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PROLOGUE

[image: A cartoon of a town at night

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

“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.
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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?
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