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PROLOGUE
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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.”
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