. “I guess it must have provided you with some amusement.”

      Her words cut deep, deeper than his own guilt. Shaking his head to refute her words, he tried to smile, though he knew the extent of his guilt which was more than what Mel thought she knew. “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.”

      Still, he found it odd that just before Mel replied, she looked about as guilty as he felt. “Yeah, I fell for that one hook, line, and sinker. Not sure who I should be madder with, you or your mother.”

      And then he understood why.

      His mother and her games. He really wished the woman hadn’t decided to play these games with Mel. The tracker would find out eventually and he’d have to explain his mother’s actions.

      Or maybe he wouldn’t and he’d just let Mother Dearest make her own excuses.

      Saleem nodded slowly, knowing he had to think about what he was saying. He wasn’t the type of guy to fob off blame onto a woman. He owned his mistakes and he’d made the mistake of lying to Mel. Only problem was, this wasn’t the time to divulge the truth to her and he had to hope she’d understand when he did come clean. So he said, “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.”

      She tipped her head and scanned his face for a moment. He was certain she’d see how he felt, that he was sorry. But that was as far as he dared to go right now. And when Mel’s eyes cleared he wanted to sigh with relief. This was a woman he wasn’t about to let go of easily. She was honest and forthright, loyal to a fault.

      And he wasn’t at all surprised when she smiled and said, “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.”

      Saleem’s spine stiffened. “Options?” What did she mean by options? Had he misunderstood the emotions he’d seen in her eyes? Was she thinking of calling it quits?

      But then she laughed, eyes sparkling though somewhat apologetic. “Hold your fire, djinn. Options as in how we will go about making it up to each other.” She was shaking her head in time with Saleem’s own rueful movements. “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.”

      Emotions filled the ether, seeping from both Saleem and Mel. A dangerous manifestation as the fluctuation in energy could alert a talented mage or a skilled djinn.

      And Saleem couldn’t risk them being detected even if he really wanted this moment to last forever. He watched her sadly, his senses on the approach of the guards outside his suites.

      “What’s wrong?” Mel asked softly.

      Saleem took a slow breath. “We need to get you going. It’s dangerous here now, for anyone trying to gain unauthorized access.” Then he studied her face again and let out a low grunt. “I need you to promise me something,” he said, the urgency of it filling him with fear, though he held himself in check.

      “What’s that?” Mel’s eyebrow curved in question.

      “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…”

      Fear and impatience were powerful enough incentives and Saleem felt an icy determination rise within him, one also fueled by anger. And no doubt his eyes had converted the depth of those emotions to Mel who now simply watched him in wary silence.

      Relieved, Saleem gave a quick nod. “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?” Mel stiffened, skin going pale. “Saleem, you need to at least give me more information.”

      Aware now that time was running out, what with Blake’s goons so close, Saleem cocked a chin at the book on the table behind him. Mel hesitated and Saleem had to force himself to refrain from sounding impatient with her. None of this was her fault. He breathed slowly and said, “Take it. There’s a whole bunch of information in there that I’m pretty sure will come in handy.”

      “You wouldn’t by any chance happen to have a map of the city lying around?” Mel asked, her hesitation clear. She was unsure if he’d received her message and he wasn’t surprised. The nature of the communication had been glaringly inexperienced and he had to guess she hadn’t done anything like that before. “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 gave a dry snort. “Well, you won’t find maps. Not unless you piece together bits of paper stolen from various places and people.”

      Eyebrow curving, Mel replied, “Been there, done that, got the tee shirt.”

      “Don’t worry,” Saleem replied, smiling. “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.”

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

      Saleem was about to respond but something began to change, to shift between the two of them. He knew what it could be. The witch had no doubt learned more of how to manipulate the ether. He’d believed she wasn’t as talented as Mel but it appeared as though she was a quick study.

      She wasn’t as skilled at Mel, that much was clear, but she was strong. Which was the reason the ether now sparked with uncontrolled power. Thankfully, the energy was merely being directed willy will, likely racing through the ether around Mithras like a rampant tsunami. The mage had little idea that Mel was there, for which Saleem was grateful.

      Now he had to get Mel out of there fast. He glanced deliberately at the leather bound book, his spine stiff, hoping he’d conveyed the urgency well enough without using words.

      Mel appeared to understand as she shimmered into solidity and grabbed the book before returning to the ether seconds later.

      And then without warning, electricity sparked around them, a blast so powerful, Saleem had to wonder if he’d underestimated the mage.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            16

          

          

      

    

    







            Stone Cell

          

        

      

    

    
      Mel’s visit had given Saleem hope. He’d begun to believe that after the last disaster, she’d be either unable or unwilling to make the effort. Either way, he would not have blamed her.

      He hadn’t realized how much he’d missed her, how much just the mere sight of her calmed him and filled him with purpose, with the belief that he couldn’t give in to the pain, couldn’t allow himself to break.

      But when he’d seen her materialize in the ether, when he’d felt her warmth, he’d understood that what he felt for her was more than a passing fling, more than just a temporary port in the storm.

      Her eyes had been filled with strength and purpose and in just that one visit, she’d filled him up enough that he knew he’d be strong enough to last weeks more of whatever Ward could throw at him.

      But, when their communication had been cut off, Saleem had worried about how Mel would react. He’d kept the conversation going even when the guards had entered his suites, determined to ensure she wasn’t alarmed.

      Saleem had expected their arrival as it had become part of his daily routine. But he hadn’t wanted to alert her that he was in any form of danger. The woman had a heart of gold and Saleem couldn’t trust that she wouldn’t throw caution to the wind and try to help him, thereby endangering herself in the process. Not to mention endangering the mission.

      He’d ensured that she would grab hold of the notebook before the guards arrived to take him and he’d continued their conversation beyond that. He tried to prolong their conversation as long as possible, knowing full well that they would eventually be cut-off from each other as soon as he entered the dungeons.

      Though Saleem knew it would be traumatic for her—that sudden loss of contact with him—all he wanted to do was to keep some form of live contact with her for as long as he was able.

      It was a risky move, especially considering Mel was the type of person who would go running into a burning building in order to save someone. And if she had believed he was in trouble or in danger, it was likely she would’ve done something to help him, regardless if she ended up in trouble as well.

      And he couldn’t afford that—nobody in his city could afford losing Mel. He had to remember the next time he spoke to her.

      If there was a next time.

      From the looks of it, this particular trip to the dungeons was beginning to look like a one-way deal. After hours of torture, which had been nothing out of the ordinary, Saleem had passed out.

      He’d awakened to find the cell silent, a good sign that it was past midnight. He suspected he’d be kept within the stone cell overnight, far longer than any of his previous visits. The daily trips had begun a few days ago and had become a regular appointment, almost as though Ward had his men on a timetable, though he’d never been incarcerated within the cell for this long before.

      And because Saleem had known they were coming, had expected the sessions, he had been able to steel himself against the pain. But being chained to the wall overnight was out of the ordinary, to say the least.

      And Saleem felt the pit of his stomach tighten. Was his brother aware of what was happening to him? Was his torture sanctioned by Rizwan? Saleem wasn’t certain, as his discussions with Riz had made it clear Division 7 controlled where he went. It was more than likely that Riz wouldn’t have left the palace unless supervised—Division 7 wouldn’t risk Rizwan questioning their actions.

      He supposed the need to find an excuse for Rizwan’s behavior had more to do with their parents than he’d realized. Finding excuses was more to protect Saleem’s image of them, because should he allow himself to accept that his brother was willingly part of the captivity and torture Saleem had endured, then in that same breath he would be accusing his parents of having raised a son capable of such terrible things.

      Still, if Saleem had to consider it in all seriousness, he’d have to admit his parents were partly responsible for some of their younger son’s inadequacies. Nor had their mother remained silent on the matter either. Perhaps her greatest mistake was to compare between her sons’ achievements or lack thereof, to encourage Rizwan to be more like his older brother. Perhaps, in the utterance of those words, his mother has fostered a hatred within her young son’s heart.

      And then, Saleem’s thoughts drifted to his father, a man whom he had refused to think about for the last two years, having blamed him for leaving and never coming back. His mother had never explained the circumstances of the king’s death. In the months after, Saleem recalled the queen explaining to him that one day he would learn the truth, and only then would he understand.

      It had all seemed so extremely cryptic at the time, especially when he’d been wrapped in a haze of his own grief. For months, he’d truly believed he wouldn’t be able to continue without his father’s guidance and love.

      And yet he had, in the end, made it through the darkest paths of his grief, coming out on the other side a stronger person, though one with a darker identity he hadn’t expected. Perhaps his anger had festered there, right beside his grief, long enough to take a permanent hold on him.

      His brother, on the other hand, had never appeared as affected by the death of their father as Saleem had. Rizwan’s lack of grief had been apparent to more than just his brother and his mother, although Aisha had tried her level best to hide how unaffected her younger son was at the loss of his father.

      It was seen as unseemly.

      The djinn, as a race, were a passionate people who did everything while plumbing the depths of all their emotions, so it was not unsurprising that the people of the realm had voiced their displeasure at what they viewed as a terrible offense.

      And now, it was that very unloving son who ruled their land. Had the people risen up against Riz’s rule when he’d first taken it on? Which was far more likely than them sitting back and accepting his coronation without question. And the unhappiness of his people would be another reason his brother would still be simmering with anger.

      What had Riz thought when he’d first seen Saleem on his arrival?

      Had he experienced any kind of sibling joy at the return of his big brother? Or had his heart simply hardened when reminded of an entire life spent trying to beat his older brother, where no matter how hard he’d tried, he had failed at every attempt.

      A slow smile pulled at Saleem’s lips, a little lopsided given the now-mangled nature of the right half of his face—a result of Ward’s goons a few hours ago. His smile grew wider and he lifted his head, then spat a crimson glob onto the stone floor, part mucus, part saliva, and mostly blood.

      These men had seen far too much of Saleem’s blood for his liking. His head lolled and he was smirking—he knew this only because pain flared along his lips where the tautened skin had torn open the half-healed scabs on his busted lips. Sobering now, Saleem quashed the smile quickly, but his reflexes had been too slow.

      The guard, Mogrand was his name, was so filled with a deep passion to fulfill his duty to King Rizwan, Division 7, and Agent Blake, that he kept his eyes peeled, his ears on alert, for the most minute of movements from his captive. The man’s blows contained the full force of his six-foot-four half-ton frame, and his words left Saleem in no doubt as to where the once-future king stood in the hearts and minds of those of his people who’d chosen his brother’s side—a people who had once adored Saleem, who had demanded he take the throne when he’d once admitted that ruler wasn’t something he’d aspired to be.

      The air in the room thickened as Mogrand growled something low and nasty beneath his breath—in the Mithrasian tongue, which made the djinn guard’s curses feel infinitely worse—before Saleem received a second iron-fisted blow to the jaw, this time both hearing and feeling the bone crack.

      Pain seared into Saleem’s mind and body as bone, so recently knitted, shattered again, and he had to wonder—for the briefest of seconds—if he should even bother with his attempts at healing.

      If he allowed himself to lie there, broken and weak, sprawled upon the cold, damp stone stained with human waste—which included the blood he spilled almost incessantly—his tormentors might move on to some other thing that would provide amusement.

      Those words hold an air of cowardice to them, a voice said in his mind, a voice that tugged at his heart every time he heard it echo in the darkest moments of the night.

      Saleem relaxed his muscles—let the fucker think Saleem had passed out for now. It wasn’t the coward’s way out though, because Saleem was smart enough to know when to pull back and regroup, re-energize. Not that either of these buffoons had figured out his strategy.

      Now, as the man retreated to his post on one side of the cell door, Saleem mentally retraced his steps, finding himself studying every movement he’d made since he’d arrived in Mithras.

      Where exactly had he gone wrong?
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      Saleem had been pacing the floor of his suite, waiting for the moment when Fathima and her rebels, and hopefully Mel and his friends, would storm the palace and get his sorry ass out of captivity.

      But instead of the commotion of a sudden invasion, Saleem felt a dull pulsing deep within his gut. He frowned, staring around the room, half expecting guards to storm inside his suite.

      Silence reigned instead.

      And then he felt beneath his feet, a rumbling that filtered up through to him from the deepest foundations of the palace. Something had happened inside the tunnels, and Saleem was near certain that whatever it had been would have derailed all the plans made by the rebellion and his...their commander.

      And he decided he wasn’t about to sit around and wait for something to happen. The rebels would definitely not be coming now, so it was up to Saleem to find a way out.

      A one-man coup was entirely possible.

      Maybe.

      Rolling back his shoulders, Saleem shifted into the ether and left the relative safety of his suites, hurrying out into the hallway. His guards were nowhere to be seen, which meant they’d likely been called away to attend to whatever had just exploded inside the palace.

      Saleem ventured further within the family wing in the hopes that perhaps he’d locate Riz and convince him to leave. Surely his brother would understand the importance of preserving his realm when he himself was faced with possible death.

      Because after what Saleem had seen through the commander’s eyes, he had little hope that Division 7 would leave Mithras. Not as long as the djinn people were supplying the EarthWorld with free power.

      But Saleem didn’t find Riz. Instead, he ended up almost barging into a conversation between Blake, Ward, and the witch. The woman was powerful, that was for sure, but he’d only seen her in passing, mere glimpses of her cloaked form.

      Now, he hovered in the ether, protected from view by his magic, and eavesdropped on the conversation in what used to be his parents’ throne room.

      “What the hell did you just do?” yelled Blake, his face a study in purple.

      The witch waved a hand, fingernails dark with reddish-brown gunk. “A dead rebel and a thwarted storming of the castle? You should be thanking me,” she replied, her tone cool.

      And Saleem felt a low tingling at the sound of her voice. Not that he knew her—he’d have recognized her if he’d met her before—but rather a sense of familiarity that he was unable to label.

      “Thanking you? You’ve just scattered them all. They’ll be back in their hiding places now.”

      “Better that than for them to continue sabotaging our production sites,” said another woman who had just entered the throne room. Tall and distinguished, midnight hair twisted into a knot on the top of her head, Saleem recognized her instantly—from television podcasts, newspaper articles and twice from having had to work with her on special ops.

      Commandant Roberta Kevlo, senior military official in the Army of the United Nations.

      So the entire overtaking of Mithras was far more organized than Saleem, or even the rebellion, knew. Or perhaps they did know but hadn’t seen it necessary to inform their captive prince? There were far too many reasons to not trust each other so he wasn’t at all sure he blamed them.

      Blake turned to face Kevlo, who stalked stiffly to the long marble table and said, “All of our production plants were hit simultaneously. Explosives set in strategic locations to allow easy infiltration and speedy evac of all supply assets.”

      Saleem wanted to laugh. Supply assets? Supply assets!?

      His people, living breathing mothers and fathers and children were reduced to mere fucking supply assets to these people? When did they lose their humanity, their decency?

      He swallowed his fury and listened as Blake replied, “Thank you Commandant. How bad is it?”

      “One hundred percent outage. We’re attempting to locate the assets but it appears they know their land better than we do. We will need to tap the current informants in case they have intel that would assist.” Kevlo glanced over at Ward and then at the mage whose face was now partially visible beneath her hood.

      Ward nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll contact my current assets immediately.”

      And Saleem realized in that moment that Ward and Blake were not the top of the food chain. They were here in Mithras, able to throw their weights around, but they answered to someone else—through Kevlo.

      Interesting.

      Saleem took a breath and was about to move out of the throne room when he felt a strange pulsing within his mind, almost as though someone had tugged on a string attached to his thoughts.

      He waited a moment to see if it would happen again and when he got nothing, he decided it was time to go in search of his brother.
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      It didn’t take Saleem long to find Rizwan, his brother always preferred to hang around in the family library, the palace library or his bedroom. Saleem, whose own love of books had fueled his passion for his realm and its people, had always wondered what his brother had learned in the books he’d read because it certainly hadn’t appeared Riz had absorbed anything of value.

      Saleem watched his brother—who was seated at an easel near the doors to the balcony—reach for a paintbrush and dip it into a pot of navy blue paint. With the coast clear, Saleem materialized outside Riz’s room and entered without knocking.

      Rizwan startled, glaring up at the uninvited visitor, his face going darker as he recognized Saleem. He scowled then, but didn’t say anything as his brother walked over to him.

      Saleem was trying his hardest to maintain an air of casual calm, and came to a stop in front of the easel. His little brother was painting a scene from one of the manufacturing sites, dark colors and reds blending with sharp whites and golds. All in all, he’d managed to hit the horror, drama, and darkness of what Saleem had seen first hand—or almost first hand.

      Had Rizwan been shown the sites and felt nothing? Or had he been instrumental in setting them up?

      Saleem forced himself to nod and frown, as though he were seriously studying the art. “This is good. A bit on the darker side though, brother.” He clapped Rizwan on the shoulder, and felt his brother flinch at the impact.

      Riz shrugged. “Just something that came to me in a dream.” To Saleem’s surprise his brother’s words sounded like the bare truth.

      But he had to question his own judgment considering he’d been wrong so many times. So instead, he chuckled. “Some macabre dreams you’re having there, Riz. You’re going to get me worried with that imagination of yours.”

      Rizwan turned his dark eyes to Saleem, glaring at him as though he were about to yell out something savage. But he just dropped his paintbrush on the table, ignoring the splattering of blue paint on the carpet and on his shoes.

      “What do you want? You can see I’m busy. Don’t you have an appointment with Ward or something?” he asked, juvenile spite filling his voice.

      Saleem stiffened but then forced himself to relax. “He’s got other things to tend to. Are you not aware of what just happened?”

      “What?” snapped Riz as he walked over to the sideboard to pour himself a drink from one of a row of crystal decanters.

      “There was an explosion somewhere in the palace.” Saleem took care with his words, aware that he wasn’t supposed to be privy to the details.

      “An explosion?” Rizwan frowned, his drink an inch from his lips. “Where?”

      “If I knew I’d tell you. All I know is the guards are scattered and everything’s in upheaval. But maybe we take this chance while they’re all distracted?”

      Rizwan laughed at that. Then he shook his head, eyes flashing with something—anger, hate? Then he knocked back his drink, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and set his glass on the sideboard behind him.

      “You’re really naïve for someone who was pegged to be the next king of Mithras.”

      Saleem sighed. “Look, if you want a kingdom to rule over, we have to do something to save Mithras from Blake and his goons. We leave him to keep going with whatever he’s doing, then there won’t be a realm left to be a king of. I’m pretty sure you don’t want that.”

      Rizwan’s eyes narrowed. He spent a few moments as though seriously contemplating Saleem’s words. Then he reached into his pocket and withdrew what looked like a miniature walkie-talkie. His movements were so quick that Saleem didn’t register what he was doing until Riz had already called for the guards.

      And in that moment, staring at the cold, emotionless face of his baby brother, Saleem realized the kid was a lost cause.

      Division 7 owned him right down to the darkest shreds of his pathetic soul.
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      Saleem was staring at Rizwan in disappointment when he spotted the movement out of the corner of his eye—something small and fast flying at his head.

      He raised his hand, calling his fire to his palm in the hopes of deflecting whatever had been thrown in his direction. He swore under his breath as a heavy metal statue hit him in the middle of his abdomen, knocking the breath out of him.

      Rizwan was now nowhere to be seen—not that Saleem was at all surprised. Agent Blake—or Nevins, or whatever his name was—stood a few feet away from Saleem, a smirk on his face.

      The blow had sent Saleem reeling back and he stumbled, furious that he’d been bested by an air mage who possessed only a modicum of supernatural power.

      All Saleem had to do was throw something hard in his direction in order to knock him out and if history repeated itself, the guy would run off like the coward he had been at the Cierco battle.

      Still furious, Saleem rolled over and boosted himself back onto his feet, his palms filled with fire ready to incinerate his opponent.

      An opponent who was now nowhere to be found.

      Saleem scanned the room, finding it hard to believe that the man had managed to escape without having seen him leave. For a moment, he wondered if perhaps the air mage possessed additional supernatural powers, maybe like turning himself invisible.

      Then Blake appeared, delivered a second blow to Saleem’s temple while also driving a short Damascus dagger deep into his shoulder, before disappearing again.

      Saleem swore under his breath as he dragged the dagger from his shoulder, ignoring the pain, then using it to fuel his determination. He’d been dense in forgetting that he could jump, and that he could see Blake in the ether, a place that an air mage would not have the skill to enter.

      Saleem adjusted his senses and spotted Blake almost instantly. And understood how the man had disappeared. Somehow, the agent had managed to use his air mage skills to create a refractive shield around himself, an invisibility cloak that had come in handy when hiding from Saleem.

      But he’d lost his edge now that Saleem had turned his brain on.

      Saleem straightened, tossing the dagger from one hand to the other as he pivoted on his heel, following the movements of the air mage who began to slowly circle him.

      Smiling to himself, Saleem waited until Blake surged forward in order to land another blow—this time with a second short dagger. But he didn’t get the chance.

      Just as he removed his invisibility shield and surprised Saleem—or so he thought—Saleem shifted to the left and slammed the Damascus blade deep into Blake’s back, too high for the man to remove himself.

      A ripple of satisfaction ran through Saleem’s mind and he stilled, surprised that he’d take such enjoyment from the man’s pain.

      Then he understood.

      As Blake sank to the ground in agony, desperately reaching for the dagger in his back, Ward entered the room, a sickly smirk on his face. He seemed to think he’d won something and Saleem began to feel a swirling of fear in his gut that perhaps the MindMelder had in fact won.

      And then Mel arrived.

      Saleem stared at the MindMage, his own hatred pouring into his expression. Ward didn’t appear to be affected by such a thing as a djinn’s emotions though and he merely laughed longer and louder.

      The man had dissolved into a fit of laughter only moments after Mel had transitioned into the ether. Saleem had sensed her, but before he could send her a warning, Ward had noticed.

      Mel was there in the ether, in danger of facing down the mage any second now, but there was something strange about the way the man was reacting to Mel’s presence.

      And that mirth-filled reaction was what pushed Saleem over the edge. Mel was in danger and it was more than likely that any second now she’d end up as another one of Ward’s victims.

      Fueled by fear for Mel and anger at Ward, Saleem pushed into the ether, all the power within him focused on getting Mel out of the either before Ward got his grubby hands on her.

      Saleem’s energy roiled around him and he began to focus as his heart stuttered. The energy shifted, thickening around him into a maelstrom of something he didn’t think he could control.

      But he’d already focused his mind at Mel in the hopes of pushing her out of the ether and out of danger. And now, his power burgeoned out of control, and he was forced to watch as it collided with Mel. He swallowed hard, horrified as he expected to see Mel hit hard by the blow.

      But instead, the ball of energy shifted as it hit the tracker, and with a force greater than anything he’d seen in his life, their powers collided and exploded.

      The blast threw them both out of the Veil but not before Saleem was able to check that Mel was still alive.

      Still, knowing she was alive didn’t make much difference if that weird blast ended up turning her brain into jelly.

      And now, back in his suite, Saleem was greeted by Ward’s shocked expression. Shock that transitioned into glee, as though he’d been given a gift he’d been wishing for all his life.

      And then Ward turned and left the room, instructing the guards to keep an eye on Saleem who was tempted to go after him.

      Instead, he was left to stew in his fury until the man deigned to return. And to spend his time terrified that Mel had been injured by the blast. Was she okay, was she still alive?

      No. That was not an option.
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      Hours had passed before Ward had returned, and now he was standing in Saleem’s room, smirking.

      “You know, Saleem, I honestly didn’t think I’d broken through. You were a challenge, I must admit.”

      “What are you talking about? Quit with the riddles.”

      “You see, it was hard for me to break through the mental barriers that I’d placed inside your mind, simply because I’d worked with an inexperienced demon-mage at the time. Still, I did get through and you’ll likely thank me now that you’re freed.”

      “Freed from what?”

      “Do you not know of the prophecy?” When Saleem didn’t reply, Ward continued, “You see, years ago I was approached by a djinn who wished to place a block on her son’s growing powers. He’d shown signs of becoming a force that no one would have been able to control and the mother was concerned both for her son and her...subjects.”

      Saleem stiffened. Until Ward had mention the word subjects, he’d almost believed the man was talking about someone else.

      “So I placed a block on this kid, effectively cutting him off from the most dangerous of his abilities, because the mother wanted me to, and because Omega had discovered his ability and wanted him to work for them, and because the prophecy had predicted the end of the DarkWorld should his power become uncontrollable.”

      Saleem’s blood turned to ice. Was this really why his mother had betrayed him? And if so, could he blame her for stunting his powers if it was to protect the people of Mithras? Still, he was filled with anger and hurt at her betrayal.

      Ward was still talking and Saleem forced himself to focus, “—but not before I discovered who the tracker really was. because you see, you were the one who helped me get to her.” Ward rubbed his hands together, his grin almost maniacal. “And you know what I saw in her mind? I saw someone I knew a long time ago. Someone who betrayed me. So I suppose I have to thank you and your little tracker for helping me get to her.”

      Ward wasn’t making much sense and Saleem had grown tired of his prattling. He was sure that the mage wasn’t about to help him escape, and he could see only more pain in his future. But the pain wasn’t what he feared.

      What concerned him was Ward’s part in Mel’s future. And even worse, what made Saleem afraid was that the witch was almost as powerful as Mel. Should the mage take Mel on, Saleem wasn’t sure the love of his life would survive, especially now that he’d likely put her into a coma with that blasting.

      For a moment, Saleem hesitated, wondering if he was about to botch any chance of escape. But at this point he didn’t care. His fury with the man had been building since he’d spent it on the collision with Mel’s energy.

      Saleem wasn’t sure what had happened to him that he was now able to channel such a depth of energy—perhaps it was all those hours of torture at the hands of Blake’s men, and all the hours he’d spent with Ward fucking with his mind. Either way, Saleem used the stores of anger he had accumulated and focused on the man before him.

      Without thinking, he raised his hands and threw a blast of power at Ward. He’d intended to send all his energy at the man but decency prevailed at the very last moment and he’d held back. He gave the mage just enough of a blow to knock him senseless.

      And then Saleem walked out of his room, rendering the two guards unconscious in an instant with a light touch to each of their foreheads.

      Where the hell had this power been when he’d needed it most?
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      Saleem burst into the hallway, making his way to the throne room. With Blake out of contention, Saleem was determined to track down the witch.

      He reached the throne room and shifted his consciousness into the ether to check on the occupants. The witch, still hooded and cloaked, was pacing near the thrones, while Kevlo hovered over a stack of documents on the table.

      “What’s taking Blake so long?” the mage snapped coldly.

      Kevlo replied without moving a muscle. “Doing what needs to be done. You just concentrate on doing what you’ve been hired to do.”

      “This is bullshit. I’ve done what I can. The rest is up to you and your team. I’m not even sure why I’m still here.”

      Kevlo finally straightened to face the younger woman who had now paused in her pacing. “You are here because your presence ensures the ward stays in place. Once we have located our assets and restored the production plants, you may secure a replacement to maintain the ward and then you may leave. Until then, I’m afraid your presence is essential.”

      The witch snorted. “You don’t need me here. If you understood anything about wards, you’d know my presence isn’t required. Ward just wants me here so I can help him lure his tracker.”

      Saleem stiffened. Ward was drawing Mel here for a reason?

      Kevlo shrugged. “That has little to do with me. You people deal with your own issues. We have no interest in...supernatural matters.”

      The witch snarled, and Saleem blinked at the subdued violence in her posture. He still couldn’t see her face but he’d again felt a certain familiarity with her, as though he’d met her before.

      Kevlo raised an eyebrow and studied the witch though all she would have been able to see were the shadows within the hood of the woman’s cloak. She was about to comment when the door was flung open and a soldier wearing the uniform of the royal guard entered.

      “We have a situation. We’ve received an alert that the rebels have entered the palace. No sign of them yet but I’ve been unable to locate Agent Blake and Agent Ward.”

      Kevlo sniffed though the witch took a step toward the man who stiffened and walked sideways toward the commandant to place her between himself and the potential danger of the mage.

      The commandant smirked at the man. “Don’t waste any resources looking for either of them. We need to focus on locating our assets before this entire operation comes apart.”

      The man nodded and did a sharp about-turn. He was halfway to the door when he began to rise into the air. He fumbled then tipped forward dog-paddling the air as if that would help to steady his spin. He let out a squawk that drew Kevlo’s attention.

      She grunted and turned to face the witch. “Enough of the theatrics, witch. We don’t have the time.”

      “Well, make the time. Your ward around Mithras won’t hold much longer if you can’t locate Ward.”

      Saleem wasn’t sure if she meant the MindMelder’s power was required or if she was stating that she wouldn’t help them unless they located Ward.

      Kevlo straightened and drew her weapon, aiming it at the witch. “Let the man go, and I’ll pretend this never happened.”

      The witch laughed and flicked her finger, sending the soldier flying toward the open doors and landing onto two soldiers who’d just entered the room. There was a sickening crack, and Saleem winced as Kevlo said, “Our deal stands. His life matters little to me in the greater scheme of things. Now, could you either assist in finding the missing assets or leave us to do it in peace?”

      The witch sniffed and took a step closer to the commandant, hands raised.

      Magic sparkled, black lightning and smoke, swirling at her fingertips. She lifted her hands and was about to heave the magic at Kevlo when she twisted on her heel and instead thrust the spinning power directly at Saleem.

      Saleem blinked and raised his hands, drawing his own magic to his fingers, wondering if Kevlo could now see that someone else had been present in the room all along.

      The commandant let out a yell as she stared at the ball hurtling toward Saleem, but he forgot about the woman as he pulled his magic to the fore, ready to thrust it back at the witch.

      He’d timed it just right and took a break, gathering his power to blast back at the witch’s magic when Mel appeared right in front of him.

      Maybe she’d thought she’d protect him from the witch’s blast, but he hadn’t needed it. Her arrival only terrified him, and time seemed to slow itself down as he stared at the tracker whose arms were raised in the direction of the crazy bitch whose spinning ball of deadly magic was fast approaching.

      Saleem’s magic had already left his fingers and now enveloped Mel. It didn’t hit her and blast her to smithereens the way he’d expected. Instead it seemed to infuse her power which she threw partly at the witch and partly at the missile mere feet from her.

      Magic collided with magic and the result was a blast that flattened everything in the room, flinging Kevlo and her soldiers into the far wall where they were narrowly missed by tables, chairs, thrones, carpets, and chandeliers, all uprooted by the force of the combination of powers, djinn, SoulTracker, and whatever the hell this witch was.

      “Mel,” Saleem yelled as he shoved her to the ground, worried that the mage would be retaliating with another round of magic.

      “Ugh,” Mel said as they rolled over to find the witch flat on her back, moaning as she tried to push herself off the floor.

      Saleem got to his feet, helping Mel along and the pair of them were about to step toward the mage when the woman’s hood fell off her head.

      Mel let out a choking sound and Saleem froze on the spot.

      That pause in their approach to apprehend the witch had been enough for her to disappear, jumping herself to safety, leaving Saleem in such a shock he’d forgotten to breathe, such a shock that his frustration at her escape had paled in comparison to the horror of her identity.

      The woman he’d been fighting had been familiar to him, yes. How he hadn’t been able to put a finger on why, Saleem wasn’t sure. Perhaps he’d grown dense after all that time spent at the mercy of Ward’s ministrations.

      It had to be, because her dark hair, her pale eyes, even her build and her voice... The witch-mage who had persecuted his realm, who had endangered so many lives, was so much like her older sibling that Saleem should have seen it easily.

      She was Mel’s sister.
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      Saleem lay as still as he could to avoid disturbing Mel. Morning had broken, assaulting them with warm cheerful rays, but Saleem wasn’t ready to get up just yet. The luxury of being able to lie beside the woman he adored was something he wasn’t yet ready to let go of.

      Mel shifted at Saleem’s side and he wanted to open his eyes to check on her. Her energies said she was awake and troubled and he didn’t want to disturb her if she needed a moment or two to herself. The tracker had a whole lot going on and Saleem was happy to know she’d knocked his freedom from captivity off her list

      Still, she had a few more things on that list, like Logan’s mission in Drakys, and her little sister-turned-witch, and the damned Sharaita payment. What hell had they been thinking?

      Still, Saleem was glad that for the moment they were all in one piece and still breathing. He smiled at his tracker. “C’mere,” he murmured, eyes half closed against the searing sunlight.

      Mel moved to settle herself on his chest and then watch him with keen eyes. “What’s funny?”

      “My mother,” he replied giving a mental shake of his head. That woman was filled with surprises and yet nothing she did surprised Saleem.

      “Aisha, queen of the djinn, is the furthest from funny anyone in all the DarkWorld could ever be.”

      Saleem snorted at Mel’s dry, and accurate, response. “If you’d seen her when she met ‘the commander,’”—he drew air quotes around the phrase—“for the first time, you woulda thought she was funny.”

      “Now that’s not fair,” Mel said, smacking his chest. “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 imagined seeing him there in the first place.”

      “Is that so?” Saleem chuckled as he imagined his father scampering away out of fear of his wife.

      “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, big sis Fats is the best secret keeper in Mithras.”

      “So, Crown Prince Saleem,” Mel said still laughing, “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?”

      Chuckling now, Saleem replied, “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.”

      Mel sighed. “How are they taking Rizwan’s...behavior?”

      Saleem sighed and studied Mel’s face. “They’ll need time to get over that. They plan to talk it through with him, but he won’t go unpunished.”

      “What will they do to him?” Mel frowned with worry. “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’d resort to Darcy’s particular brand of punishment.”

      “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.”

      Saleem laughed along with Mel though he wasn’t feeling it. “So how long do we have before we head off to the land of dragons and ancient AI-eggs?”

      Mel schooled her features.

      “Logan’s ready to leave tomorrow morning. But 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.”

      Though the mention of the Sharaita got Saleem’s blood simmering again, he remained silent. This wasn’t the time to go head to head with Mel on choices she and the team made in order to free him.

      And perhaps there would never be the right time. What was done was done and they had to figure out the future. One step at a time.
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