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Prologue
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“Murderer!”

The woman’s scream was loud, and shrill. Her face twisted, eyes wide with fear and panic. The long red dress with its puff sleeves looked ridiculous on her. She was young, and blonde, with wide brown eyes and a trim figure, accentuated by the dress.

Joe swore under his breath. It was such a mistake coming here, and just the unluckiest coincidence that he should have reached the street at precisely the moment she was there. There was no use worrying about it now. A quick stride brought him to her side. Before she could open her mouth again, his hand was across her mouth silencing her, and his other arm was around her waist.

“Stay still or I’ll kill you!” he growled menacingly.

She was still, and he could feel the thumping of her heart under his arm. Her eyes were still wide. Night had fallen and there weren’t many people about, not tonight. It made him wonder about her, but he had more important things to worry about. A muttered spell under his breath was enough to knock her out. She wouldn’t wake for another hour at least, but he could hardly leave her out here. 

He cursed again, loudly this time. He’d ventured out precisely because there wouldn’t be many people around tonight, but he needed to find a place to lie low until morning. The Night of the Stirthen wasn’t the time to be caught out of doors. He glanced behind at the darkened doorway out of which he had run out of just moments ago. Sven had ensured that he remained hidden from everyone else. Still, Joe could have sworn Paityn had seen him. Whatever, he could not definitely go back or he’d be in trouble, not to speak of Sven. 

He cast a spell of seeking. If he could find a patrol cop, he could hand the woman over to them and be on his way. He cast a glamour on himself when his spell found one in the next junction. He hoisted the woman on to his back and used his magic to run lightly across the street, following his spell. The cop was standing under a streetlamp, his black uniform blending into the night, except for the gold buttons and gold stripes on his cap. The cap did nothing to hide the brown of his hair or the blue of his eyes, and Joe cursed under his breath again as he came to a stop in front of him.

“I found her, two streets over,” he told the man, trying not to look him in the eyes. Blue like the sky from the fleeting glance he’d had.

The cop caught her almost automatically and Joe was across the street and speeding away the next instant. The cop would see in a minute that the woman was under a spell and wake her, and she would tell him who Joe was. He wasn’t going to stick around for that. For all his head start, within ten minutes, he could feel pursuit. He cursed even as his lips widened in a grin.

This should be fun. He hadn’t had someone with such strong magic pursue him before. He put on a burst of speed and was near the abandoned temple in a minute, the stone walls rising high, and the metal spikes on top preventing trespassers. Joe used his magic to vault over the spikes and landed on his hands and feet, his knee jarring and ankle twisting. The stone building loomed in front of him, dark and forbidding, but it was shelter. He limped inside, pulling every bit of his magic to keep him warm and hidden. There was a weakness in his body, something cold, and he hoped it would pass soon. The night was cooling rapidly and if his magic decided to act out, he had no way of keeping himself warm.

The darkness inside was absolute and he couldn’t see where the shrine might have been at one time. He sat down, his back to the wall, next to the door. The shrine was likely opposite the door. There was no longer a door of course, the wood having rotted away, but no matter. It would still provide refuge this night of all nights. He closed his eyes, but not to sleep. He was settling in to wait, ignoring the cold that felt like it had seeped into his very marrow.

It was going to be a long night.

 


One
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Aydin hated his eyes. The blue eyes that set him apart from the rest of the world, including his family. The eyes that had forced him into growing up away from them, learning things that had caused a rift with his dad that nothing could bridge.  Magic was a lot of things, but it wasn’t discriminatory, coming to all alike. Whether you followed the sun or moon or nature, whether you were insular or open, whether you were religious or atheist, it chose without prejudices.

He stared into the mirror. Blue. The colour struck fear in the hearts of everyone who saw it. It indicated his power: mind reading to the uninitiated. His ability was to seek out the truth in people’s minds if he looked into their eyes. There was no art, no pretence possible with him. No one could avoid his eyes either, unless he willed it otherwise. It was as if they were magnets drawing people in, and held them captive while he plumbed the depths of their soul. Aydin’s eyes were the blue of a clear summer sky, which meant that he could even read the minds of others like him, if he chose to. It was one of the reasons he was still alone. His gift made people uncomfortable. Not exactly what people looked for in a partner. Not that Aydin minded it. His work was enough for him, and he was not short of occasional distractions if he wanted them. Yet, there were times when self-pity overcame his natural balance.

Perhaps that was why he still remembered Joe, even after five years. The way his amber eyes had skidded away from his, as he uttered the lie and had thrust the woman he had spelled unconscious into his arms. The act was intriguing as well. He could well have killed the woman for recognising him, and yet he hadn’t. Having spelled her unconscious, he could have left her there, at the mercy of the Stirthens, and he hadn’t. Aydin would’ve liked to look into his eyes and see the secrets he’d buried, the secret of the crime he’d committed and had nearly got away with. However, it was not to be. He had put on a glamour, and Aydin had been too concerned by the unconscious woman to attempt to look through it. By the time he’d realised and had started his pursuit, adding the weight of his magic, Joe had too much of a head start.

The manhunt for Joe was in its fifth year, and Aydin was no longer a patrol cop, but in charge of the team to find Joe. Public memory being short, most people didn’t even remember the criminal now, but he and his team couldn’t afford to forget. The man had amber eyes, the power to make people listen, and to believe his words. That was why Aydin was heading the team, because he was among the few people in the force capable of withstanding the persuasion of those words.

All that power and he never once used it. Why?

Aydin knew the facts of the case. He knew most of the facts about Joe and his life. Born to a wealthy family of the Sun, he and Aydin had only magic in common. Aydin knew Joe’s academic record and all the instances in the academy when he had escaped punishment due to his gift. However, he had never once misused his gift that they could find after returning home. Not even when he kept professing his innocence of the murder charge laid on him. He had escaped prison with the help of unknown accomplices after spelling the guards unconscious. The only instance when he had been spotted after that was on the Night of the Stirthen five years ago. Judging by the location, he had been visiting his house. Everyone there had denied it, and even Aydin couldn’t spot a lie. Neither his siblings nor his mother was aware of Joe’s visit, and the servants who had stayed the night also didn’t know anything.

Five years later and Joe was still a fugitive. Despite their best efforts, both investigative and magical, Aydin and his team had been unable to find any clues to the man’s whereabouts. That didn’t mean he was willing to give up.

His phone rang and Aydin looked at it. It was Jaziel.

“Tell,” he said, answering.

“There’s something going on in the Sunup residence,” Jaziel said. “There’s someone in there, boss. Not sure who though. We didn’t see anyone go in, but there’s someone in there all right.”

Aydin gripped the phone tight. The Sunup house was Joe’s ancestral home. It had lain empty for over three years, after Joe’s family had decided they didn’t want to live in Lethburn anymore and had left the city. The house was still in their name though, and Aydin had someone keep watch over it for a while now. Had his caution finally paid off?

“I’ll be there in a minute,” he said. “Don’t make a move till I get there. Keep watch on all the doors.”

The size of the house made it difficult with a small team like his, but they had set up the magical equivalent of tripwires near every door and window. How had someone bypassed all of it?

He put the phone in his pocket and used magic to change his clothes. The spell cast on the mirror turned it into a portal and he could see Jaziel and Zendaya outside the imposing Sunup house. The grounds were dark, but there was a light inside. He stepped through, and joined his people.

“Where’s Case2?” he asked.

Casen and Kase were not related, and despite Casen protesting the abbreviation of his name and Kase reiterating that his name was spelled with a K, the whole team persisted in calling them Case2.

“Behind the house,” Zendaya said. “Alora is running late. Perhaps something’s up at her house.”

Aydin felt a spark of irritation. Alora belonged to one of the wealthiest families in the country, but that was no excuse for her tardiness. If it continued, he’d need to report it to his superiors and recommend that she be removed from his team. Being brilliant, beautiful, and rich didn’t make up for irresponsibility. She was good at her job though and seemed genuinely committed to it, and that made him hesitate, but this wasn’t a time he could afford to have a team member late.

“All right,” he said. “Tell them to be ready. We’re making our move.”

He dug his hand into his pocket and withdrew an ornate key. The hum of magic on it was palpable. It was the only thing that would enable them to get through the wards Joe’s family had arranged to be set around his property. He inserted the key into the lock and turned it. The gate swung open, and he could feel the wards around the gates and the wall fall. He waited until his entire team was inside the grounds, before relocking the gates and restoring the wards before pocketing the key.

“Alora’s not going to be happy,” Jaziel said softly.

“Our job isn’t to make her happy,” Aydin said briefly. “She should have been on time.”

“She doesn’t mean any harm,” Zendaya said quietly. “You know how her father is.”

He did, and while he was ready to make allowances for it, that was not a get out of jail free every time card as far as he was concerned. Everyone else seemed to think so, however. That was the inexplicable thing. Everyone on his team liked Alora and made excuses for her. It was at their insistence that he had given her one chance after another. He would’ve suspected her of using the magic her golden eyes conferred, the magic to make everyone like her, but using her powers was against the law. He didn’t want to believe that of her. As with other magics, it had no effect on him, but it would affect everyone else. Was that it? Was she using her magic? Was that why he was the only one free of it? The only one who couldn’t find excuses for her all the time?

They’d reached the door. He could feel the hum of the wards. They were stronger here. Whoever the owners had hired to set the wards had done an excellent job. He took out the key again, feeling suddenly nervous. Was it really Joe inside? He swallowed hard.

“All right,” he whispered. “Here we go.”

The key turned in the lock noiselessly and they entered the house on silent footsteps.

 


Two
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Another scream ripped through Cynthia’s throat and Craig’s hand was being crushed.

“You’re doing so well,” he said, even as he was grimacing from the pain her tight grip was causing her. “You’re doing so well, my love.”

A twin birth was always a difficult thing, the doctors had told them. A C section would be better, but Cynthia had been insistent, and Craig had agreed with her. A C section in case there was any danger, they had agreed, but a normal delivery otherwise. With the combination of magic and technology available to the doctors, it should not be difficult at all.

Except it had been three hours and he was having his hand crushed and his wife, the woman he loved was in so much agony that he could not even bear to watch.

Perhaps they had it right in the times when men weren’t allowed into labour rooms.

Except the thought of Cynthia being alone at a time like this, when she was going through such pain, wrung his heart with a desperation he had never felt. What did it matter if it was not comfortable for him? She was suffering, and if the only help he could offer was by being here at her side, then he would do that.

“Keep pushing,” the doctor said, her voice betraying no emotion. “You’re almost there.”

Craig hoped so, for Cynthia’s sake if nothing else. If he had known it was going to be like this for her, he would have been happy to settle for not having children at all. Except they had both wanted this, Cynthia as much as him. He still wanted it, but he hated seeing her in pain. It was grossly unfair that she had to be the one to go through it all by herself.

Cynthia’s grip on his hand was slackening and her breathing was becoming laboured.

“Cynthia,” the doctor said. “Cynthia?”

“What’s happening?” Craig asked, worried.

“She’s exhausted,” one of the nurses said. “We can’t leave it like this.”

“So, a C section?” he asked.

“Not at this stage,” the doctor said. “I’ll have to use magic to bring the babies out. I’ll have to sedate her, and you’ll have to step outside the room.”

“But-”

“Look, using magic for a delivery is a difficult process. It requires utmost focus from me. That’s why I need her unconscious, because I cannot be distracted by her distress, and that’s why I need you out as well because I can’t be distracted by you either. All right? Now leave.”

Craig was ushered outside by a nurse, unmindful of his protests.

“Stay here,” she said, pushing him down onto a chair and handing him an ice pack. “For the hand,” she said. “You will need it to hold the babies soon.”

His hand was bruised, already mottled, and he placed the ice pack against it. He wished he could numb his fear and anxiety just as easily. His heart was thumping fast enough to feel like it was going to jump out of his chest.

That would give everyone something to stare at.

Craig chuckled to himself at the thought and rose to get a coffee. He could do with one. He glanced at the closed door of the labour room. Did he have the time to get a coffee? He shrugged and sat down. Coffee could wait.

Fifteen minutes later, he was regretting his decision. In spite of his worry, he kept yawning and his eyes were feeling gritty. He was not used to sleepless nights and it was showing. He rubbed his eyes and rolled his shoulder once more.

Should’ve got that coffee.

The doctor appeared at the door of the labour room, beckoning him in. He went towards her, heart in his mouth as he tried to read her expression. The woman was too impassive. Was she reared in a house of poker players?

“You have two healthy sons,” she said. “Come and meet them.”

He smiled, the tension that had him in thrall since he had come in with Cynthia dissolving. He felt weightless. It felt like he could fly.

“Thank you,” he said to her, unable to stop smiling. He wanted to hug her, but perhaps later?

Cynthia was lying, propped up against some pillows, appearing exhausted. Beads of sweat still shone on her face and arms.

“The babies are being cleaned and weighed,” the doctor said quietly from behind him. “They’ll be brought to you presently. I’ll give you two some privacy.”

Curtains surrounded the bed, enclosing him and Cynthia inside. He leaned forward till his face was inches away from hers and he threaded his fingers through hers.

“Hey,” he whispered, smiling.

She opened her eyes, still dulled by pain and exhaustion, but they still brightened when they saw him.

“Hey,” she murmured.

He leaned forward to kiss her on the forehead. “I love you,” he whispered against her sweat-dampened skin.

She made a small humming sound as she brought their entwined hands to her lips. Craig would never have believed that it was possible to be so happy. That life could be this perfect.

“What are we going to call them?” he asked, lifting his head but still staying close enough to her that they were sharing air.

“We’ll decide after we see them,” she murmured. “Shall we?”

“Sure,” Craig said, “Whatever you say.”

The babies were wheeled in soon, and a man accompanied the doctor.

“Here are the babies,” the doctor said, picking them up and handing one to Cynthia and one to Craig. “They fell asleep while being cleaned. You’ll have to wake and feed them,”

The doctor left, leaving the man behind, and Craig gave him a frowning glance. If he had seen him in the street, he wouldn’t have noticed him or paid him any attention. He was dressed in a dark shirt and slacks, but not too dark as to stand out. His face was nondescript in every way. Eyes were of an indeterminate shade of grey, soft features, and no facial hair. His hair was brown and was cut short.

“Are you from the hospital?” Craig asked.

“I’m from the academy,” the man said. “My name is Reynnash.”

Craig reared back as if stung and so did Cynthia. Craig could feel his heart hammering and his mouth was dry. It was the one thing neither of them had ever considered. That their boys could have magic.

“The children have magic?” Cynthia asked, her voice shaking.

“It’s not that simple,” the man—Reynnash—said. “Please wake them. You will see what I mean.”

The baby in Craig’s arms stirred and opened its mouth in a yawn before starting to wail. The sound woke his brother and soon, both babies were crying, but Craig was staring at the baby, at the eyes that were now screwed shut, but it had been open for a moment and he was certain he had not imagined what he saw.

Cynthia took the baby from Craig, and started feeding both.

“What did you see?” she asked him, “Craig, why are you looking like that?”

“They have white eyes,” he said, though he had not meant to say it. His eyes flickered to the man from the academy. “What does it mean? Are they blind? What are you going to do to them?”

“What do you mean white eyes?” Cynthia asked, her fear showing through as she looked down at the babies and forcibly removed them from her breast, so she could look into their eyes. Her breath caught, and she started whimpering. “No...no... no...they can’t be blind!”

“I’m sorry,” Reynnash said. “They’re not blind, but... it is not good. They are cursed, and they should be terminated.”

 


Three

[image: A cartoon of a town at night

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Alora swore under her breath as she exited her room. The call had come half an hour ago asking everyone to come to the Sunup house. She had missed the alert. This could be the last straw that might get her kicked out of the team. She could feel tears start, but she blinked them back furiously as she ran down the stairs, praying to the ancestors that she wouldn’t run into anyone. She couldn’t afford any more delays. Aydin already thought of her as careless and unpunctual.

Is he wrong? You’re never on time.

She ran out the front door and opened a portal. If her father wasn’t such a jerk, she could have portalled from her room, but no, for the great Dariel, there could be no portals inside his house. What did it matter to him that the stunt he pulled, and the resultant arguments had made her late yet again? Not to speak of the fact that she’d probably lost her best friend. She pushed that thought to the back of her mind. Chaim had joined her father in this. How could he be called a friend after this? It stung more than anything. She thought she knew him. Bile rose to her throat, and she swallowed it down. She could hear the sounds of the party from the bowels of the house as she stepped into the portal. Well, there wouldn’t be any more parties for her which would be a relief.

The Sunup Estate was shrouded in darkness, but there were lights in the house.

“Guys, I’m here,” she whispered into the comms. “Where are you?”

“We’re inside,” Kase was the one who answered.

“You were late,” came the clipped tones of Aydin. “We couldn’t wait. Stay out there and keep watch.”

“Sir, you could just open the wards,” she began.

“Sorry,” Aydin said. “We’re inside the house, and I don’t have the time to come and fetch you. Stay there, Alora. That’s an order.”

There would be consequences if she disobeyed. He didn’t have to say it out loud. She was probably going to be kicked out of the team now, shunted to either deskwork or patrol. She wanted to scream in frustration. Her father would undoubtedly be happy. No, perhaps she was wronging him. Nothing other than her unequivocal expulsion from the force would make him happy. If only she could make Aydin understand! She had worked so hard to be where she was. It was only Aydin who had ever had a problem with her. She couldn’t understand it.

She stopped in front of the large gates. She could feel the magic of the wards. Could she dismantle them perhaps? It was illegal, but what did she have to lose?

Aydin ordered you to stay here.

She swatted aside the irksome thought. Why should she listen to him? He’d always been a jerk, judging her, disapproving her. His blue eyes had always made her uncomfortable. How was one to focus when someone with the power to look into their souls was so near? Besides, it wasn’t as if he cared about how good she was at her job. He was probably going to kick her out of his team anyway.

If you refuse to obey orders, he would be justified in doing that.

Better to be hanged for a sheep as for a lamb, right? Besides, that order was made out of spite. Of what use was she here? If it was Joe who was inside the house, and not some random burglar, she was of more use in there than out here. Aydin was simply exerting his authority, trying to go one up on her rather than thinking of their target. She was the strongest in magic after him, and of more use inside than standing here, catching her death of cold. She hadn’t even changed her dress while hurrying out. She cast a spell to change her ankle length ball dress into more serviceable jeans and tees.

She touched the gate, and the jolt of magic was as severe as an electric shock. Whoever had made these wards knew what they were doing. She stepped back. It’d take a little more effort than usual. To channel magic into an object without touching it was difficult, but not for nothing had she been lauded as brilliant. She held out her hands, her fingers mere inches from the gate. She fed a trickle of magic into the lock, into the keyhole, feeling it out. The magic of the wards was unfamiliar, and it resisted her. She increased the flow of magic, and started transforming it to form a key. The magic of the ward was pliant now and she twisted her makeshift lock pick. With a click, the lock opened and the gates swung wide. If she weren’t afraid of Aydin hearing her, she would have whooped.

Alora entered the compound, pulling the heavy gates closed. As soon as the gates closed, the wards reset, and the gate locked itself. She made her way to the house, keeping behind trees and bushes, which wasn’t difficult since the grounds had become so overgrown. Why didn’t the owners appoint a caretaker if they weren’t planning on selling the house? She could see the path, only slightly overgrown and almost indistinguishable from the surroundings, wind towards the house. It might be easier to take it, but what if someone saw her?

Her comms came to life.

“He’s coming your way!” Aydin’s voice was clear. “He made a run for it!”

Someone sprinted down the path, passing her position, and she swore as she gave pursuit. Her magic aided her, but he also seemed to be using magic. He reached the gate and she stared in disbelief as he passed through the wards and the gate as if they didn’t even exist.

“Son of a-!”

“Have you got him?” Aydin’s voice sounded impatient. “Alora?”

“No, sir,” she said, her heart hammering, as she stopped next to the wards. The street was empty. And her magic couldn’t sense anyone. “He must have portalled away.”

“Did you see anything about the portal?” Aydin asked.

She swallowed as she heard footsteps approaching. If she’d been where he’d asked her to stay, she could’ve stopped the criminal, or at least seen where he’d portalled to.

“What the-!” Aydin stared at her, his expression angry, and she looked down, not wanting to meet his eyes. It wasn’t needed anyway. She wasn’t planning to lie, and besides, what could she possibly say? Her being on this side of the gate instead of the other was reason enough for him to guess what must have happened.

Aydin passed her, opening the gates. He waited till all of them were outside before locking them again. Zendaya gave her a commiserating look. There was a sympathetic smile on Kase’s face.

“I’m going to the HQ to submit our report,” Aydin said. “I want all of you in my office when I return.” His eyes swept through them all, lingering on Alora’s face for a moment. “All of you.”

“Yes, sir,” they chorussed.

He opened a portal to the street outside the HQ of the force and disappeared into it.

“Better not keep him waiting,” Jaziel said, turning towards the gate and casting a spell. “None of our alarms were tripped, and he passed through the wards as if they weren’t even there. I’m hoping he will have some trouble with my wards, if he comes here again.”

“What happened in there?” Alora asked. “You were inside awhile.”

“Let’s get to the office first,” Zendaya said as she opened a portal.
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Cynthia held the babies close to her. Her thoughts were chaotic these days, and desperate. It wasn't that her thoughts were clouded; in fact, her head was clearer than it had been in quite a while. Only now did she realise how much her pregnancy had affected her mind as well as her body. Now, it was as if she was full of energy and purpose, except that every thought revolved around the same thing these days.

She knew that the curse was real. She had done her research since coming back home. She knew, rationally, logically that Reynnash had not been lying or exaggerating. At the same time, it was not something she was ready to accept. What if he was wrong? What if the colour of her babies' eyes weren't on account of some curse, but just some genetic defect? Or due to some other medical reason? What if it was not magic at all? Magic had never manifested in her family or Craig's. Magic was random and not genetic, and neither were curses, but still, how likely was it?

She didn't really know much about magic. In spite of all her research on curses, and the overwhelming evidence, part of her still couldn’t accept it. What if they were wrong? Who was to say they couldn't be? No one was infallible. How could she just give up on her babies? She gazed at their sleeping faces. They were both innocent! It wasn't their fault even if they were cursed. Why should they be punished? It was so unfair.

“Shouldn't you be putting them to bed?” Craig's voice brought her out of her thoughts.

He was standing at the door as if hesitant to enter the room.

“Why are you standing there?” she asked.

“They're here,” he said. “I came to call you.”

Cynthia swallowed. She couldn't pretend to misunderstand who he meant. The people from the academy were there for her babies. For a wild moment, she contemplated making a run for it. Craig would help her. She was certain of that. Where would they go that the people from the academy wouldn't find them? The only way to hide from them was using magic, and neither she nor Craig had it.

“Have they come to...” she couldn't finish the sentence.

“They have brought a cursebreaker,” Craig said.

Cynthia didn't want to hope, but she couldn't help the feeling burgeoning inside her.

“A cursebreaker?”

She hated how desperate she sounded.

Craig nodded. “That's why they want to talk to both of us.”

“Give me a minute,” she said.

They wouldn't have brought a cursebreaker if they were planning to kill her babies, would they? But why would they have changed their mind? Or was this standard procedure? Her mind was busy with speculation as she put the babies in their cribs and started dressing. She could only hope, but at least now, there was a sliver of hope and she clung to it. Curses were as random as magic, and cursebreakers were rare. That the academy even went to the trouble of finding one was heartening.

She looked at herself in the mirror once she was dressed. She was pale, and there were dark circles under her eyes. In any other circumstances, she would have used makeup to cover them up and to add some colour to her cheeks, but today she let it be. Let them see the effect of what they had said on her. She wasn’t above trying to gain their sympathies, not if it would save her children. It was so unfair that the laws were on the academy’s side. Children with magic belonged to the academy, and curses were a type of magic too. She had never questioned the laws before, or even given them much thought, but perhaps she should have.

She drew a couple of deep breaths, and tried to slow her racing heart as she left her room. Her hands were trembling and she walked fast so that the shaking of her legs wouldn’t be too evident. She had never felt this anxious before, not ever.

She walked towards the drawing room where Craig was waiting for her. He took her hand and smiled at her before leading her to the sofa. She sat down, and he sat next to her, putting his arm around her, holding her close. He was so warm, so solid, and she was grateful that he was there. His presence seemed to ground her, and it was with composure that she looked at the three people in the room. One was the man they had met earlier, Reynnash. There were two other people sitting next to him. One was a man with unruly grey hair, a scruffy beard, thick moustache, and sideburns. He was short and kept fidgeting. The man had green eyes. The woman next to him had grey hair as well. Hers was cut short, framing her oval face. Her eyes were a startling silver colour. She was short, and had rather commonplace features, except Cynthia found it difficult to look away from her eyes.

“This is Sven and Aranza,” Reynnash said. “Aranza is a cursebreaker and Sven is her brother and helper.”

“Can she break the curse on my babies?” Cynthia asked, addressing herself to Reynnash rather than to Aranza whose silver eyes made her uncomfortable.

“That’s not something I can guarantee,” Aranza replied. “Not all curses can be broken, but if it is possible, you may be sure I can do it.”

“She’s the best in our books,” Reynnash said.

That was heartening. The woman would be able to break her children’s curse. Cynthia was certain of it. She wasn’t ready to entertain any other possibility.

“What do we do?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Aranza said. “You just have to hand over the babies to me. Sven and I will take them away and bring them back once the curse is broken.”

“And if you can’t break it?” Craig asked.

“I hand them over to Reynnash,” Aranza said.

“And I’ll have no choice but to hand them over to a terminator,” Reynnash said.

“Hand them over?” Cynthia said. “But they’re... they’re just a few days old... how will they survive?”

“This isn’t my first rodeo,” Aranza said drily. “I’m capable of handling newborns. You see curses strengthen with age. So the process of breaking them has to start as early as possible. Otherwise, it’s no use.”

“But... why can’t you stay here with us? Why should you take them away?”

“Standard procedure with curses,” Reynnash said. “We can’t predict when curses may manifest, and we try to avoid civilian casualties. Aranza and Sven can handle themselves.”

How can I trust them?

She looked at Craig who was looking grim. She had never seen him like this.

“Can you give us a few moments to discuss this?” Craig asked.

“Of course,” Reynnash said. “But if you’re not agreeable to Aranza’s conditions, the academy will have no choice but to send a terminator here immediately.”

Cynthia was furious, but she kept her composure as she rose. Craig too got up, his arm still around her.

“We have to discuss this,” she said.

The three bowed their heads
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Aydin entered the room of his superior, meeting the cool blue eyes of Commander Vihaan without flinching. In terms of raw power, he was stronger than Vihaan, but the man had years of experience and control on him. He knew that Vihaan saw him as his successor, but Aydin wasn’t sure if that was what he wanted. Vihaan and he had known each other long enough and well enough that Vihaan would never push him.

“Things didn’t go well, I take it,” Vihaan said, waving him to sit.

“It was Joe,” Aydin said, taking the proffered seat. “But he got away.”

Vihaan’s gaze sharpened, became almost piercing.

“I would be interested in hearing your explanation,” he said, his tone neutral.

“He was in the house. Jaziel and I entered the house. I left Zendaya to stand watch by the front door and Kase and Casen were at the back door. Alora was late, so I asked her to stay outside the gates, and keep watch. Jaziel and I confronted Joe and he had a story to tell.”

Aydin placed the small orb containing his report on the receptacle on the commander’s desk. “He used magic to convey it, so it didn’t take too long.”

“He looked you in the eye?”

Aydin nodded. “He even remembered me. Said he remembered my eyes.”

He had called him Blue too, but Aydin didn’t say that.

“From five years ago, when you were working the beat?” Vihaan sounded as surprised as Aydin had felt when Joe had told him he remembered him.

“Yes, sir,” Aydin said. “But he didn’t confirm or deny the accusations against him, though I asked him. He said he had a story to tell, that we had to listen.”

“And you did?”

“We thought it best if we let him speak, lull him into a false sense of security, find out where and how he had been hiding out these past five years.”

“And did he tell you?”

Aydin gestured towards the orb.

“It contains verbatim the story he told, or rather showed us. It was broken off halfway through. He stopped and appeared to listen, gave me a smile and said it had been a real pleasure renewing our acquaintance, but that he had to go, and took off.”

“Just like that?” Vihaan sounded sceptical, and Aydin didn’t blame him.

“I can’t explain it,” Aydin didn’t want to share his vague idea with Vihaan, not till he had thought on it more, and discounted all other possibilities. He didn’t want to be right. He felt breathless even considering it. “One minute he was there, and the next, he was out of the room and the house, faster than anything or anyone I’d seen. He must have used magic, but so did we, but none of us could catch up. Zendaya reported he passed her in a blur.”

“You all gave chase.”

“Naturally.”

“What did Alora report? She was outside the gates. She must have seen the direction in which he went.”

Aydin hated this, hated having to do this, no matter how much Alora deserved it. “Alora broke through the wards to enter the grounds and replaced them after,” he said carefully. “But she couldn’t have caught him, sir. She was closest to him, but even with her magically enhanced speed, she couldn’t see where he’d gone off to. We can only assume that he had portalled away.”

“The wards didn’t stop him?”

“I’m assuming the wards are keyed to his bloodline. They wouldn’t have stopped him.”

Aydin hoped Vihaan wouldn’t think to question him on other thing that had struck him as odd, what had made him suspicious in the first place.

“I admire that you’re trying to gloss over the fact that one of your team was not only late, but refused to stay where she was ordered,” Vihaan said drily. “Be honest, Aydin. Is the girl a problem?”

“No, sir,” Aydin’s inherent fairness wouldn’t let him answer that in any other way. “I wouldn’t call her a problem precisely. She gets along with the team, but she and I seem to rub each other the wrong way. I make her uncomfortable for some reason, and that reflects in her attitude.”

“You and I make most people uncomfortable,” Vihaan said. “That’s the price of our magic. But that’s no excuse. The rest of your team doesn’t have an issue with you. If she does, I have to assume she is the problem.”

“No one else ever had any problems with her,” fairness compelled Aydin to say.

“Because she uses her powers on everyone.” Vihaan sounded grim now. “She can’t help it. She never learned to control it. Her father and the rest of her family uses charms against her power. Her whole house is warded against her powers.”

“We can’t prove it, sir,” Aydin said, feeling uncomfortable. “These are rumours,”

“Her father told me himself,” Vihaan said, leaning forward. “I may not like Dariel much, but the sun knows he has no reason to lie about his daughter.”

“We’ve seen parents and children tell worse lies about one another in our line of work, sir.”

“True, but not to us, not while looking into our eyes. Unless Dariel has invented a charm which makes him immune to our powers, I have to assume he was telling the truth.”

“Or he believes he’s telling the truth,” Aydin couldn’t explain his need to defend Alora. The moon knew she had been a pain in his butt. “I don’t believe she’s using her powers unknowingly or indiscriminately, sir. I believe she has perfect control over them and she uses them only to make herself belong. Not to take advantage.”

“Motives don’t matter, Aydin. You know this as well as I do. It’s against the law.”

“It’s not something we can prove, sir,” he said. “All we have are suspicions and the word of a man who hates magic and thinks it evil. What child hasn’t lost control over their powers once or twice? Personally, I wouldn’t believe any word Dariel says, especially about his magical daughter.”

“You may have a point when you say he believes what he says,” Vihaan said. “But dammit, Aydin, if she is using her powers, she has to go.”

Aydin sighed. “If she’s using her powers,” he agreed. “But we don’t know that.” he hesitated. “Even if she is, I would ask for leniency, sir. I don’t believe she uses them to gain any personal advantage.”

“Is she in the premises?” Vihaan seemed to be ignoring what he said.

“My entire team is waiting in my office.” Aydin said, resigned.

“Send the others home. I shall interrogate her. We’ll find out if she has been using her powers or not.” Vihaan looked as grim as he sounded.

“That’s illegal without a warrant,” Aydin said. “For us to use our powers on anyone who’s not accused of a crime.”

“She has been accused of one,” Vihaan said.

“Vihaan,” Aydin muttered, leaving out the formality for the first time as he stared at the man in some exasperation. “You’re splitting hairs.”

“I know,” Vihaan smiled at him. “But it’s for a good cause.”

“Can you at least hear me out on this?”

Vihaan nodded. At least he was fair, but even as he spoke, Aydin felt that Vihaan’s mind was made up. He had always been a stubborn bastard, and his position hadn’t changed him.

“I shall keep an open mind,” Vihaan said. “That’s the best I can promise, Aydin. But only because I trust your judgement.” He pocketed the orb. “There shall be no repercussions for what happened tonight. I can’t see what you or your team could have done differently.”

Knowing himself dismissed, Aydin rose. “Thank you, sir.”
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THE CHILDREN WERE SITTING in the hall reading. The firelight danced on the walls, turning their hair to burnished gold. They weren’t alike to look at. It wasn’t just the mole on the cheek of one that told them apart. The amber and gold eyes weren’t that different either, but Amber had a narrower face, a load of devilry and was not as tall as his twin. Gold was more sober, and his face more rounded. They weren’t old enough for their features to be well defined, but Aranza could already tell that Amber would have sharper features than Gold. The mole on Gold’s cheek was not so prominent now as it had been when he had been a baby.

“Here,” Sven handed her a glass of wine before sinking down onto the couch beside her. “You seem thoughtful.”

“I found a way to break the curse,” she said, taking a sip of wine, her eyes not leaving the boys.

Sven’s eyes fell on them and his expression softened visibly. That wasn’t new or unexpected, but it was still troubling. What was new and unexpected was her own reactions to the two boys. It wasn’t the first time she’d been called upon to attempt the breaking of a curse, but it was the first time she had become emotionally invested in the carriers of the curse. All other times, it had been the curse that had exercised the most influence on her, its complexity or difficulty, and the people who bore it had meant no more to her than furniture in a house. There had been times she had admitted herself beaten. If her heart was ever heavy when she had handed over her charges to Reynnash, it wasn’t at the thought of their impending death, but at the fact that the curse had managed to defeat her.

Curses were like puzzles, and every one had a solution. Some required drastic measures, and some were simple enough. But there was also the question of time. Curses would lay dormant for a few years, but once they manifested, there would be no stopping them or the carnage they wrought. If not for that circumstance, she would never have admitted herself beaten.

But these two… was it their magic? She knew what their eyes meant. The gold with the ability to make others like their owner and the amber with the ability to make others believe their owner. The magic was powerful, but somehow, she didn’t think that was the reason. For one, neither boy was trained in magic. Sven was not as good as the teachers from the academy, and his lessons were more on the mundane than the magical. Yet, she, and not just her impressionable and soft-hearted brother, had started to care for the two boys.

The curse was one of the more complex ones, though she could not yet determine what its effects would be once manifested. The white had receded from their eyes as their natural colour, and magic, asserted themselves, but she could feel the curse, burrowing inside, and growing stronger. Each curse was different and manifested at different times. She once had Reynnash take away a two-year-old whose curse she’d almost figured out. These two were five and the curse hadn’t shown any indication of manifesting, for which she was profoundly grateful.

“You don’t seem as happy as you should,” Sven said softly, his voice recalling her to the present.

Amber pointed at something on the book that lay open before them and nudged his brother. Gold chuckled, though he hastily clapped his hand on his mouth before giving them both a look that was nervous as well as speculative. They were supposed to be doing their homework, but Sven was far too indulgent with them, and never made any fuss if they didn’t do it. They had started reading complex sentences, and the language of magic came as naturally to them as their mother tongue.

“It involves a complex spell,” she said. “And it requires both of them to exactly follow my instructions.”

“You know they would do that,” Sven said. “Young they may be, but neither are recalcitrant.”

She knew that. That was not what bothered her.

“It involves a sacrifice,” she said. “A life.”

Sven stiffened beside her. “You mean one of them has to die,” he said.

Aranza loved her brother. The ancestors knew she did, but she did wish he wouldn’t get attached to every single one of the children they were called upon to cure. It affected Sven every time Aranza failed. He might never speak a word about it, or even mention the child ever again, but it was as if a part of him died as well. There would be a hollowness to him for days, weeks, even months afterwards. He went on as before, attending to things around the house, helping her, attending magical conventions and linguists’ meetings, but she could always see that there was something amiss. It was that knowledge that made her decision easier.

“No,” she said. “I’m determined that both of them shall live.”

Sven nodded. “Good,” he said. “It shall be me, of course.”

“That wouldn’t work,” she said softly.

His eyes widened.

“You cannot sacrifice yourself!” he said fiercely, and the anguish in his eyes wrung her heart.

He was too good, this brother of hers, too kind, too caring. But she didn’t want to see that hollowness in him anymore. He would survive losing her. He had to, someday. She didn’t want him to lose one more child he had grown attached to. Besides, she couldn’t bear the thought of one of the two boys dying. She had to save them both.

Amber looked up, his eyes met hers, and he smiled. There was no fear in him or nervousness. His brother was, while not precisely afraid, still in awe of her. How could she choose one to live? What gave her the right? Hers was the only life she could sacrifice.

“It is the logical option,” she said quietly, her hand not holding the wine glass was on her brother’s arm, squeezing gently. “Sven, I’m sixty-two years old. It won’t be long before I can no longer break curses, before nature asserts itself. I have not been a paragon of healthy living, you know. That I’ve escaped serious ailments till now, is more luck than anything else. Those boys… they’re five, their whole lives are ahead of them, and they deserve a chance to live.”

“I’m not debating that,” Sven muttered. “But why can’t it be me?”

“Because I’m older, less healthy and more selfish,” she said. “I can’t lose you. So, I have to ask you to lose me. I know it isn’t fair, but it seems the only way out of this situation.”

“What if there’s another way?” he asked. “Another spell? Aza, you can’t do this!”

“It took me five years to find this one,” she said. “Their curse could manifest tomorrow and Reynnash would come and take them away to be killed. We cannot afford to wait, Sven. We have to do the spell tonight!”

Sven’s face was pale, and she hated that she had to ask this of him. He turned his head slightly to look at the two boys, and a sigh escaped his lips, so soft as to be unnoticeable. But she knew that she had won, that he had agreed, even though he hadn’t said it. Her eyes fell on the golden heads, close together as they studied the picture book on their lap. The sacrifice would be worth it. The children would live. That was something she could ensure.
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Alora tried to appear calm as she followed the rest of the team into Aydin's office. He was not there, but that didn't mean much. They all sat down. Alora tried not to fidget or look at the others despite their attempts to catch her eyes. She took no part in the discussion of the case either.

“Did you see him?” Kase asked. “By the time we entered the house, he was gone.”

“I saw him,” Jaziel said. “The boss and I. He talked to us. Told us his story.”

“Did he look the boss in the eye?” Zendaya asked.

“All the time,” Jaziel confirmed.

“Does that mean he's innocent?” Case asked.

“He didn't say. He said he’ll tell us his story, and he told us part of it.”

“Must have been quick,” Case said. “I mean we must have entered the house, what ten minutes after you?”

“He used magic,” Jaziel said. “But he stopped half way, and said he had to leave or something, and ran off.”

“He was very fast,” Zendaya said. “He must have used magic. He passed me in a blur.”

Alora knew Zendaya was trying to make her feel better, but she didn’t. How could she? She had messed up. It wasn't just the fact that Joe had got away. She had deserted her post, disobeyed orders. If not, she might have seen where he had portalled to. There were no excuses for her. None.

Apart from that, she was afraid of what Aydin might do. Had he guessed she’d used her powers on the team? What would he do if he did? She could tell herself that what she did couldn’t be called as usage of her powers, but no one else would see it that way. Perhaps she shouldn’t have done it, but she was tired of being the outsider, the one who never belonged. What would Aydin know of that? Would he even understand?

She looked down at where her hands were tightly clasped on her lap. She didn’t want to leave the force. This was work she was good at. She genuinely liked the team, and they her, and that had nothing to do with her powers. But this was something no one could help her with. This was the result of her impatience and arrogance and her subtle resentment of Aydin and the discomfort his blue eyes evoked in her.

The door to the office opened and Aydin walked in. Any hope that she was not going to be punished was put to flight by the forbidding expression on his face. He had been angry with her before, but never like this.

“Leave your reports here and go,” he said, as he took his seat behind the desk. “All except Alora.”

Her heart sank to her boots as they all left the tiny orbs containing their reports on the receptacle on Aydin’s desk and went out, sympathetic glances directed at her face. Zendaya patted her shoulder on her way out. The door closed with an ominous sound and she swallowed, looking at Aydin. Trepidation and annoyance warred within her, though she had no idea why she was annoyed. She should be annoyed at herself, not him.

“If you have anything to say,” he said. “You should say it now before Commander Vihaan comes.”

Commander Vihaan? Why was he joining them? Was she really going to be kicked out? Surely, her mistake wasn’t that severe?

“Am I going to be kicked out of the force?” she asked.

“I’m not the authority to decide that,” he said, his blue eyes as cold as ever. “However, as your direct superior, I have made certain recommendations.”

“So, what good will it do to tell you anything?” she asked. “You’ve already made up your mind.”

“Based on my experiences working with you,” he said, carefully. “I believe you have the makings of a good officer in you, but perhaps you’re with the wrong team. You’re never on time, you disregard my orders, and you seem to have some personal animosity towards me. However, when you do show up, except for today, the work you do is generally excellent. You have an investigative mindset, and none of your other team leaders ever had any problems with you. I can only conclude that I’m the problem. Therefore, I have recommended that you be moved to a more congenial team that may be better suited to your temperament.”

Alora stared at him, aware that her mouth was hanging open. She had never expected him to be so understanding, or even to have noticed her work or area of interest. She didn’t even know that he had noticed her resentment of him. She looked down, feeling vaguely guilty. She wanted to be part of his team. She liked everyone in the team except for Aydin. It wasn't that she disliked him. He made her uncomfortable, or rather his blue eyes did. A reminder of his power. All the things he had said made her aware of how good he was at his job, and that he must have noticed it all without her prejudices getting in the way.

“My father threw a surprise engagement party for me,” she blurted out. “That's why I was late. I didn't see the message. I'm sorry. I won't... I was upset, and I messed up. It won't happen again. I prefer to be in your team,” she added. “Sir.”

His face and eyes were as inscrutable as ever.

“I didn't know you were engaged,” he said.

“Nor did I,” she said drily. “But I'm not. I told him no and left before the ceremony.”

She didn't intend to go back. Not ever. If they even allowed her home after today which was doubtful. Even if they did, she wouldn’t. It didn't matter what her parents thought. Not anymore. She was done with them and their habit of arranging her life to please them. She was so done. She said none of that, just hoping that Aydin would excuse her behaviour tonight.

“It is common I believe,” he said. “Among those who worship the ancestors.”

She grimaced. “Thanks to the academy, I never learned the faith. I was not raised in it. I can't just blindly accept that now.”

She didn't know why she was telling him this. Would he even understand?

“I know,” he said. “You aren't the only one in that boat.”

There was a knock on the door and she swallowed hard as she stared at it. This had to be commander Vihaan.
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Sven opened the door. Reynnash stood there, his face as impassive as ever.

“Are they ready?” he asked.

Sven nodded. “I’ve packed what clothes they have. I’ve also informed their parents.”

Reynnash said, entering the house, “I’m sorry about Aranza.” He paused. “I’d not expected her to succeed. Not a curse of that virulence.”

Sven didn’t want his condolences. Nor his praises. He knew that Reynnash was not to blame for what happened, that Aza had made her own choices, but it was hard. It was so hard to go on without her, that sometimes he wished she had chosen to sacrifice the children instead. He would have been able to live with that, as he had with countless before, but she had been the most stable factor in his life and now he felt unmoored. He had no idea how to anchor himself to life anymore.

“I’ll go get the boys,” he said.

They were waiting for him, unusually quiet and sombre. They both held a small backpack each, crammed full of their clothes. They were dressed in identical shirts and trousers, both of a charcoal hue. Aza had bought it for them. Her death had had an impact on them. She hadn’t said goodbye. She had pretended it was a game, a complicated hide and seek, and that they had to do what Sven told them if she was to be found. It still choked him, the memory of that day. The curse leaving, both boys falling down in a heap, and Sven had run towards the basement where his sister had performed the spell, to find her slumped on the ground, dead.

Someday, they’ll know what actually happened.

Sven hadn’t told them. He hadn’t wanted to burden them with it. They were too young.

“Come,” he said. “The man from the academy is here.”

“Why do we have to go there?” Gold asked.

When had he got into the habit of calling them Amber and Gold as Aza had? He knew their real names, the names their parents had given them. Aza had scoffed at the mother when she had told them they had named the boys. What was the point in naming them when the likelihood of their imminent death was high? She never believed in giving people false hopes and hence would never tell them she would break the curse.

“If it can be done, I’ll do it,” was all she had ever allowed herself to say.

“Sven?” Amber sounded hesitant.

“It’s the academy,” Sven said finally, pushing his thoughts of Aza aside. He looked at the boys, feeling inexplicably guilty. “That’s where they teach you magic. You have the gift, so you have to go. It’s the law.”

He wasn’t certain if they would understand it. At least they hadn’t lost too many years. Most children were taken by the academy at two, though formal education in magic started only at four. The academy believed in removing the children from their family’s influence at the earliest possible age so they wouldn’t be corrupted by the prejudices of their parents or their religions.

“Will you come with us?” Amber asked, his eyes soulful as they were raised to Sven’s.

Refusal was on the tip of Sven’s tongue, but he held it. Why not? The academy wouldn’t allow family to accompany students, but he was not that. He had the credentials to be a full-time resident if he so wished. Why couldn’t he go with these boys? They might not be his family, but they were the closest thing to one he had. Of course, they would go back to their parents once they turned eighteen and their studies were done, but that was many years in the future. He could make a decision on what to do at that time. Right now, he could be with them. In spite of everything, their presence alleviated to some measure the terrible grief that was inside him, filled to an extent the emptiness left behind by the loss of the only family he’d ever had. He would tell Reynnash he was accompanying the boys. The academy owed him this.

The boys followed him to the front room where Reynnash was waiting.

“This is Reynnash,” he said.

“I’m Amber,” Amber said, holding out his hand, and Reynnash took it, his face grave.

“I’m Gold,” Gold said next as he too shook hands with Reynnash

Reynnash gave him a quizzical look. “They don’t know their real names?”

It took a moment for Sven to understand that the question was spoken through a mindlink. He frowned at Reynnash. Cheeky bastard, to have formed a mindlink without asking permission.

“Aranza didn’t think it necessary while the curse remained unbroken,” he answered stiffly, anger and lack of practice both contributing to it.

Aza had believed that names could lead to attachments, and that was why she had called them by their eye colour. It was as generic as she could have made it, but unfortunately it hadn’t helped either of them. The boys were just too special, though he couldn’t pinpoint what it was about them that made it so.

“But now the curse is broken,” Reynnash said. “Isn’t it time they learned their real names?”

“If you think it necessary,” Sven replied, starting to use his magic to lock the doors to the rooms.

“I do” Reynnash said. “What are you doing?”

“Do you remember the offer you made me ten years back, to be a resident at the academy, to research in languages? I’m accepting it. With Aza gone, there’s no point staying here by myself.”

“Is that the only reason?” Reynnash was helping Gold put on his coat and Amber to straighten his tie. “You know we won’t allow family to accompany students.”

“I would be interested in knowing how you concluded these two are my family.”

“You know what I mean,” Reynnash straightened. “You’re emotionally involved with these boys.”

“Are you saying I can’t come?” Sven glared at Reynnash.

“No,” Reynnash said. “If you want to dig your own grave, what can I do to stop you? I’m just asking you to examine your motives.”

“None of your business.”

“Fair enough.”

The mindlink was broken just as easily as it was forged with no apparent effort on Reynnash’s part.

Show-off!

“Do you know your real names?” Reynnash asked the boys.

“These are our real names,” Amber said.

“No,” Reynnash said. “They’re nicknames. What people close to you call you, but you have the names your parents gave you. Those are the names by which everyone in the academy will know you, and the world outside too. So, it’ll be better if you learn them and learn to answer to them.”

“What is my name?” Gold asked.

“You’re Noe,” Reynnash said. “And your brother is Joe.”
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Vihaan looked calm and expressionless, but Aydin could tell that the commander was far from calm. He must have listened to the report and the incredible story that Joe had communicated. Except that it was incomplete. Aydin and Jaziel had asked the man why they should know about his childhood and Joe had given them a smile.

“I’m accused of killing Reynnash,” he had said. “It is important you should know my background with him.”

Aydin could admit that the story had been fascinating, and perhaps it was necessary to know, but it gave them no new motives for the murder nor any new insight. Aydin remembered Reynnash from his time at the academy. The man had been aloof, but competent. He gave an inward scoff. Competent? Reynnash had been one of the foremost magicians of their age. Until his murder eight years ago. There had been next to no clues and it had taken nearly two years to link the murder to Joe. The evidence hadn’t been strong, but they had been conclusive. Despite all the records of Joe’s denial, he couldn’t actually bring forth any evidence to prove his innocence.

Alora half rose from her chair as Vihaan entered. She was pale, looking both nervous and sick. Aydin felt a flash of sympathy for his team member, but Vihaan was his superior, and there was nothing more for him to do.

“Remain seated, Alora,” Vihaan said, taking the chair next to her and giving her a friendly smile. “This is not an interrogation, and there is no need for it to be if you can just answer some of my questions.”

Vihaan was smiling, but his eyes were away from her and that seemed to give Alora some of her confidence back, as well as make her feel more relaxed. It was adroitly done by the commander.

“Of course,” she said, lowering her face.

“You may not have been aware of this,” Vihaan said, his face still as impassive as ever. “But I was one of the guests in your house earlier this evening.”

Colour rushed to Alora’s face and Aydin felt a swell of pity for her.

“While your relations with your parents and whatever issues you have are entirely your business,” Vihaan continued. “It is very much my concern when your father confided in me that you have no control over your powers. That you use them frequently and that he had to put up specialised wards in the house so you won’t be able to use them.”

“Did he tell you he had those wards put in place when I was two, sir?” Her voice was low, and tight, but Aydin could see the tension in her entire frame. “He had them put in place two days after I was taken to the academy. He asked the man who came to take me what my powers specifically were and how to protect against them.”

“I did not know that,” Vihaan said, exhaling softly. “He told me that he put them in place as a precaution against you. He wasn’t lying, and it did not occur to me to probe deeper.”

“When I came back, after my eighteenth birthday,” Alora said, her voice still low. “I had very little control over my powers. I had to focus really hard to keep them in check. I accidentally charmed a business partner of my father’s at a party.” Her voice was imploring now. “It was an accident, and nothing of that sort has ever happened again, but my father… he wouldn’t believe it. He still thinks I have no control, that I’m dangerous, that my magic is dangerous.”

“All right,” Vihaan said. “I accept everything you say, Alora, but you have developed control now. So can you explain how it is that you’re still using your powers on your colleagues, even though it is against the law and you’re a part of law enforcement?”

Vihaan’s tone had gone from affable to sharp in the blink of an eye. Alora’s colour deepened before it drained away, leaving her pale. Aydin looked away, wishing he could stop the commander, but Vihaan was within his rights, and they had to know.

“Look at me, Alora,” Vihaan said. “An accusation of a crime has been made against you, so you will look me in the eye when you answer.”

Aydin could hear the power thrumming through his words, his magic compelling her obedience. Alora raised her face, reluctance evident in her posture. Her eyes were bright and she blinked rapidly before her eyes met Vihaan’s. She raised her chin almost defiantly.

“I don’t deny what I did,” she said. “I just wanted to belong. I didn’t use them to make anyone like me or defend me. I used them so people wouldn’t judge me for my powers and my family. I used them so no one would dislike me on sight.”

“Still against the law,” Vihaan said. “How many times have you used those, and on how many people?”

Alora’s eyes remained on Vihaan’s and Aydin couldn’t look away, no matter how much he wanted to. He hated this. Normal interrogations were bad enough, but this... this was worse. She was one of them. She deserved better, but Vihaan hadn’t violated her rights. Any of them. The only questions he was asking were regarding what she did. There would have been interrogators who would’ve used this opportunity to make her reveal facts about herself she’d rather no one knew.

“On everyone except those of the blue eyes,” she whispered. “I joined the force though my father didn’t want me to, but it was all I ever wanted. Within a week, I realised that most people actually were judging me, either for my powers or my looks or my father. Some, even for having magic. I… I couldn’t bear that, so I used my powers... stopped them from judging me for extraneous matters. That is all, I swear.”

“You don’t have to,” Vihaan’s eyes slid away from her, indifferent and cold. They found Aydin’s and Aydin forged a mindlink without pausing to think.

“Don’t do it, please. I’ll vouch for her.”

“Not like you to lose your head over a beautiful face,” Vihaan said, before breaking the link, leaving Aydin no opportunity to refute the accusation.

“Alora,” he said. “Aydin has recommended that your actions may be overlooked in view of extenuating circumstances. Normally, I wouldn’t accept such a recommendation, but I’m willing to, on one condition.”

“Anything,” she said.

“Joe,” Vihaan said. “You will help Aydin find him and bring him to justice. You have two weeks. If after two weeks, Joe remains missing, I shall relieve Aydin and his team of their present assignment, and you shall be terminated from the Force.” He paused. “I will also have Joe declared a Fugitive. Five years is long enough.”

“But we don’t even know he’s guilty for certain!”

“We also don’t know he’s innocent, and if we hadn’t found anything in five years, I doubt we will.”

A Fugitive! That meant Joe would be terminated on sight, with no chance to defend himself in a court of law. It was something reserved for the worst offenders, those whose guilt was beyond doubt. Joe didn’t deserve it. 

It was within Vihaan’s rights to declare Joe a Fugitive, but that didn’t mean it was right. 

Aydin stared at Vihaan, amazement and anger robbing him of speech. Two weeks? How was that even possible? Alora was also staring at the commander in consternation and impotent fury.

“Well?” Vihaan asked.

“All right,” she said. “I agree, sir.”

“Good. You may leave now,” he put his hand inside his pocket and drew out an orb. “This is a recording of the story Joe told Aydin and Jaziel earlier this evening. Go through it. Good night.”

“Good night, sir,” she rose, her voice and legs none too steady, and she took the orb from Vihaan with shaking hands and put it inside her pocket. “Good night, Aydin.”

“Good night, Alora,” Aydin gave her what he hoped was a reassuring smile.

Vihaan turned his icy blue eyes to his once she was gone. “You’re not happy,” he observed.

“Two weeks?” Aydin didn’t bother to hide his ire. “You wanted to get rid of Alora, but didn’t want it to look like it, so you’re throwing my entire team under the bus? In five years, we haven’t got a single clue to his whereabouts, and you expect us to find him in two weeks?”

Vihaan gave him a smile, but Aydin couldn’t read it. When had this man become a stranger?

“I would be interested in knowing your theory on what happened earlier,” Vihaan said.

Aydin glared at him, but Vihaan didn’t seem bothered. Aydin sighed and pushed his chair back as he stood.

“Not tonight, sir,” he said, emphasising the last word. “I’ve got work to do.”

“For what it’s worth,” Vihaan said as he rose, an inscrutable expression in his blue eyes. “I have faith in you.”

Aydin was bereft of speech as Vihaan gave him another smile before leaving the room.

 


Ten
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Alora paused outside the HQ building and leaned against it for a moment, trying to order her thoughts and to relax herself. Her shaking only increased. She drew in a few lungfuls of air. The orb in her pocket seemed like a dead weight, and it felt as if she was drowning.

Two weeks!

How was she supposed to help Aydin catch Joe in two weeks? And yet, she had to. She owed it to Aydin and his team. She had no doubt that Aydin got thrown under the bus for trying to stick up for her, despite his personal animosity. She still couldn’t believe the commander had done something like this to Aydin. There had been rumours about them that she had largely ignored, mainly because for all her discomfort around him, Aydin was good at what he did.

It was said they had been friends at the academy, but she could not credit that rumour. Commander Vihaan was at least ten years older than Aydin. Even if they had met at the academy, their association there, if any, would have been of short duration and would have happened when Aydin was too young to form deep friendships. If they were friends, it must have happened after they both joined the force. Vihaan had a reputation for being fair but strict and he had certainly proved it today. Even though she hated it, she couldn’t deny that what he had done was right, at least where she was concerned. Aydin and Joe on the other hand… but perhaps it would be all right. Once she was gone, he might hand the case back to Aydin after a few weeks and perhaps he wouldn’t declare Joe a Fugitive. 

That didn’t mean she wasn’t going to try her damnedest not to get kicked out of the force. She had to go home and go through whatever was in that orb. Except she didn’t have a home, not anymore. Even if she had been willing to swallow her pride, she didn’t think her father would allow her back, not after the insult she had offered him by refusing to go through with the engagement ceremony with Chaim. Chaim hadn’t looked angry, only upset, but she had been too angry to care. Her father should have known better. She hoped Chaim wouldn’t sever his business relations with her father. It wasn’t likely, but when a man’s ego was bruised, there was no saying what he would do. She didn’t want to think of her now broken beyond repair friendship with Chaim. If she did, she wouldn’t be able to hold herself together.

“Are you all right?” Aydin’s voice broke through her thoughts.

She straightened and turned to him, furious and embarrassed. She hadn’t meant to linger here this long.

“I just…” she swallowed. “I was about to leave.”

“Back home?” he asked. “After what you did, I would have thought your father wouldn’t allow you back home.”

She hated him, hated that he was knowledgeable and insightful, hated that he had blue eyes that she had to avoid all the time.

“I was thinking of staying at a hotel tonight and finding a place of my own tomorrow,” she said.

He nodded. “All right. But since the commander had decided we should crack this case within two weeks, I’ve called the team to meet me at the Lock in half an hour. I’m on my way. Do you care to accompany me? Either way, don’t be late. You’re out of excuses now.”

She was aware her face was burning. He was such an asshole! But she would be happy to go with him and work on the case. The Lock was a hotel that catered exclusively to the force, and she could perhaps get a room there. The food was also good and her stomach gave a loud grumble as if to remind her that she hadn’t eaten since lunch, and that seemed days away now rather than hours ago.

“I’ll come with you,” she said, ignoring the amusement that had appeared on his face, though he refrained from saying anything.

Her phone rang, and she dug it out of her pocket, frowning as she saw who was calling. What did Chaim want with her? Should she answer? She hesitated, and the ringing stopped. Aydin didn’t ask her anything about the call, simply creating a portal and gesturing for her to step through and on to the lobby of the Lock. He joined her a moment later and Saorise who ran the Lock came towards them, her green eyes alight with pleasure. She was tall, taller than Aydin and though her face was lined, her dark auburn hair held no hint of grey. Her stride was brisk and energetic, and her movements graceful and economical.

“Aydin!” she said, smiling. “It has been far too long since I’d seen you, my child. What have you been up to?”

“The same, Saorise,” he smiled at her, taking her offered hands and kissing them. “You look as beautiful as ever.”

“Flatterer,” she said. “Tell me your needs.”

“A room for my team and I to discuss a case. Strictest privacy and dinner for six. This is Alora, my teammate. She also requires a room to stay.”

Despite her annoyance with the high-handed way in which he had asked for a room on her behalf, Alora could not but feel grateful.

“We have but one vacant room. How about I give it to Alora and turn on the privacy and you can have your meeting there as well, if she doesn’t mind?”

Saorise gave her a smile and Alora couldn’t help but smile back. Saorise was the first person in quite a while who had given her a genuine smile without her having to use her powers. Alora wouldn’t have been surprised if she didn’t have a charm to prevent magic such as hers. The magic that Aydin had was the only one against which no defence was possible.

“I do not,” she found herself saying, smiling at the other woman.

Green eyes. Forest green. Light green was an ability for languages. Forest green indicated a head for numbers. No wonder Saorise was in charge of the Lock. Other than blue, even the various shades of other colours meant a different ability. Shades of blue only indicated levels of power.  

“Then I’ll show you to the room,” Saorise said. “I’ll show you how to turn off the privacy settings if you should wish to. That’s a simple enough spell. Menu cards will be in the room, and you can order food while you wait for the rest of your team. I’m sure you know what they like.”

She gave Aydin a small smile.

“I do,” Aydin said, which surprised Alora. She hadn’t expected that, but then, she was the one who never attended any of the team dinners or trips. Since informal leisure activities weren’t part of the mandated team building, it hadn’t created any problems for her.

The room was on the second floor and large enough. Mentally contrasting it with her own room, she thought this room was more homely than the one she had spent the past seven years in. It wasn’t as luxurious, but it had a welcoming feel to it. It was a suite consisting of two rooms. The bedroom door was closed. The room they stood in was spacious with a viewscreen on one wall, a couple of comfortable looking couches and a teapoy.

“Thank you,” she said to Saorise warmly.

“You’re welcome,” Saorise took out a small cube and handed it to her. “Just press the red side when you want to turn off the enhanced privacy. The green is for normal privacy, the yellow is for high security and the blue is enhanced. Red toggles between the current setting and the one just below.”

She accepted the cube, thanking Saorise again.

Once Saorise was gone, Aydin said, “Order your food and there’s a console on the right where you can assimilate the report in the orb the commander gave you. The others have already familiarised themselves with it.”

He transformed the couches and the teapoy into a large round table with six chairs around it as he spoke. All the chairs were cushioned and looked comfortable. Alora nodded as she picked up her menu card. Somehow, things didn’t seem so bad sitting in this warm, cozy, brightly lit room, far away from her father and everything he represented.

 


Eleven
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Zendaya was the first to arrive, followed by Jaziel and Kase. Casen was the last, but still within the half hour mark set by Aydin. The food arrived almost on Case’s heels, and they ate, discussing irrelevant matters until dinner was finished. Alora was quiet and though Zendaya and Jaziel both tried to draw her out, she remained aloof. She answered whatever query was put to her but initiated no conversations and took no part in the banter between the team. It was unlike her, but Aydin couldn’t blame her. After what Vihaan said, he didn’t feel much like conversations himself.

Once dinner was done and the plates cleared away, Aydin cleared his throat.

“I’m sorry I had to call you all away from whatever plans you may have had for the evening,” he said.

“Boring evening with the in-laws,” Kase said. “Yamileth understands, fortunately. She’ll make my excuses.”

“I owe her an apology too,” Aydin said. “Which I shall convey in person. The thing is Commander Vihaan has given us a deadline of two weeks to catch Joe, failing which we are to be removed from the investigation.”

Sounds of protests from his team were loud and he could see a fractional relaxation in Alora. He was not going to mention what had transpired regarding her to the team. They deserved to know, but they deserved to know from her. As for the rest, Vihaan might have said he had faith in him, but to Aydin it felt like a betrayal. He wasn’t going to dwell on that. He was going to do his best to make sure that they did everything they could to apprehend Joe before time was up.

“What is our plan, sir?” Zendaya asked loud enough that the team stopped their loud complaints and looked at him. Aydin was grateful to her. She had always had a cool head in a crisis.

“Right now, I’ve none” he said, honestly. “I’m open to suggestions, though. Also, any theories about what happened earlier. Why did he decide to show his face after five years, and at a place he must have known was under surveillance?”

He was curious to know if any of them had reached the same conclusion as he. That would make things easier. In view of the deadline Vihaan had given, it was imperative for them to consider all theories.

“I’m more interested in knowing how he gained entry with those wards around and without tripping any of the alarms we had set around the perimeter?” Jaziel said.

“I don’t know how he did that, but the why may have had something to do with this,” Zendaya said, as she placed an orb on the table.

Aydin conjured the console on the side to the middle of the table they were sitting around and said, “Connect to the viewscreen.”

It involved some scraping of chairs and turning them around for them to all sit facing the viewscreen, but once they were all in position, Aydin slipped the orb into the console. The light in the room dimmed as the viewscreen came to life. The orb contained a news article.

“Cynthia, wife of late Craig and mother to Joe, Noe and Paityn dead. The family is returning to Lethburn to inter her in the family’s estate as per her dying wish.”

“Craig died a month after Joe was arrested, didn’t he?” Kase asked. “So, now his mother is gone too and his brothers are coming here to bury her. No wonder he showed himself. He must have been expecting to find them in the house”

“When is the ceremony?” Aydin asked the orb. The date and time appeared on the viewscreen.

“The day after tomorrow,” Alora said, “Afternoon. He is going to be there.”

“So, are we going?” Jaziel asked.

“Turn off,” Aydin said and the view screen went dark and the room brightened again. He took the orb from the console and handed it back to Zendaya. “Good work, Zendaya, digging out that article from the archives of Berensten.”

“Sir?” Case asked. “Are we going to the ceremonial internment of Cynthia?”

Aydin was silent for a moment. In a more well-regulated world, he might have been able to, but such ceremonies held deep religious significance. Even if Joe were to walk up to his mother’s burial party in broad daylight, as long as the ceremony was being held, he was immune from arrest or any other molestation of his person. They wouldn’t be able to even enter the grounds for the ceremony without a special warrant and no one was going to give them one.

“Case,” he said. “Your family is of the sun, aren’t they?”

Case nodded. Jaziel belonged to the line of the moon, like Aydin. Alora and Kase worshipped the ancestors and Zendaya was from a line of nature devotees. No one would give any of them permission to enter the grounds during a religious ceremony such as a funeral.

“I’ll talk to Commander Vihaan, see about getting you a warrant to get in the grounds for the ceremony. Remember that you cannot nab him until the ceremony is completely over. We don’t want an incident in our hands.”

Case nodded; he probably knew all of this, but Aydin couldn’t take the chance. Those who grew up in the academy were often at a disadvantage where their own religion and culture were concerned unless they took efforts to learn it. Aydin had to learn about all the religions and cultures when he got promoted to his present position.

“But I still don’t get how he-” Jaziel shook his head. “What if he does the same thing? Come for the funeral and leave before Case can do anything? I mean, today we were all there and he got away just like that.”

“Case would be the only one inside the grounds,” Aydin said. “We’ll arrange for backup outside. The entire compound will be surrounded and warded.”

“What if he passes through the wards like he did at the house?” Kase asked. “Come on, boss. I’ve never seen anything like it. Even if the wards were coded to let him through, he ran straight through the closed front door and the locked gates like they weren’t there. How does anyone do that?”

“A little thing called magic?” Aydin said, uneasiness churning his gut. He had been hoping no one had noticed that Joe had done the impossible. He could come up with only one explanation for what had happened, and it was not something he liked thinking of. It was a possibility he refused to consider, but he would need to. 

“Even for someone powerful in magic, it seems a bit too much,” Zendaya said.

“He must have accomplices,” Alora said. “I mean, he has been in hiding for how many years? He doesn’t look like a man who has been on the run. He is well dressed, shaven and well fed. He couldn’t have managed it all on his own.”

Aydin felt a strong sense of annoyance. She had called attention to something he had very carefully refrained from mentioning.

“True,” Case said.

“Does no explanation other than the obvious occur to any of you?” He asked finally. It didn’t matter how much it bothered him. He had to consider the possibility and so did his team. “You all have all the facts of the case. At this point, we all know them better than we know our own family. Put them all together. What do you think?”

Aydin sat back and waited. As loath as he was to go there, he had to prepare them for the truth. Bile burned in the back of his throat. There was something in his chest that was clenched tight around his heart. He saw the horror dawn on Alora’s face and all too swiftly, the expressions of all faces had mirrored hers.

“It’s impossible,” Jaziel said.

“It’s the only explanation that fits all the facts,” Alora’s eyes held something that had never been there before when she looked at him. Awe, tinged with respect and no discomfort. Perhaps they could learn to work together after all.


Twelve
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There were two more calls from Chaim which Alora ignored. The theory Aydin had in mind, that they all shared now, was incredible, but somehow insensibly, they had all come to believe it. It fit all the facts, but if it was true, it also meant that their job was far from over. It meant that Joe was innocent, and that a murderer was walking free. It also meant that they had to find him, and how were they to do that? The murder had been so long ago, and though magic did a good job of reconstructing evidence it was far from perfect.

“How do we even go about solving this?” She mused aloud.

“It’s been so many years since Reynnash’s murder,” Jaziel said, his fingers beating a rapid rhythm on the tabletop. “Do you think Joe shared those memories with us so we can know who did this? Is there any clue in there?”

“Sven might have had some motive to kill Reynnash,” Aydin said thoughtfully, his hand on his chin and his elbow on the table. “But at the time of his sister’s death. Why should he wait so many years? If there was a clue in his memories, I cannot see it.”

“So, what? He was being capricious?” Zendaya asked, her knees jiggling.

“If what we infer about him is true, then possibly,” Aydin said, dropping his hand.

“Sir,” Alora said, asking the question that was burning in her mind, her hands clenched to fists on her lap. “In view of this, would Commander Vihaan still insist we apprehend Joe within two weeks?”

“He isn’t that unreasonable,” Aydin said, his gaze held understanding, and he held her eyes for a moment. “But we still need to prove our theory.”

“Assuming our theory is correct,” Case said, tapping his chin with a finger. “Do I still have to attend Cynthia’s funeral?”

“Let me talk to the commander, first,” Aydin said, leaning back on his chair. “I don’t think we’ll be getting anywhere further tonight, so let’s leave Alora to her room and go.”

“Alora is staying here?” Zendaya asked, surprised, as she turned to look at Alora.

“I left home,” Alora said, looking down. “This is only temporary though. Just until I find a place of my own.”

None of them looked surprised, and Jaziel and Kase even cheered.

“Even then, you don’t have to stay here,” Case said. “You can share with one of us, you know. I’ll be happy to have you.”

“I would be too,” Zendaya said.

“Except you have a one-bedroom flat,” Jaziel said. “And Case’s place is more fit for pigs than humans. I have a spare bedroom however, and I clean my place. So, Alora, choose wisely.”

She lifted her eyes and smiled at them, warmth flooding her.

“Thank you, but I’m good here for tonight. If I don’t find a place by tomorrow, I’ll take you up on that offer.”

“So?” Aydin said. “Shall we leave Alora in peace?”

“Sure.”

Jaziel rose, followed by the others, Zendaya and Kase yawning widely. Aydin was the last to leave. He paused at the door before turning back to transform the table and chairs back to the couches and teapoy.

“Commander Vihaan isn’t unreasonable,” he said, looking at her, his right hand on the doorframe, and his voice soft and gentle. “You may have to agree to bind your magic at work, but I’m sure he will allow you to stay.”

She nodded. If binding her magic was all she had to do, she could consider herself fortunate. Despite her intentions, what she did was something that might have had potentially serious consequences.

“Thank you,” she said. “I know I’ve given you no cause to stick up for me, but you did.”

He looked uncomfortable.

That is something new.

“I only said what I believed,” he said, dropping his hand. “I believe you can be an asset to the force, Alora. It is evident that you have an aptitude for the work we do. Good night.”

As soon as she closed the door, her phone rang again.

“Chaim,” she said, feeling weary as she answered. “I have been working till now, that’s why I couldn’t answer the phone.”

Why was she even justifying herself to him? Except, Chaim had been a friend, at least until her father had sprung the surprise engagement on her. She had known him ever since she had come home from the academy, and he had been someone she could talk to. She had trusted him and he… she gripped the phone tight, fighting the impulse to scream at him and to fling the phone across the room.

“I’m sorry,” Chaim sounded it too. “Are you all right, Alora? Do you have a place to stay?”

“I took a room in this place we use,” she said, standing with her back leaning against the door. “I’m okay, Chaim. I’m sorry if I insulted you.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “I’m not insulted, not really. I wish your father had consulted you on this. He told me he had which was why I agreed to it. I would have asked you, but-”

“Chaim,” she interrupted. “It’s okay. I may have grown up away from it all, but I do know our traditions. You weren’t allowed to talk to me.”

“I still should have asked you. Damn it! I’m so sorry. I wanted you to know that. I’m still your friend, Alora, and I’d like that to continue.”

She couldn’t deny the sweeping relief she felt on hearing his words. Why was she even surprised that her father had lied to Chaim? At least, Chaim hadn’t befriended her with any ulterior motives. His friendship hadn’t been false. There were so few people in her life she could trust, and her faith had been shaken badly by the events of the evening.

“Thank you,” she whispered, locking the door and moving to the bedroom.

“Are you all right?” he asked again.

“No,” she said, stepping inside and noticing almost absently the large Queen-sized bed and the side tables and the viewscreen opposite the bed and the large windows on the right. “I’m not. I… I messed up, and I might lose my job, and Chaim, I’m… I don’t know what to do.”

Aydin would try to protect her. She knew it. She trusted it, but she wasn’t certain it would do any good. The desperation and fear inside her was a tight knot, not allowing her to breathe.

“Do you want me to come over?” he asked. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Alora couldn't deny that it would be a relief to see him, to pour it all out, but she was more exhausted than she’d expected and she sighed.

“I’m not up for talking, but do come over if you must. Just don’t wake me if I’m asleep, okay?” She sat on the bed. It was extremely comfortable. “I’m too tired.”

“All right. You take care, Alora, okay?”

“Okay,” she said.

“Good night,” he said. “Don’t hesitate to call if you need anything, all right?”

“I will. Thank you, Chaim, and good night.”

She lay on the bed, her legs still dangling off its edge. She yawned. In a moment, she would get up and shower and change, but now she just wanted to lie there for a few. Her eyes closed and she yawned again. She would lie here for just a minute. She would need to let Chaim in. But first she needed to have a short nap.

 


Thirteen
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Aydin stopped short on entering his flat. The lights were on. Not just one, but every one of them. His fingers twitched with the battle magic he’d called to the fore, as he moved towards the kitchen from where he could hear the sound of water running. He dropped his hands as he stared at the man standing there, his brain frozen in shock.

“Hey there, Blue,” Joe said.

Aydin stared at him, a storm of emotions raging through him, and he was unable to put a name to any of them.

“You broke through my wards,” he said.

Joe’s face took on a wary expression, though his smile remained.

“Did I?”

Aydin stepped into the kitchen and moved to the sink and turned off the tap. Joe stepped away as he approached, confirming his theory further. There was a lump in his throat as he turned to face the man.

“I was just about to make some tea,” Joe said, moving away further.

“Don’t run,” Aydin said. “You… I didn’t get an alert when you broke through my wards.”

“Didn’t you?”

The smile had become rather fixed, and Joe dropped his eyes.

“I know,” Aydin said quietly. “My entire team knows.”

“Knows what?”

Aydin swallowed. “What you are. Now.”

“And what am I?” Joe’s voice was gentle and this time, he didn’t move away as Aydin stepped closer and into his space. Aydin held out a hand and it passed through the other man. Joe’s eyes were fixed on his and Aydin drew a shuddering breath.

“You’re a ghost, Joe,” Aydin whispered. “I don’t know when or how you died, but I’m going to find out. I’m also going to find out the person who framed you, and I’m going to bring them to justice and put you to rest.”

“Worthy goals,” Joe said softly. “Think you can do that all in two days?”

“Two days?” Aydin asked, confused.

“The funeral rites for my mother will also put me to rest, as you phrase it. It is a rite that’s meant for the whole family. It was her death that caused me to be a ghost in the first place, you know. Death alone doesn’t create ghosts.”

Aydin didn’t know any of that except the part about how ghosts come to be. Ghosts were products of magic, but putting them to rest was out of magic’s purview. Obviously, there were things about religious ceremonies that were not there in any books.

“I don’t know if I’ll be able to find Reynnash’s murderer or yours in two days,” he said, his chest constricting further. His vision was blurring somehow and he blinked to clear them. “But I promise you, Joe, that I will find them.”

“Would it help, if I told you they’re the same person?” Joe asked softly. “I died of the same poison as Reynnash five years ago, on the Night of the Stirthen, and we were both killed by the same person.” A small smile crept into his face. “I should have surrendered to you, Blue. You would have saved my life, but I had no idea then that I had been poisoned.”

“My name is Aydin,” Aydin said quietly. Not that he minded Joe calling him Blue, but it seemed like an unwelcome reminder of his powers.

“Aydin,” Joe smiled again. “I like Blue better though. I’d never forgotten your eyes.”

“You were dead,” Aydin muttered, feeling heat rise to his face.

“True, but I am a ghost, not a Stirthen. I have feelings and memories, and your eyes are among my memories.”

“Because they were among the last things you ever saw,” Aydin said.

“Possibly,” Joe agreed.

“So, are you going to tell me who killed you and Reynnash?”

Joe shook his head. “It doesn’t work like that, Blue. I’m a ghost. I can’t speak my murderer’s name. You know that.”

“Is there a clue in the memories you shared?” Aydin asked.

“I couldn’t get to the memories that might have held a clue.” Joe said softly. “I was prevented from showing them to you. The magic that has created me and my kind, they… they have strict rules, I’m afraid.”

Aydin had expected that, but it still bothered him. Before he could ask anything though, his wards alerted him to the presence of a visitor. He walked towards the door, his hand lifted and a spell sparking at their tips when the distinct sound of a key turning reached his ears. He dropped his hand. Only one man had a key to his flat. It was a matter of necessity and convenience at one time, and he had forgotten he had never taken the key back.

Vihaan opened the door and Aydin saw his eyes shift to a point behind him to his left. Vihaan’s frame tensed and Aydin remembered Joe too late.

“Having company?” Vihaan asked, his face neutral.

“Don’t mind me,” Joe said, moving forward so he passed through Aydin. “Aydin here will tell you I’m just a ghost and about to leave anyway. There’s a limit to the time I can spend away from where my body is.”

“And you can’t tell us where it is,” Vihaan said.

To his credit, he took the revelation well. His eyes had widened for a moment, but that was all the sign of emotion there was.

“You were all at the academy,” Joe said. “You know how the magic that binds ghosts work. I’m sorry. Besides, it’s been five years, and there’s not much left of it. Good thing my body isn’t a necessity to my finding peace.”

“The rite for your mother day after tomorrow,” Vihaan said.

Sometimes Aydin forgot that Vihaan belonged to the line of the sun as well. He obviously knew more than Aydin about those rituals and it shouldn’t have been a surprise.

“As I said, I’m leaving,” Joe said. “I have faith in you, Blue. I’m sure you’ll find out the truth.”

He vanished and Aydin collapsed to the floor, his legs so shaky they refused to support him anymore. Vihaan was at his side, a wave of his hand closing the still open front door. Vihaan helped him up and onto the couch, sitting next to him. Aydin buried his face in his hands and took a few deep breaths, each feeling more difficult than the previous.

“I’m sorry,” Vihaan said softly, as if he could understand all the discombobulated thoughts that flew around in Aydin’s head. None of it made any sense, but Aydin was grateful for the grounding presence next to him, so solid and real.
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Alora wasn’t surprised when she woke up and saw that Chaim was asleep in an armchair across from her bed. She couldn’t remember the armchair, but that wasn’t important. Saorise must have let him in, but why? True, she had invited him, but how could Saorise have known that? Her second realisation was that she was lying on the bed, still fully dressed, but inside the covers. She remembered dropping off to sleep on top of the covers. Did Chaim put her to bed?

She sat up, yawning, and picked up her phone from the side table. She couldn’t remember putting it there either. There were no messages or notifications. Yet. It was only 7 am. There was plenty of time for it. Today was important. They had to decide how to approach the case. Would they go to Firthern where Reynnash was killed and recreate the evidence, or would they wait for the funeral to be over before questioning Joe’s family once again? Sven had been completely overlooked in their investigation before. Was he even with the family anymore? Had Joe’s disappearance under a cloud of suspicion led him to leave them as well?

Of course, it was no use speculating. Aydin’s was the decision, his the call as to how the investigation should go. If he convinced commander Vihaan about their theory, it was possible the man might not insist on the deadline he had set the team. But what about her? Would Vihaan let her off the hook so easily?

“Alora,” Chaim said, breaking into her thoughts and forcing her attention on to him. She had never seen him so dishevelled or tired. The shadow of stubble on his cheek was also new, but somehow it suited him, emphasising his high cheekbones. He had always been fastidious about his appearance and his clothes, something she’d often teased him about. His eyes held a faint expression of worry as he looked at her.

“Are you angry with me?” he asked. “I came, but the door was locked, and I didn’t want to leave. I didn’t wake you as promised, though.”

“How did you gain entrance?” she asked. “Why did Saorise let you in?”

Faint colour dusted his cheeks, causing them to go darker.

“I told her I was your fiancé,” he muttered, not avoiding her eyes, shame and guilt in them as well as a plea. “That you were expecting me.”

Alora sighed. It didn’t offend her as much as it should have. Perhaps she was more exhausted than she believed.

“I have to go to work,” she said. “Stay for breakfast, but leave after, all right? It’s a busy day. We’ll talk in the evening?”

Why was she putting this off? She had allowed him to come. She shouldn’t be talking as if he had barged in without permission.

“I understand,” he said. “I just had to see that you were all right. You sounded so… upset, and after the scene at the house… I’m sorry if I was even inadvertently responsible for your troubles.”

“I used my powers on my colleagues, and our commander found out,” she said. “He has blue eyes, you see. My father told him I was misusing my powers, so he felt it necessary to interrogate me.”

Chaim had no magic, and anyone would have thought her words wouldn’t make any sense to him, but he nodded, understanding dawning in his eyes. He might not have magic, but he had always been interested in knowing about it. After all, they did live in a world where almost half of the people had it, and Chaim didn’t subscribe to her father’s fanatical insistence that magic was evil and to be abhorred. He had read up on it, and had often asked her about it. It was one of the things that made her like him so much. He was so open minded, unlike her parents.

“Your mother asked me to give you this,” Chaim dug his hand into his pocket and produced a key. “She said that it is hers, that your father has nothing to do with it and that you can do what you wanted with it. Set wards, change the lock, whatever.”

Alora took the key, recognising it and feeling rather numb. Wave after wave of emotions was cascading within her, but she could put no words to any of them. She clung to the key tightly.

“She bought that house,” she whispered. “The day before I was due to come home from the academy. She said it was a coming home present, but my father wouldn’t let her give it to me. They fought that day, and…” she suppressed a sob. “Mother never… after that she always stood by father, and I never thought…” she stared at the key, blinking back tears and wanting to cry, but also rage. If only her mother had spoken up! If only her mother had stood up for her! What a difference it would have made to her, to have had the support of at least one of her parents!

“She loves you,” Chaim said after a moment. “But… Alora, she also loves your father, and she will not choose one of you over the other,”

It was uncanny how well Chaim knew her, how he could read her thoughts with such fiendish accuracy. Somehow, hearing him speak made her feel relaxed; the words he spoke weren’t reassuring, but they were enough to provide her closure. This was her mother’s one act of rebellion against her husband whom she loved. This was her one act of love towards the daughter whom she also loved. She would not choose, and Alora needn’t expect her to.

“Thank her for me,” she said.

She had seen the house. It was modest, two bedrooms and a drawing cum living room and a dining cum kitchen. It was enough for her, more than enough, and it was situated near enough to the HQ. That had been purely accidental of course, but convenient. It was also fully furnished which meant that she needn’t break into the meagre savings from her pay to buy furniture and needn’t pledge her credit to pay a rent advance. In one stroke, her mother had removed a great part of the anxieties plaguing her, and she couldn’t help but be grateful.

“I will,” Chaim said, stretching and picking up his coat and tie from the chair. “How about you freshen up and I order coffee? After that you can order breakfast while I freshen up and I’ll get out of your hair afterwards. All right?”

She moved forward to hug him. “I wish you didn’t have to go,” she said in spite of her own words to the contrary not half an hour earlier.

He held her tight. “I’m always here for you,” he said. “But we both have to work. I’ll come by in the evening and help you move in, all right?”

“Deal,” she smiled at him.

Her phone chimed and she looked at it. It was a message from Aydin, telling her to meet him and the rest of the team in front of the Sunup house at eleven.
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At any other time, Aydin would have taken umbrage at Vihaan’s presence, but not today. He still felt raw, as if someone had flayed open something within him, and his slumber had been disturbed by nightmares. He had overslept as a result and had woken to find Vihaan in the bed with him, lying over the covers on the other end. He had picked up his phone and had sent a message to his team to meet him in front of Sunup house at eleven, before waking the other man and getting up.

He still had no clear idea of what to do, but he had a feeling that whatever answers they sought for, were there. Joe might not have been able to show them any memories that could provide a clue to who the murderer was, but the ones he had shown them were significant. They were obviously leading up to something, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out what that something must have been. Except, he had to prove it.

He hadn’t confided his vague ideas to Vihaan or to anyone else. Which could be why Vihaan asked him over breakfast, “What is the plan?”

“I don’t know,” he said honestly. “I thought we could go in there, offer condolences and I don’t know, ask permission to attend the ceremony tomorrow? Tell them Joe had been seen, watch their reactions?”

“You suspect someone in the family?” Vihaan asked, thoughtfully.

Aydin nodded as he sat back, the food he had been played around with still untouched on his plate. Vihaan gave it a pointed look, but said nothing.

“He showed us those memories for a reason,” Aydin said. “They were leading to something, something he was prevented from showing us. I have a feeling that it had something to do with his family. In fact, I’m almost certain that the next memory would have been his return home after finishing at the academy.”

“I’d be interested in knowing how you reached that conclusion,” Vihaan said. “He stopped on the memory of Reynnash telling them their real names before taking them to the academy. Doesn’t it stand to reason that the next memory would have been of his academy days? After all, what could any of his family have against Reynnash? The man did manage to find someone to save him and his brother, after all.”

“Because of all the things he showed us,” Aydin said. “If he meant to show us his academy days, why show us all that? Why show us the details of the curse, about Aranza, about Sven and what he meant to them? He could have just shown us the academy days with no preamble if that was what he wanted us to see. What was the purpose in giving us all that information on his family?” 

“You may be right,” Vihaan sounded thoughtful. “But what if he wanted to show something in the academy that was tied to his history as well? He and his brother started a year later than others. They would have had difficulty fitting in, and Reynnash would have helped them. What if someone just got jealous?”

“Why would they wait so many years?” Aydin countered. “We all know that the academy creates a rift between the students and their families, a rift which is healed in time with some and never with others. We didn’t have to know all his history, unless what he meant us to see next had also to do with his family.”

“Your logic is sound,” Vihaan said. “But what if he showed us all that just because he couldn’t show us the academy days? He couldn't show us anything that could give us a clue, remember? What if he intended us to conclude that the culprit was someone at the academy?”

That was an angle Aydin hadn’t considered, but he still had an answer.

“We know all his closest associates in the academy. Everyone who knew him there, and Reynnash too. We investigated all those people the last time. We interrogated everyone, Vihaan. It isn’t possible we made a mistake then.” he paused. “My gut tells me it is someone in the family. What do we have to lose anyway? We’ll go there and talk to them. If I’m wrong, we can focus on the academy and see if we overlooked anything last time. It’s just one more day, Vihaan.”

“I already told you that I’ve faith in you,” Vihaan said. “I trust you, Aydin. Do you mind if I come with you?”

Aydin’s eyes met Vihaan’s and he swallowed.

“All right,” he said. “But this is still my investigation, Vihaan. It’s my team. Don’t forget that. And,” He stretched his hand across the table. “My key, please.”

Vihaan stilled, his whole frame tensing, and though his face showed no emotion, his eyes were searching. After a moment, he put his hand into his pocket and brought out the key and handed it over to Aydin without a word. Aydin put the key in his own pocket. He felt drawn tight, ready to break, and he couldn’t explain why. He made no objections as Vihaan carried the plates to the sink. There was tension between them now, a tension that had never been there before and Aydin felt himself unequal to try and break it.

They reached the Sunup house in time to see that Alora was already there and Case too. The other three weren’t there yet, but it was still ten minutes to eleven.

“Commander Vihaan is joining us today,” Aydin said.

Alora and Case murmured greetings which Vihaan reciprocated.

“Do you think it is someone in the family, sir?” Alora asked.

“It’s only a suspicion,” Aydin said, not feeling up to explanations.

He didn’t know why he was so emotional. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t suspected Joe had been dead. But to suspect something and to have confirmation of the same were obviously not the same. Yet, why should it affect him so? He couldn’t even understand it.

Zendaya, Jaziel and Kase appeared together, stepping out of a portal. They too greeted Vihaan formally.

“What is the plan, sir?” Jaziel asked.

“Just follow my lead,” Aydin replied. “Observe everyone closely, especially their reactions when I bring up our encounter with Joe.”

“All right, sir,” his team chorused.

He led the way inside, Vihaan at his side.

“Are you up to this?” Vihaan asked through a mindlink. Aydin hadn’t even noticed he had made one. “You look quite pale.”

“I don’t know,” he said, opting for honesty. “But I need to do this. I can’t explain it.”

“You don’t have to,” Vihaan said, an expression on his face, Aydin couldn’t read. “I know why, even if you don’t.”

Aydin turned his face away and broke the link. Vihaan had always known him better than he did himself, and Aydin couldn’t help but resent it, even as he welcomed it. He paused at the front door, took a deep breath and rang the bell.
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The excitement in the atmosphere was as palpable as the nervousness, and Alora swallowed hard. She looked at Aydin, pale but composed and Commander Vihaan who looked as dispassionate as ever. Why was he even here? To ensure they wouldn’t mess up? No matter how much she might resent his presence, she was not going to raise any objections.

The door was opened by Noe. His face was so similar to his twin’s, despite them not being identical. The signs of stress were there, and lines on his face, a faint dusting of grey in the temples. Joe on the other hand hadn’t looked a day older than the photograph in their case files. Which was natural, if he had been dead all this time.

Commander Vihaan showed his identification and Aydin followed suit. Noe’s lips thinned and he went rather pale, but he stepped aside and bade them enter. He waved them to the comfortable looking chairs and couches in the room. Alora had a feeling of Deja vu as she stepped inside and looked around. This might have been her parents’ living room with a few minor changes. The opulence of the decorations, and the luxury of the furniture and furnishings were almost the same.

Even though Noe hadn’t called anyone, two people walked into the room, one of whom she recognised as Sven. The other had to be Paityn, the younger brother of Joe and Noe. She knew he had been born two years after the twins and that he had had no magic and had grown up with his parents, probably in this very house. Was it difficult for him when his brothers returned so suddenly? Of course, it might not have been sudden. Their parents did know of the breaking of the curse and the children’s stay at the academy. They might have been expected to return home once their studies were completed.

“Not a day in our house, and already we’re visited by law enforcement,” Paityn threw himself on a chair, glaring at them. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

“There were unfamiliar wards around the house,” Noe said, his eyes riveted on them, hostility evident. “Not to speak of magical tripwires. It took me the better part of the night to dismantle them.”

“You arrived last night?” Aydin asked.

“Late last night. I wasn’t sure if you people would still be around, but I didn’t want to take a chance,” Noe said. “We took a room in a hotel and I came over here, to check the condition of the property. Imagine my surprise when I found all those spells.”

“Your brother paid a visit to this house last night,” Aydin said. “He escaped however. Forgive us if we took additional precautions.”

Alora saw the widening of Noe’s eyes, coupled with the blooming of joy and the same expression was mirrored on Sven’s face. Paityn, however, had gone deathly pale.

“Joe was here?” he croaked.

Aydin’s eyes turned to him and Paityn’s eyes were caught in his gaze. “He was here,” Aydin said. “I saw him. I talked to him, but he escaped before I could apprehend him. Why? Does that surprise you?”

“Yes!” Paityn said, trying to shift his eyes away without success. “Why would he even come here?”

“Are you sure?” Noe asked, and Aydin’s eyes slid to his face. There was an expression on Noe’s face that Alora could only describe as hope. But why? “Sure it was Joe?”

“I’m sure,” Aydin said. “Why?”

“Because…” Noe bit his lip and threw an apologetic glance at Sven. “I had been almost certain that he was dead.”

“Noe!” Sven exclaimed and Paityn went rigid, his eyes dropping and his face even paler than before.

“Why do you say that?” Aydin’s voice was steady and Alora could only admire his calmness. Her own heart was beating a mile a minute and she could feel the tension in every one of her team.

Noe sighed. “Joe and I… we’re connected… more than even other twins… it’s like we could always sense the other, we could always find each other, our magics are bonded, and… for the past five years, I had not sensed him… not since,” he swallowed. “Not since the Night of the Stirthen five years ago… it was… it was like something was obscuring him, as if he was out of my reach… I thought perhaps he was blocking me, that perhaps he had cloaked himself and when we left the country, I told myself it was the distance, but… I don’t know…. I just felt as if… as if he was dead, but if you saw him last night… I must have been imagining things, he must have been cloaked or something…”

Sven was at his side, his hand on the man’s shoulder.

“Do you feel him now?” Aydin asked, not a trace of waver in his voice.

Alora didn’t know how he could be like this. Her heart was being wrung by the hope in Noe’s eyes, golden eyes so like her own, and she could tell that he would never use those powers for anything.

Noe shook his head. “No. I can’t.”

“You said you felt as if he was obscured from you,” Aydin said. “Do you think if you try hard, you can find him?”

“You think I’ll help you find him?” Noe’s eyes were flashing in anger. “He’s innocent and because of you, he had to spend years as a fugitive!”

“I’m sorry,” Aydin said. “But you misunderstand me. I did see Joe last night, but it was not him. He was a ghost.”

Noe’s face drained of all colour and Sven fell on his knees. Did she imagine it or was it a flash of relief she had seen on Paityn’s face? She couldn’t keep her eyes off the youngest brother. Why should he be relieved unless it was he who had done it, but why? Why would he kill his own brother unless… unless he had killed Reynnash too. But it was impossible. Reynnash was a powerful wizard and Paityn had no magic. The poisoned wine in Reynnash’s house had borne Joe’s magical signature, though it had been obfuscated so much to be near undetectable.

“You want me to find his body,” Noe said finally.

“I know that the ceremony tomorrow would put him to rest, body or no body,” Aydin said, his voice gentle, “But I thought it would be better if we can find it. Sometimes, there are traces, magical traces left in the body of what killed it, and I’m hoping it will lead back to his murderer, and the true murderer of Reynnash.”

Alora stared at Aydin, too surprised to hide it. Everyone else was staring at him, and she risked a quick glance at Paityn who looked thunderstruck. Of course. He had no magic and no idea how it worked. For all he knew, there was a way to find out the truth from Joe’s dead body which was probably only bones by now. It was clever of Aydin, but she couldn’t yet see what good it would do.

“I’ll help you,” Noe said. “But not today, I… I need some time, and… come for the funeral tomorrow, all of you… after that, we’ll find him. All right?”

“Sure,” Aydin rose. “I’m sorry about your mother, and about Joe.”

Noe nodded, as he bent down to assist Sven up, holding the old man in his arms.

“Please leave now,” he said.

“Can we portal from outside the door?” Aydin asked.

“Of course,” Noe said. “Just leave.”
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The portal led them to Aydin’s flat. Everyone had been there at one time or another except Alora and he could see her looking around curiously.

“So, what was that all about?” Kase asked.

“That was well done,” Vihaan said as everyone sat down. “I take it you left something there?”

“You think Paityn will try to kill Noe?” Alora asked.

Aydin felt almost proud of her. She was the only one who had figured it out, judging from the expressions of surprise on all the other faces.

“Paityn killed Joe?” Zendaya asked. “And Reynnash? He said he hadn’t even seen Joe that night when he was questioned.”

“He wasn’t questioned by anyone with blue eyes,” Vihaan said. “He had no magic and hence we assumed that his lies could be easier to spot.”

“But why?” Jaziel asked. “What did he have to gain?”

“Everything,” Case showed them his phone. “Craig’s will left everything equally to all three of them and Cynthia, and Cynthia’s will left everything equally to all three. With Joe and Noe out of the way, Paityn stands to inherit a lot.”

“According to law, convicted criminals can’t inherit anything,” Kase said. “But Joe escaped from prison and might have come close to figuring it out. Or his escape made Paityn panic.”

“It still doesn’t explain all the evidence,” Alora said. “Paityn has no magic. How could he even have killed Reynnash, and why? Framing Joe, okay, but why kill someone like Reynnash? Why not choose someone else? Why not Noe, for that matter? Two birds with one stone. Clean.”

“Look,” Aydin said. “It’s no use speculating on motives or modus operandi or anything. Thing is we’re acting on gut feeling here, not evidence. If we can catch Paityn at an attempt on Noe’s life or Sven’s, we have a reason to interrogate him, and find out everything. Till that happens, all this speculation is pretty fruitless. Perhaps he hated Reynnash for saving his brothers’ lives. Perhaps he hoped they wouldn’t come home. Perhaps he couldn’t bear that his parents loved them as well as him, since they were never there and he was. Perhaps he hated that they had magic and he didn’t. Perhaps he believes in the magic is evil spiel. It could be anything. We won’t know till we ask him, and he tells us.”

“How are we going to catch him?” Vihaan asked.

“Well, he used poison the last two times, so I did take the precaution of leaving a spell for that, and a spell for weapons, strangulation, asphyxiation of any kind, and pretty much any kind of attempted murder that we’re aware of.” Aydin hoped it would be enough. He would never forgive himself if they were too late.

“As long as it happens inside the grounds,” Vihaan said.

“I left a message for Noe,” Aydin said. “To watch out for any attempts on his life. I didn’t give any details, but I think he’ll take it seriously.”

“In view of what happened to Joe,” Vihaan nodded. “Well,” he rose. “You’ve all done good work. I’ll be leaving. I’m sure you have it all covered.”

A protest rose to Aydin’s lips that he swallowed. There was no need for Vihaan to be there, and he had other things to attend to. Somehow, he still felt bereft as the commander left.

“So, we wait?” Alora asked.

“We wait,” he confirmed.

They didn’t have long to wait. Perhaps Paityn had grown desperate, but the alert happened less than an hour later and a portal opened straight into a bedroom where Paityn was trying to strangle Sven. He sprang away with a wild look as he saw them.

“You tricked me!” he said, his eyes wide.

Noe rushed into the room a moment later, looking confused.

“What’s going on here?”

“He tried to kill me,” Sven said, coughing as he tried to get up.

“Paityn?” Noe looked devastated. “You?”

A stubborn look came on Paityn’s face and the glance he shot his brother was full of loathing. He stayed silent as Jaziel and Alora caught him by the arms.

“I’m sorry about this,” Aydin said, patting Noe by the shoulder as he passed him.

“Are you?” Noe’s golden eyes turned to him, full of emotion and anger. “I hope I never see you again, Aydin.”

Aydin couldn't blame him for the sentiment. He would have felt the same. He wished he could feel better about everything that had happened. He wished he felt more satisfied. He nodded at Noe and went out. Paityn was taken to the HQ and booked. He was produced before a judge and remanded to their custody to be interrogated.

“So, when are you doing it?” Vihaan asked once they were in his office, Aydin handing over the report to him. “Interrogating him?”

“Tomorrow,” Aydin said. “I don’t think I’m up to doing it today.”

“Not curious about what happened?” Vihaan asked,

“What does it matter?” Aydin asked, weary to his bones. “Two people are dead, and what does it matter what that little shit thought or why he did it?”

Vihaan’s eyes held a strange expression that Aydin couldn't read. “Go home,” he said. “You need some rest.”

Aydin didn’t rise from his chair. “You said you knew why I was upset even though I didn’t,” he said. “What did you mean?”

“You’re an intelligent man, Aydin. Haven’t you figured out why all this is affecting you so much?”

Aydin sighed. He had, of course, but it made no sense. There was no logic or reason to it. But then, feelings rarely did. Still, how could Vihaan have known before him?

“How did you know?” he asked.

A look of amusement crossed Vihaan’s face. “I know you, Aydin.”

“Well enough to figure out I’d fallen in love with a dead man whom I’d believed to be a criminal till recently?” He couldn’t help the irritation in his voice. It wasn’t fair that Vihaan should have been able to read him so well.

“Go home, Aydin,” Vihaan smiled. “And yes, I do know you that well.”

He scowled. “I know you too. There’s something you’re not telling me.”

“It can wait,” Vihaan said, the amusement fading from his eyes.

“Vihaan.”

“There was a message from your father,” Vihaan sighed.

Vihaan was right. It could have waited.

“Not interested,” Aydin said wearily.

Vihaan made a face. “That’s what I told him, but he won’t be accepting excuses from me for much longer.”

Aydin looked up and let out an exhale. This was not something he wanted to deal with right now.

“I’ll hold him off as much as I can,” Vihaan said, his voice quiet. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up now.”

“You shouldn’t be dealing with my shit,” Aydin muttered. “And you didn’t bring it up. I made you. Thank you.”

“Stop talking nonsense and go home,” Vihaan’s face was red. Was he really that embarrassed by Aydin’s gratitude?

“Good night, Vihaan,” he said, getting up.

“Good night, Aydin,” Vihaan said.

He gave Vihaan a weak smile before walking out of the room, and the HQ. The sun had set and lights were blinking on all along the city. His team was waiting for him outside.

“Party at the Lock,” Alora said. “It’s mandatory, boss.”

He smiled at them, feeling the tightness within his chest relaxing a fraction.

“Well done, Blue,” a whisper passed him in a breeze.

“A party sounds good,” he said. 
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SOMETHING WAS COMING TOWARDS him, and Aydin found himself petrified, completely unable to move. The thing stopped an inch before his face, sniffing the air. Aydin didn’t know what to call it. It was insubstantial, passing through solid obstacles like nothing he had seen before, but it looked solid. It was an undulating mass of grey, forming the shape of the objects it passed through. Right now, it had the shape of the chair Aydin had pushed on its way before fear, and the wall at his back had rooted him to the spot.

“Hey!”

The shout came from behind the thing, and it turned. Aydin took a couple of cautious steps back, angling to a side so he could see his rescuer. He wasn’t going to run, leaving whoever it was to face the thing alone. He saw a stranger, but from the uniform it was evident, they were a student in the academy too. They were an older student, probably someone in their final year. Aydin couldn’t see their eyes from here, so he had no idea what their powers were. 

Someone clapped a hand over his mouth, bodily lifting him, and Aydin struggled till an unfamiliar voice hissed in his ear, “Stop fighting me, I’m trying to save your ass here.”

Aydin quietened down, and the hand was removed from his mouth. He turned his head to meet quizzical blue eyes, so similar in colour to his own, though a shade lighter.

“Come on,” the student holding him whispered. “Tatum will keep it distracted. Let me get you back to your dorms.”

“Shouldn’t we help?” he whispered back but allowed the older boy to carry him through a hidden door behind a tapestry.

“Against a Stirthen?” the student snorted. “Nothing we can do. Tatum has a gift, so she’ll be fine for now. I’ll find a professor to help her once I get you to your dorms.”

Aydin was put down once they reached the main corridor of the school, somewhere he could recognise.

“I can get to the dorms from here,” he said. “You should help your friend.”

“She’s my sister,” the boy said, his hand on Aydin’s shoulder as he led him towards the dorms. “So, not bloody likely I’ll leave her there. I just want to make sure you’re safe.”

“I’m Aydin,” he said since there didn’t seem to be anything more to say.

“I’m Vihaan.” The older student smiled at him. “You’re in which year?”

“Seventh,” Aydin replied. “Are you a final year?”

“Not yet. I’ve two more years to go.”

They were in front of Aydin’s dorms now, and Vihaan knocked on the stone wall thrice. The wall melted away, and a stern-faced man stood there, his hands on his hips. 

“And what was this one doing out so late?” He directed his question at Vihaan.

“There’s a Stirthen on the 4th floor, the secret corridor,” Vihaan said. “He was trapped there. Tatum is distracting it now.”

The man’s demeanour changed, and he stilled for one moment before glaring at them again. “I’ve informed the professors. You may return to your own dorm, Vihaan. Tatum will be fine.”

Aydin knew that the keeper of the dorm had just communicated to the professors through a mind link. How he wished he could learn it, but it was taught only in the final year. 

“Can I see this one to his bed?” Vihaan asked blandly, making Aydin bristle. He was not a little boy. He could see himself to his bed.

The keeper sighed. “Stay here, then, and I’ll go get your sister.”

He made a portal to the 4th floor, just outside where Aydin had been confronted with the Stirthen and stepped through. 

“Why aren’t we allowed to learn portals and mind links till the final year?” Aydin grumbled, his irritation at Vihaan forgotten in his own fascination.

“Because you need to be older to learn to use them with some degree of responsibility,” Vihaan answered, as he stepped into the hallway leading to the 7th year dorms. “You should get to bed. I’ll be here till the keeper returns.”

Aydin nodded and turned towards the dorms before looking at Vihaan again. “Thank you,” he said. “You and your sister saved my life.”

“You’re welcome,” Vihaan said. “Now get to bed before the keeper returns and we both end up in trouble.”

“Good night,” Aydin said before opening the door to the dorms and entering it. Everyone else was already in bed and asleep, and he made his way to his own bed. Getting on to it, he curled up on a side, wriggling inside the sheets, and closing his eyes. His heart was beating normally now, but he could still feel the debilitating terror that had gripped him when he’d seen the thing. 

He sighed as he curled up into a foetal position, hugging his pillow close. Despite being safe, and back in his dorm, he didn’t think he was going to be able to sleep anytime soon. Not without knowing Tatum was safe as well. 

It was going to be a long night.


One
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AYDIN PORTALLED TO THE HOUSE of the crime scene to find his entire team already there. There was a very obvious smirk on Alora’s face and he shook his head, mouthing, “Don’t say it.”

Zendaya hid her own smirk, but Jaziel and Case2 looked neutral which fooled Aydin none. 

“Aydin,” Kannon’s voice held tension, and his face, so normally impassive in even the worst crime scenes, was pale. “I think you need to see this.”

Aydin stepped forward to where Kannon and his people were examining the crime scene. The victim was on their side, a magical bubble encasing them. 

“We’re done with the room, and we’re starting on the vic,” Kannon said, his voice hushed as he led Aydin to where they could see the dead person’s face clearly. 

Aydin sucked in his breath, feeling something tighten within his chest. A scream built up which he swallowed. This was not the time, nor the place. 

“We have to inform Commander Vihaan,” He heard himself say, his voice steady and calm, despite the turmoil that churned in his gut. 

“He’s at the annual conference in Berkit,” Kannon said. “There’s no way to contact him while there.”

“This qualifies as an emergency,” Aydin insisted.

“I can’t make that call,” Kannon said. “I don’t have the authority.”

Aydin pressed his lips together. Technically speaking, Kannon was right. As the investigating officer, Aydin had the authority, but he didn’t want to go through the proper channels. Not because of delay, but because of their impersonal nature. The alternative was a risk, but did he have a choice? 

“I’ve the authority,” he said finally. “I’ll portal to Berkit. This stays between us till I return. No one on your team or mine is going to be told.”

“Aydin, you can’t–” Kannon started, but Aydin had already gone back to the front room where his team was already using their magic to examine any traces of evidence.

“The crime scene is off limits till I return,” he told them. “Zendaya, you’re in charge.”

“Where are you going, boss?” Jaziel asked, a frown between his brows.

“Tell you after I’m back,” Aydin said, stepping out of the house. 

He wasn’t sure if this was the right thing to do, but he knew that following procedure was entirely unacceptable. There would be consequences for what he was about to do, but right now, he couldn’t be bothered. He didn’t really want to think too much. Nausea was building in his gut and he held it back. He couldn’t afford to break down no matter how much he wanted to. 

The portal took half a minute, and he stepped through, to be surrounded by guards in an instant. Establishing his credentials was the work of a minute and even then, he was made to wait in a windowless room where it wasn’t possible to cast any spells while Vihaan was sent for. Aydin sat on the chair they had given, his face buried in his hands as he tried to figure out what exactly he could say to Vihaan. 

“Explain your presence here,” Vihaan said as he stepped inside, closing the door behind him, his expression as icy as his voice.

Aydin rose, finding his words stuck in his throat. How was he to tell Vihaan that his sister had been murdered? Aydin hadn’t been in touch with Tatum since school except for the occasional greeting cards and messages. He didn’t even know she had moved back to Heshin, but this right now wasn’t about him. 

“I’m sorry,” he forced himself to say as he took a couple of steps that brought him right into Vihaan’s personal space. 

Vihaan didn’t move, or speak, but there was a change in his expression, something almost like fear. 

“It’s Tatum,” Aydin said, his hands coming up to grip Vihaan’s shoulders. “I’m sorry, Vihaan.”

Vihaan’s face paled, then crumpled, and Aydin pulled him into a hug, whispering, “I’m sorry,” again. 

Vihaan clung to him, no longer the commander, but his friend, and Aydin’s heart ached for him as much as it did for Tatum who had been ready to distract a murderous entity so a child could get to safety when she was a child herself. 

“How?” Vihaan asked, his voice choking.

“Kannon’s team and mine are at the house now,” he said. “Kannon recognised her. I have forbidden him to tell anyone till I told you.”

Vihaan’s grip on his body was almost painful now. “Aydin,” he said, his voice breaking. “I want you to nail the bastard who did this.”

“You know I will,” he whispered. 

“I should–” Vihaan released him, his breath coming in short gasps, almost sobs. “I should make my excuses; we should leave, I’ve to make arrangements.”

Aydin pushed him on to a chair. This was familiar. This he could do. “I’ll tell them. We’ll portal back. I’ll make the arrangements. You stay here till we have to leave.”

“Aydin,” Vihaan caught his hand. “Thank you,”

Aydin patted his shoulder. “You’re my friend,” he said. 

He left before Vihaan could say anything. He and Vihaan had drifted apart after the debacle with Joe’s case a year ago. Aydin had been angry with how Vihaan had handled Alora and about the impossible deadline he had been given them, but none of it mattered right now. 

He went to the head of their law enforcement. He was going to get chewed over, but he was prepared for it. Ailani was not a bad sort, but there were limits to what even she could tolerate. 

Ailani’s black eyes were like flint as they rested on him, no trace of the doctor she had once trained to be. “Have you any idea of the embarrassment you had caused us?” she asked. “The reputation of our nation is at risk here. What was so important that you couldn’t wait a week for this to be over?”

“His sister was murdered,” Aydin said. “I had to come. I’m sorry.”

“You do realise that there are emergency channels for situations like this,” she said. “Procedure that would have taken maybe an hour more than your unauthorised portal?”

“I know,” Aydin muttered, feeling like a ten-year-old again. Yet, he stood his ground. “But I wanted to come, and procedure would have sent a message.”

“So, what you want is more important than Heshin’s reputation?” She looked furious.

“No, it’s . . .” Aydin sighed. “I couldn’t let him be alone at this time, so yeah, maybe. Fire me, but I would do it again in a heartbeat. He would have done the same for me.”

“How delightful!” She stared at him, angry still. “Sentiments are good, Aydin, but they shouldn’t overtake reason.” She shook her head. “Take him home. I’m not firing you, but a two weeks’ suspension might be warranted. Perhaps next time you’ll think before acting.”

Aydin nodded. It was no less than he deserved. He had expected worse, to be honest, but he had meant what he said. He would do it again, consequences be damned. A two-week suspension meant he would have to trust his team to nab the bastard who had killed Tatum, but if he couldn’t trust them, there was no one else he could.  







Two
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VIHAAN’S APARTMENT LOOKED the same as when Aydin had been there last. He couldn’t recall when that was. There was a time when they had keys to each other’s apartments, but that had been before the whole mess with Joe’s case. 

Aydin forced his mind back from the past. He had to take care of Vihaan now. He made his friend sit down, before making his way to the kitchen. A cup of tea might help, and his lips quirked upward in a twisted half smile. Was there anything that could help? Vihaan was still sitting where he had left him when he returned, his face buried in his hands, and his shoulders shaking. Aydin let him cry, as he poured the tea, the scent of cardamom tickling his nostrils. 

“I want something stronger,” Vihaan said, not lifting his face as he brought the tea to him.

“Kannon and Zendaya are coming over,” Aydin said, as he sipped his own tea. “I think you would want to be sober for that.”

“Why are you here?” Vihaan asked. “You should be with your team.”

“Two weeks’ suspension,” Aydin said carefully. 

“So, what? You’re going to babysit me for two weeks?”

“You know I won’t stay if you’d rather be alone,” Aydin said. “I contacted your solicitors. They’ll take care of all the arrangements for the funeral.”

“Once the force releases her,” Vihaan muttered. “Fuck suspension! Aydin, I need you to look into this!”

  His eyes were red and swollen, but his glare was steady. There was also desperation in them which was reflected in his voice too.
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