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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
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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

 


Five
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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.”

 


Six
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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.

 


Seven
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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.

 

cover.jpeg
o w, o)
wc@\h

6’&/// \\\%‘B

MYSTERIES o
AND *"‘(‘»

.
%ﬂ*\«f%/ﬁ 5

"?”’f.* *








images/image.png














images/image-3.png








images/image-2.png






images/image-1.png





