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I am Chron’clr III, the Supreme Aggran Chron’clr serving during the third Epoch.

Aggra is an ancient planet roughly the same size as Kepler-186F located in the Kepler system in your own galaxy. Aggrans mastered intergalactic travel over 500,000,000 years ago. Aggran probes are deployed extensively throughout the universe to explore and record the geography, cultures, assets, and dangers of its planets and their moons. Explorer-Communicator probes, like the ones who have visited your planet, are awakened with the knowledge of hundreds of languages and cultures.

Aggrans mastered the creation of life centuries before they began exploring the universe. All native Aggrans are made by Sagrans, the scientists and engineers of Aggra, to serve a specific purpose. Created, not born, all are fully sentient. All are awakened physically perfect and possessed of all knowledge and skills necessary to their function, whether Sagran scientists and engineers, Cagran communication specialists, or Pagran warrior-protectors. Sagran engineers design all things as sentient individuals, armaments, buildings, tools, all manner of things. All native life on Aggra is sentient, none are gender identified. The universal pronoun “sha” refers to any being.

Magrans, a race of supernatural beings, are not native to Aggra. Magrans reproduce biologically from sexual union and are gender differentiated, as are humans on your planet Earth. They are not human, but their bodies are similar. 

War made their planet uninhabitable and forced the surviving Magrans to flee their native planet 600,000 years ago. After a period of adjustment, Aggrans accepted Magrans into Aggran society and established their own Ministry. Their Prime Minister is Dibi-Afa who serves along with the other Ministers, Kahlid of the Pagrans, Babbage of the Sagrans, and Marstan of the Cagrans during this Epoch. The Supreme Minister of all Aggra is Yahgran.

Aggrans do not reckon time in the same way as Earth people do. A day on Aggra is equal to ten days on your planet. I have applied your measurements of time, distance, and speed in these stories.

Chron’clrs collect and analyze information and relate it to what is already established. Each Ministry has dedicated Chron’clrs who pass along information of all kinds to me, the Supreme Chron'clr. My job is to synthesize everything and preserve it for future reference. 

The following stories tell the history of why and how Aggrans came to Earth. Our history and culture has affected your history and culture. Our science and engineering has informed your science and engineering. Our laws have shaped your laws.

Aggran law has evolved into three simple rules for orderly life. If these rules are obeyed. We have no need for detailed statutes and regulations. Our law is simple but rigorously enforced by the Pagrans.

You may not kill

You may not lie

You may not steal

All native Aggrans are awakened with understanding of Aggran laws, their justness and wisdom, their necessity to ordered living. The natural inhibitions with which they are formed make it virtually impossible to violate these laws. Aggrans do not need to be taught how to behave in society. They are awakened to respect the rights of others to be secure in their person, their property, and their ordinary activities of life. In contrast, Magran children require many years of protection and training by their parents to grow into acceptable Aggran citizens who will not lie, steal, or kill.

Following the Great War with PLX2005, Magrans swore to respect Aggran laws and customs. They are a peaceful race by nature; however, their War Magi are fierce fighters. Since Magrans can use their sorcery to manipulate others, or to disguise themselves and their surroundings, they present a unique challenge to Pagran law enforcement. 

To manage this problem, Pagran officials work closely with Magran War Magi to defend and safeguard all citizens of Aggra. Our Sagran medical specialists work with and learn from Magran healers. Our Cagran communicator probes have learned to communicate with the minds of some Magrans and a few humans from your planet, Earth.

Our aim was and is to build a perfect world, free of crime, free of disease, and free of poverty and want. Universal utopia. As my predecessor Chron’clrs have recorded, laws will always be broken by those who are willing to face the consequences of disobeying them. 

No world is perfect.
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Murder in Persca City

Zatanae, Chief War Magi of the Magrans was enjoying his second cup of chaca and half listening to the bickering of his children when his peace was shattered.

"Chief, come quickly. The Healer, Lady Aja, has been murdered! We've got a mess here. We need you now!" said his principal investigator, Rayba.

"Secure the scene. I'll be right there," Zatanae answered.

Zatanae kissed his wife, Marsca, goodbye and apparated to the home and workplace of the noted Healer located on the outskirts of Persca City, the Magran capital.

Zatanae’s mother, the great War Chief, Zatisy, taught him to apparate when he was young, only two hundred years old. He never liked the sensation. One minute you exist as a whole being. Suddenly, you are nothing but particles traveling through space toward a specific destination, each particle able to remember itself and its relationship to others, finally reconstituted as you were. Not conscious, yet aware, you wake up and magically, you are yourself again. It was a weird sensation. He preferred to fly, but today every minute mattered.

When he arrived at the Healer’s home, he found Cato, the lady’s husband kneeling beside her mutilated body, his hands covered in blood, his face a mask of horror and grief. Blood was splattered on the walls. So much blood. Oddly, the house was not wrecked as one would expect. No indication of a struggle. Had the Magran Healer not fought her assailant?

Zatanae was a veteran of many battles, but his stomach lurched at the sight of the damage inflicted on her body. Battle wounds are impersonal. With the modern ordnance of his time, wounds were clean, cauterized by laser beams, leaving no blood, only a small dark hole. A sonic blast leaves no mark on the body at all, save a trickle of blood from the pulverized brain. Warriors do not inflict wounds in anger on the battlefield. No time. The objective was to eliminate as many of the enemy as possible. This was different. Personal.

Cato looked up from Aja’s body at Zatanae, unable to comprehend what he was seeing. Sobbing, he kept saying the same thing over and over.

“My wife, our baby. My wife, our baby. Gone. All gone.”

Lead Investigator Rayba arrived on the scene along with her team of investigators and a few protectors to secure the premises. All were War Magi. Rayba stood beside Zatanae looking down at the body. The dark, bloody sockets that once held Aja’s eyes stared sightless, demanding answers.

“Who or what did this?” she asked Zatanae.

“I have no idea, but whoever did this employed a metal blade of some sort. I would guess a short steel sword or perhaps a long knife, something sharp and thin,” Zatanae said.

“With all respect, Sir, nobody has fought with metal blades for centuries,” Rayba said. "We learned about them in history classes, and we were shown pictures, but I have only seen a replica in a museum.”

“True, but I have lived long enough and fought in enough battles to recognize a blade wound, and these wounds were made by a sharp, thin blade. The wounds are deep, but less than an inch wide. Most of them closed right away, but the bruising around the wound proves tremendous force. Laser or cryo injuries also close rapidly, but since there is no impact, they don't leave bruises. Somebody cut her throat then stabbed her in a rage at least thirty times. Crazy with anger. Out of control yet took the time to precisely cut her eyes out and leave with them.”

"The relative lack of blood tells us most of these wounds were inflicted postmortem. But I am surprised there are no bloody footprints. How did the killer get in and out?" Rayba asked.

"Her husband sits right here with bloody hands," Zatanae said. "Maybe the killer was here all along. But what did he do with the eyes?"

“One of her hands is still folded over her belly. He stabbed her right through her hands. Was she pregnant?” Rayba asked. “Her belly is a mess.”

“I think so. When I arrived, Cato kept saying, ‘My wife. Our baby. Gone, all gone.’ He is distraught,” Zatanae said tilting his head toward the sobbing Cato. "I can't imagine he murdered his wife and baby, but we have to rule him out or else he is our lead suspect."

“Of course. We must question him. I will be gentle. Where was he when you arrived?”

“He was kneeling beside her, holding one of her hands and rocking back and forth, crazy with grief. As I recall, he is an Empath. This is doubly difficult for him because he would experience her suffering as well as his own.”

Zatanae offered his hand to Cato and gently helped him rise to his feet. Careful to leave the scene undisturbed, he led him to one of the chairs arranged around the dining table of their home. The man shivered as if from a chill, yet the day was warm.

“We mourn your loss, Cato, but we must intrude on your grief to ask you a few questions. Rayba, our Primary Investigator, will record your statement. Take as much time as you need.”

Turning to Rayba, Zatanae said, “I must notify Ministers Dibi-Afa and Kahlid. Sha will want to send Pagran investigators right away, so please complete your work here as soon as you can. I would rather you question Cato and have his statement ready before the Pagrans arrive. Let the Pagrans collect blood samples for the Sagrans to analyze. Their scientists will be able to tell us who was here. Killers always leave some traces behind.”

"Scan for traces of magic. Since this house was a place for healing, you may have difficulty sorting through the streams but do the best you can. We must identify everyone who has been in this house over the past day. One by one we'll eliminate everyone until we isolate the killer. I’m sure the Pagrans will insist on an autopsy but make sure a Magran Healer goes with them. Sagrans don’t understand Magran physiology. I am going to Persca City to meet with Minister Dibi-Afa.”

"How are you going to explain this?" Rayba asked her mentor. "Crime of any kind is unusual on Aggra. The last murder occurred over a thousand years ago, well before our time. A crazed Magran, overcome by jealousy, murdered another Magran in a fit of rage. The Pagrans executed him by vacuuming him into space. We concurred with this punishment. An alien, visiting from another planet tried to assassinate a Sagran and was eliminated by Pagran protectors, but of course, this was not illegal according to Aggran law."

"Well, we've got a murder case on our hands now, whether it was a crime of passion or the work of a methodical killer. Our investigative skills may be a bit rusty, but we will solve this and have justice for Lady Aja. We will require the best efforts of our Magran investigators using our magic and the Pagran investigators with all their science. Assemble your investigative team, use War Magi to secure the scene, and don't make any assumptions. Follow the evidence."
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The Pagrans

The Pagran Minister, Kahlid sat in sha’s office overlooking Aggra City, home of the Supreme Minister, Yahgran. Kahlid’s status and rank as the Pagran Minister, entitled sha to live in a private home outside the City with a pleasant view of the two moons orbiting Aggra. From a different window, the nearest planet, PLX 2005 appeared in the night sky like a pale blue light. At night, the lights from Aggra City sparkled against the dark.

Kahlid’s home sensed everything required for sha's comfort, adjusting the temperature, light, and scents to suit sha's needs. Kahlid's well-organized workspace maintained itself. Anything sha needed was produced promptly. Kahlid's living quarters included a conference room for conducting meetings or receiving guests, equipped with the latest Cagran communicators and a dedicated Chron'clr. 

A perfect Pagran specimen, Kahlid was muscular, with quick reflexes, excellent vision, speed, and endurance. Not exceptionally tall like the War Magus, but taller and stronger than most Aggrans, Kahlid took sha’s first breath already equipped with all the bodily attributes, analytical acuity, and leadership skills needed by a leader. Kahlid walked upright on two legs. Sha’s flexible skin also served as a nearly impenetrable armor.

Many Pagrans were two-legged like Kahlid, but Sagrans also produced four legged, and eight-legged Pagrans. Others had no legs at all but were carried by higher order Pagrans and launched as weapons when needed. Others served their carriers as shields. 

Some Pagrans are bio creations, like Kahlid while others are silicone based. All are sentient. Most Pagrans are Protector-Defenders, but some serve as Explorers. Explorer Pagrans have all the fighting capabilities of Protector-Defender Pagrans but are intergalactic explorers.

Bio Pagrans, while quick and robust, are more vulnerable than silicon Pagrans, susceptible to injury or death by combat. However, their mental functions are more integrative and intuitive, enabling them to be better investigators, tacticians, and leaders. Silicone-based Pagrans are stronger, faster, and more physically indestructible. For this reason, many serve as armaments or shields for warrior-protector Pagrans. When paired with bio-Pagrans, the team is formidable.

Sagrans produce higher order Pagrans at the request of and in collaboration with their progenitors. Together they choose the attributes of their progenitor to pass on to the next generation. Each generation improves and adds skills or corporeal attributes and eliminates traits no longer necessary or useful. Each generation is more robust, more intelligent, more perfect than its predecessor.

Kahlid’s progenitor was the Pagran Minister. Together with sha’s Sagran counterpart, they developed Kahlid with superior physical attributes, a vigorous mind, and steady leadership skills, but added an intense desire for learning and a willingness to experiment. These traits helped Kahlid to develop according to sha’s abilities. This practice was controversial on Aggra with many Sagrans believing it dangerous to allow any being the freedom to develop on its own. In this sense, Kahlid was experimental.

Kahlid was enjoying a peaceful morning looking over reports from the previous night. Sha drank chaca in the morning like nearly everyone else on the planet. The drink provided energy for the day and gave one a sense of wellbeing. The peace of sha’s morning was interrupted by an urgent call from Zatanae.

“How may I serve you?” Kahlid said.

“Minister, I am calling to inform you of a murder in Persca,” Zatanae began without preamble. Had he been calling another Magran, he would have exchanged formal greetings before stating his business, but Aggrans preferred direct communication.

“Impossible! Aggrans are not capable of homicide,” Kahlid exclaimed. “Are you positive?”

“Without a doubt,” Zatanae said. “I am on my way to brief Minister Dibi-Afa. The Lady Aja, a noted Healer was stabbed to death. She was pregnant, so this hits us twice as hard. “

Kahlid was aware of the Magrans’ concern for their declining population. Over the years, they experienced lower birth rates and higher levels of infant mortality. The Sagran scientists had offered their expertise, but lacking any understanding of magic or Magran bio reproduction, they were of limited help.

“Terrible. When did this happen?”

“Within the last two hours. The blood was fresh when I arrived on scene, the body still warm.”

“Do you have any suspects?”

“Of course we are looking at the husband. The victim was stabbed to death with a knife or short dagger with sufficient force to cause bruising. I did not do a thorough examination of the body, but I counted at least thirty wounds. Whoever did this was furious. Horribly, her eyes were cleanly excised and removed with a different blade, like an old-fashioned scalpel medical professionals used before modern technology. The perpetrator was deranged for certain, and possibly one with medical training."

"So, we are looking for primitive bladed weapons or tools? It has been centuries since any Aggrans used such things. Maybe an alien?"

Kahlid understood taking a life to defend oneself or others to whom one owed a responsibility of protection. But no native Aggran would kill out of passion, neither love nor hate, their emotions more modulated than Magrans. Magrans were not born with internal prohibitions against killing. This fundamental difference between native Aggrans and Magrans was the root of misunderstandings and mistrust. Because Magrans were the first suspects when any crime was committed, their leaders insisted on their own police force of War Magi.

However, over the centuries, the Pagrans developed a close working relationship with the Magran War Magi. The two warrior-protector types managed their law enforcement duties differently, but both were committed to making Aggra crime free. Despite living on Aggra for hundreds of generations, accepted as equal citizens, Magrans were, in many ways, alien. Impossible for native Aggrans to understand.

"Yes, we must consider aliens, permanent resident aliens, as well as visitors. Aggra is a busy trade hub. We scan new arrivals for deadly arms, but would we refuse entry to someone carrying a blade?"

"No, we would consider such things as ornamental. The most skilled swordsman would offer no real threat to us. Individuals like you who eat animals use them for dining."

"I suppose you find eating animals disgusting?" Zatanae said with a grin, well knowing the Pagran's distaste for meat eaters.

"I mean no offense, but yes, I don't understand why you need to destroy an animal to feed yourself, especially a sentient animal. Our way is simpler, cleaner and does not deplete our resources," Kahlid answered.

"You are right, of course. But in our culture, eating is a shared experience. We enjoy the aromas, the taste, and textures of food. Eating together, sharing food, is an important social means of building relationships. But let us get back to our problem," Zatanae said.

“Of course. So, do you think her mate did this? I understand Magrans experience strong emotions,” Kahlid asked.

“We did question Cato, the Lady Aja’s mate, but only briefly. As an Empath, he was uniquely disturbed by his wife’s attack, experiencing the agony, shock, and horror of it in his own body. The Senior Healer, Lady Brighid is working to heal him, but she cannot ascertain if he will ever recover enough to be of any use to us.”

“So, you do not believe Cato is the killer?”

“No, I do not. An Empath like Cato would find it actually painful to commit such a crime. Not only must Cato recover from his empathetic somatic pain, but he is also experiencing his own separate emotional heartache, mourning deeply for the loss of his mate and his child. I will question him in greater depth when he has had some time to recover, but I doubt he will be of much help.”

“What suggestions do you have for managing this investigation?” Kahlid asked.

“Please consult your Chron'clr and ask Supreme Minister Yahgran to discuss this with prime Chron’clr, CIII. We must account for all bladed weapons."

“Absolutely, I will address it at once. What else can I do?”

“We should set up a joint investigative task force. I have already assigned my top investigator, Rayba, to this case. She is a skilled warrior, but also owns significant gifts of empathy, enabling her to detect stress in others. Magrans will find it difficult to lie to Rayba. She will handle any interviews with Magrans. I am confident Dibi-Afa will authorize all necessary resources to solve this as speedily as possible. I would like a similar commitment from the Pagrans. We can use your science and your greater numbers of bodies to help with the investigation."

“Definitely, I can assure you, this crime will receive our highest priority.”
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Preliminary Investigation

“Tell me as much as you can about what happened here,” Rayba asked as she gave Cato a drink of water.

“I was out gathering herbs and when I came home, this is what I found. I tried to wipe the blood from her face. I wanted to kiss her one last time, but she was dead. Lifeless. No longer my Aja, and our baby with her. Who would do such a thing? She was a healer. She never hurt anybody, always ready to help others. Why? Why her?” Cato broke down again, racked with sobs.

“How far away from the house were you?” asked Rayba. “And where was your Protector?”

“I was never more than a quarter of a mile away. I never saw anyone or heard anything, not even her screams. Did she have time to scream? But I ran to her the moment I sensed her distress. I ran hard, but she was dead and her murderer was gone. We had not requested a Protector because she was not far along, and we wanted some time to ourselves. We were so happy to have another chance for a baby. She miscarried once before, and we wanted to make sure this one was secure before calling for a protector.”

“I doubt she did scream,” Rayba responded. She had little time to react, doubtless never comprehended what hit her. Many wounds were postmortem.”

Rayba hoped her words would bring some comfort to Cato. As an Empath, she felt his distress herself, though not as keenly. She was satisfied his grief and horror were genuine. This man did not kill his wife.

Most healers have a minor gift of empathy which enables them to sense the illness in their patients and diagnose their problems. However, an Empath with the gift of healing, like Cato, did not generally practice as a Healer because the empathy would be too intense. Empath-healers would sense their patient’s pain, sometimes so dreadfully they would not be able to exercise their healing gifts and would require the services of a healer personally.

Few War Magi were gifted with Empathy. Such a gift would make them nearly useless on the battlefield, paralyzed by the pain and fear of their enemies while also experiencing their comrade’s pain. Rayba’s gift was minor. A minor gift of Empathy might be useful in predicting an attack, sensing the enemy’s excitement or fear. Rayba had never faced battle herself. But her gift of empathy helped her as an investigator allowing her to sense overwhelming feelings like guilt, confusion, grief, or anger.

“Any small detail you might remember, even a fleeting impression, will help us understand what happened here,” Rayba said.

“I will try, but when I came home, I found her like this.”

“So, you sensed her pain and fear, and you came running? Why did you not apparate? You might have caught or at least seen the assailant.”

“I can't explain it. I was not thinking clearly. I dropped everything and ran fast, but I did not see anybody.”

Rayba realized he was not being completely truthful. He is hiding something. Maybe he is not lying, but he is holding something back. Any Magran would have chosen to apparate rather than running the moment their mate was in trouble. Is he frightened for himself? Or is he covering for someone?

***
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GRACINE, DIBI-AFA’S assistant admitted Zatanae promptly to Dibi-Afa’s chambers in the Magran capital of Persca City. He arrived by apparition without announcement. He would not have committed such a breach of etiquette unless the matter was urgent.

“Honored Lady, I have grave news.” Zatanae began. "I apparated instead of sending a mind message. I knew you would prefer to have this discussion in person."

“Something terrible has happened. I felt the disturbance in the energy field and sensed the darkness. Has another Magran disappeared?”

For some time, Magrans had been disappearing without a trace. Most were Shapeshifters. For a time, Zatanae assumed they had taken a new persona and were living a different life, for this was their way. Others were Elementals who might disappear into the wind or the sea for prolonged periods. It took some time before anyone raised an alarm. His investigators had searched, but they never found a single body.

“My Lady, I am sorry to tell you the Lady Healer, Aja was murdered today. Her mate, Cato, an Empath, experienced her distress and found her body. He tells me she was pregnant.”

Dibi-Afa stood in stunned silence for a moment. As far as she remembered, only one Magran had been murdered during the past thousand years, an isolated instance of jealous rage. All Magrans can defend themselves using their magic, so it is difficult, but not impossible to harm them. 

Several War Magi had died in battle over the millennia, and infrequently a magus might meet an accidental death, but most lived out their lives of one or two thousand years without any concern for their personal wellbeing. If they were injured or suffered from some illness, a Healer Magi would swiftly heal them.

“Where was her Protector?” asked Dibi-Afa.

Dibi-Afa was troubled by the steady decline in the number of magicians. Her predecessor told her about this when she took office. She had collected birth and death records and had them carefully stored in C3M, the Chron’clr assigned to the Minister of Magrans. The decline was alarming.

Each pregnancy was precious. Too many had resulted in miscarriages or still births. As Dibi-Afa became increasingly alarmed by these developments and the disappearances of other magi, she had ordered Zatanae to provide a War Mage to watch over and safeguard any pregnant magus. Pregnancy required the magus to divide her energies to support the life growing inside her. This made her more vulnerable, less able to defend herself.

“Her mate tells me they had not requested a Protector because they had only lately learned of her condition and wanted to enjoy the happy news as a couple for a while before having their privacy disturbed by a Protector.”

“I understand,” said Dibi-Afa, “But what a disaster this is!”

"I agree. Any death is a grievous loss. But losing a Healer and the potential birth of a new magus is devastating. She devoted her life to helping others, doing no harm to anyone. Why would anyone want to hurt her?"

“Indeed," Dibi-Afa said, thoughtfully. "I shall convene a meeting of the Council at once to apprise them of this news. We need all our experience and wisdom if we are to have any hope of solving this crime. Someone is murdering and kidnapping Magrans and I won't stand for it!"

Zatanae felt Dibi-Afa's anger as an energy field radiating all around her. He did not have an Empath's ability to perceive auras, but he imagined hers would be red, pulsating with fury. She seemed calm, never raising her voice, her flashing eyes the only clue to the depth of her emotions. He hoped she never directed her anger at him.

“I will continue my research and prepare a report for your meeting. I welcome everyone's advice. I have filed a formal declaration with Minister Kahlid. Rayba tells me a team of Pagran investigators is on the scene now equipped with a Cagran probe to aid communication, and a Sagran probe to help collect scientific evidence. We should have the results soon.”

“I will schedule an urgent meeting this afternoon,” Dibi-Afa said.

The Council chose Dibi-Afa as the Minister of Magrans because of her extraordinary gifts as a magician. She was able to manipulate every form of magic. Like other magicians of her generation, her powers were weaker than the earlier generation. For example, shape-shifters before her effortlessly changed into and out of any shape or species wanted. Now, not only were shape shifters rarer but most were only able to assume one, sometime two, different shapes. Their transformations had become painful, and their lives were becoming shorter.

Unlike native Aggrans, Magrans are gender-differentiated, but they are not human, nor do they fall into rigid or distinctly gender identifiable classifications. For example, some female Magrans are great warriors, including Zatanae’s own mother, Zatisy, who was the Chief War Magi before him. The legendary Sacra-Dibi was female, perhaps the most powerful War Magi of all time. Many empaths are male, gentle souls unlike the fearsome War Magi. To confuse matters even more, some shape-shifters can change from male to female when they transform.

Ministers of the respective categories of Aggrans (Cagran-Communicators, Sagran-Scientists, Pagran-Protectors) are awakened with their predecessor’s accumulated knowledge and experience. But Magrans choose their Ministers for their strength. Dibi-Afa had shown herself to be a wise and effective leader.

Dibi-Afa called Gracine to her chambers and asked her to invite all Council members to assemble in the meeting chamber later the same afternoon.

“Yes, My Lady.” Gracine answered. “I shall do so at once. May I tell them the purpose of the meeting?” She asked.

“No, I want to share this news with all at the same time.”

“Right away,” Gracine responded, taking leave of Dibi-Afa’s spacious chambers. 

Dibi-Afa’s private chambers overlooked bustling Persca City, found roughly in the center of Persca, the region of Aggra reserved for Magrans. Magran Ministers had occupied these same chambers, located high in the castle-like Seat of the government of Persca. All Council members had rooms there, but most preferred to live among their own kind and only visited the Seat when necessary.

One would be hard pressed to see the top rooms when standing on the ground. Its soaring height and gleaming, sparkling walls appeared like a beacon to any who approached Persca-City. The Great Seat of Persca dominated the skyline, visible from a great distance. Its radiance shown bright against the dark purple and vivid greens of the evening sky.

With a wave of her hand, Dibi-Afa opened the windows and walked out onto the terrace where a slight breeze blew her silver-white hair back from her face. She took a moment to breathe in the beautiful view of Persca City and the rolling amethyst Hapstan hills beyond. The panorama never failed to renew her spirit. She delighted in the lush garden filled with fragrant flowering fruiting trees. She would enjoy their fruit later in the year.

She drew strength from her deep connection with the huge trees whose roots tapped the energy of the soil. In the quiet of the evenings, she enjoyed the tiny sounds of the stream rushing gently over the artfully arranged rocks on its way to join the nearby river flowing to the sea.

Water covers about sixty percent of Aggra. The planet had been getting cooler and cooler, but the sun was warm on her face. She needed these few moments of peace to refresh herself in preparation for the meeting to come.

***
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KAHLID’S TEAM OF INVESTIGATORS arrived at Cato’s cottage as Rayba was wrapping up her preliminary inquiry. Kahlid’s party included six Blue Pagrans, police officers assigned to provide routine security and two investigative officers. One of them quickly took charge and stationed Blues around the property to preserve the scene. The entire team was led by Chief Investigator, Nizaga.

Nizaga instructed them to allow no one in or out without clearing them with sha. The investigators on Nizaga’s team needed no supervision as they unloaded their gear and set up to record the scene using a Cagran probe to make a complete record and the Sagran probe to obtain physical samples for further analysis.

"Welcome to Persca. My name is Rayba. I am the Chief War Magi assigned to this case."

"I am Chief Investigator Nizaga," sha replied.

Rayba escorted Nizaga away from the workers, wishing to speak in private. They stepped outside the stone walls of Aja’s home, leaving the rest of the team to continue gathering evidence. Rayba was much taller than Nizaga, but otherwise, the two investigators were similar, both powerfully built with a commanding presence. Rayba’s protective armor fit her body like a second skin. Nizaga’s skin was, itself, protective armor. Nizaga carried both sonic and laser weapons in a holster on each side. Rayba had no need of weapons, relying on her magic for protection.

Nizaga’s predecessor collaborated with the Sagrans to generate the perfect investigator, Nizaga. Sha, a protector-defender Pagran was given all the investigative skills of sha’s predecessor plus leadership enhancements. Sha was physically impressive, exceptionally analytical, and well educated in the ways of Magrans. However, sha’s skills had not been tested because there was so little crime on Aggra.

“I presume you have been briefed on the basics here?” Rayba began. Nizaga nodded, somewhat impatiently.

“As this is a crime against a Magran, taking place within Persca, I will take the lead. We do not need your Pagran Blues to secure the scene. Our War Magi are completely capable.”

“With all due respect, all citizens of Aggra are under Aggran authority. I will take the lead on this investigation. My officers will not respond to your commands. Your War Magi are under my command, as we Pagrans have responsibility for all law enforcement on Aggra. All Aggrans, including Magrans are under Pagran protection.”

“Good luck commanding War Magi," Rayba replied dismissively. "They will only follow another War Magi, and only if they agree to do so. You can do as you please with your officers, but you will find your work will continue much better if you use Magrans to investigate and protect Magrans.”

“Well, evidently, you are not capable of protecting Magrans, otherwise we would not be here. This murder proves my point.”

“Fine. Be my guest. Good luck,” Rayba said, turning her back on her arrogant Pagran counterpart.

The two investigators took a moment to settle their emotions. Rayba found Nizaga’s arrogance both insulting and stupid. Everyone’s nerves were on edge. Rayba rolled her shoulders and stepped back a bit so Nizaga would not be forced to stare up at her. She was short by War Magi standards, only about eight feet tall, but she was a foot taller than Nizaga. Still, Rayba thought she would not like to tangle with the Pagran. Extending her hand to Nizaga, Rayba said:

“Let’s start this over. Hi, my name is Rayba, and I am pleased to welcome you and your team to Persca. I have interviewed Cato and will make my notes available to you. He tells us his wife was pregnant, but not far along. I guess this would explain the stab wounds on her hands. She would have been protecting her baby. It might also explain why she does not appear to have defended herself. Cato was using a knife as he gathered the herbs, but not like the one used by the assailant. He was found with bloody hands kneeling beside her body, but we do not think Cato killed his wife.”

“Thank you. We will make every effort to respect your customs. Why do you think the husband is innocent?” Nizaga asked.

“For one thing, the cutting tool he used was like scissors. She was stabbed with a thin blade. Moreover, he is emotionally distraught, and his grief is authentic. He is a strong empath. Hurting his wife and child would have caused him tangible pain as much as it hurt them. He would have experienced every cutting thrust.”

“I do not understand. How can you judge the feelings or emotions of another?” Nizaga asked.

“I have a minor gift of empathy. I can sense his emotions and decide if they are genuine. Do your kind not have feelings and emotions? Are you not required to make judgements about the state of mind of your suspects?” Rayba asked.

“Yes, of course we do. We are not mechanical, unfeeling creatures. But our emotions are different than yours, and I make my judgment of an Aggran’s mental state based on the evidence. I am not capable of making a judgement based on feelings or intuition like you do. It is alien to me, and therefore, I do not trust such judgments. I mean no offense.”

“Yes, we find it difficult to understand each other as we are so different,” Rayba said. “I also rely on facts and evidence, but though we can’t measure emotions, they are quite real nonetheless, and relevant factors.” 

“Aggrans do not experience the kind of love your mated pairs experience. I have studied this mating phenomenon, and I understand these feelings can be intense. Indeed, I understand your kind can experience emotions so strongly their natural inhibitions are overwhelmed. We studied the only murder recorded in recent history, a crime caused by excessive jealousy. So, I ask again, how can you be so confident Cato’s jealousy or rage did not drive him to commit this unspeakable crime?”

“Our investigations reveal no evidence supporting jealousy. They were expecting a child. They were in love, and they lived together in peace. The only emotion he shows is pain and grief. You will see for yourself soon enough. We found no bloody blade. No eyewitnesses. No evidence against Cato other than the blood on his hands. I welcome the results of your scientific analysis. We are hoping you will find some trace evidence either on her body or elsewhere in the house. If your team finds any evidence against Cato, I will change my mind,” Rayba said.

“I will judge for myself when I have all the facts,” Nizaga answered. 

“Do whatever you need to do to document the evidence, but Cato did not do this. Whoever attacked her surprised her, stabbing her through her hands clasped across her belly, protecting the fetus. This deprived her of the use of her hands to cast a spell or incantation to disable him. This suggests he had some understanding of magic. Maybe he knew she was pregnant and would act first to protect her unborn child. Within seconds after disabling her hands, he cut her throat. She was dead before she processed what had happened. I did not note any other defensive wounds.”

“She was a magician, was she not? I have been taught all Magrans are capable of self-defense. Is it necessary to use ones hands to cast a spell?”

“Yes. She would have needed her hands to direct the killing or disabling energy. But she was a healer. Fighting would not have been her instinctive reaction. She would likely have assumed her attacker was ill in his spirit, and she would have tried to help him. She had little time to do anything,” Rayba said.

“You keep saying ‘he.’ Are you thinking this is the work of a Magran?”

“Why would any other Aggran enter a Magran's house? Yet, to the best of my knowledge, with one exception, Magrans have never murdered other Magrans. Everyone respects and cares for Healers. Insanity is rare among us, but not unheard of. We should not make any assumptions at this point.

She opened her door, so whoever it was must be someone who did not arouse her suspicions. I scanned the house for residual magic. I was able to pick up traces, but the patterns were too confused. I did sense a faint aura of blue.”

“What is this aura of blue?” Nizaga asked.

“Magic leaves a trace, and every living thing has an aura. A strong Empath can sense the use of magic and can detect personal auras. Perhaps if I had arrived on the scene a few minutes earlier, I might have gotten a better reading. But magic, different from the magic of Healers, was present here. And a Blue person was here as well.”

“Are there no blue Magrans?”

“Yes, some Elementals are blue. They are creatures of nature, air, water, and light. Gentle souls, not inclined to violence.” Rayba replied. “We cannot rule out anyone at this point.”

“Are you suggesting a Blue Pagran might have been involved?”

“I am not suggesting anything. But Aja would have admitted a Blue Pagran without question. She would also have admitted any Magran in need of help. This conceivably explains why I sensed both magic and Blue. Of course, no Pagran can access magic, so I deduce at least two individuals other than Cato and Aja were present in their cottage shortly before her death.”

“So, you are confident she freely opened her door to her killer?”

“Yes. There were no signs of a struggle. We’re looking for one or more individuals who look normal, but are not like the rest of us,” Rayba said. 

“Any thoughts on why the murderer continued to stab her after she was dead? And why would he remove her eyes?” Nizaga wondered aloud.

“I have no idea. We are dealing with a deranged being, yet one who appears normal. Deranged beings should not be loose on Aggra. I do not understand what this is, but it’s bad.”

***
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DIBI-AFA MADE HER WAY to the Council meeting chamber, knowing her Chiefs would be assembled and waiting for her. The Magran Seat was exquisitely crafted to appear as one with its surroundings. Located atop a high precipice with a view of Persca below, all rooms were airy, and light filled. Chairs, couches, or other furnishings, both comfortable and practical graced each room according to its needs. Nothing wasted, nothing was superfluous, but every detail was elegantly crafted, a feast for the senses.

It was but a short walk from Dibi-Afa’s personal chambers to the Council meeting chamber. The chairs were arranged in a circle, different each time, with no one having dominion or a preferred place above the others. Dibi-Afa changed the location of her own chair with each meeting to prevent any member from claiming a preferred place next to her.

In her ordinary state, Dibi-Afa was of medium height, about five feet, six inches, a softly rounded body, and the typically luminescent skin of her kind. Her rather plain appearance gave no hint of the power beneath the surface. 

She ruled over her Ministry through a Council of Seven composed of representatives from the various magical strains. For the Council meeting, she chose to appear in her normal state, her white hair bound in an elaborate braid, but she might have easily transformed herself into anything she pleased. She waited until all her Councilors were settled before entering the chamber and taking her own place. She opened the meeting in her typical direct fashion.

“Dear Friends, I have called this meeting to give you some disturbing news. The Healer, Lady Aja, has been murdered. She was pregnant,” Dibi-Afa began. To underscore the gravity of the moment, she did not begin with the normal pleasantries.

She looked around the circle watching the reaction of our Council. To her right sat Marisy, the Chief from telepathy. Her usually serene countenance was troubled. Marisy’s green aura was its normal color, if somewhat more subdued than usual, but her small mouth was pressed in a thin line.

“Yes, Supreme One,” I picked up her cry for help seconds before the life force left her body,” Marisy said. “I was on my way to you when Gracine notified me of this meeting. I assumed this was the purpose of your call.”

All eyes turned to Zatanae. “Please tell us everything, Zatanae. Is this murder related to the disappearances of our people?” Marisy asked.

“She was brutally stabbed to death. It is likely she either knew her murderer or had no reason to fear because there are no signs of a struggle. The murderer stabbed her through her hands clasped over her belly protecting her baby. This prevented her from casting a spell to disarm her attacker. We cannot tell whether this murder is related to the disappearances, but we are working on the premise that it is.”

Zatanae’s piercing dark blue eyes and fearsome scowl showed his anger. Zatanae, like most War magi, was physically imposing. Yet, standing at only nine feet tall, most members of his division considered him short. Some of his fighters were twenty feet tall.

“So, who is taking and killing our people?” Asked Adamaris, leader of the Elementals. Many Elementals were among the missing Magrans.

There was silence around the circle of Council except for the sobbing of Brighid, the representative of the Healing division. The gift of Healing is among the rarest gifts. Magrans are not born with immunity from disease. Their bodies are vulnerable to injury and illness. Healers are in constant demand, and their numbers have been in decline for centuries.

“I wish I could answer your question, my Lady, Adamaris," Zatanae said. " Investigator Rayba scanned the cottage hoping to identify magic different from Aja and Cato's. She perceived unfamiliar magic and an aura of blue. So, while Aja was not killed by magic, one or more persons used magic in their cottage not long before she died." 

“Why would anyone want to harm a Healer, much less Aja. She was a gentle soul, dedicated to helping and healing others. While still in its preliminary stages, her pregnancy was well established, and she was healthy and strong. How did this happen?” cried Brighid.

“Where was her Protector?” asked Protenae, indignantly. “Where was her mate? She should never have been alone. She should have been under the protection of a War Magi.”
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