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MAGICIAN MURDERS REMAIN UNSOLVED

Alex
Oreck, crime desk






The
security service remains baffled about the murders of three Kryane
magicians, seven moons ago. The bodies were found in and around the
office of the V&L Company's CEO, Lady Elizabeth
Storm.

According to Senior Detective Lord Adrian Crea, chief
investigator on the case, there had been no forensic evidence at
the scenes. They were still following up on some leads, as it is
believed that the men were murdered in an attempt to reach Lady
Storm, since she had been in protective custody at the
time.

The
ploy had been unsuccessful since subsequent attacks were thwarted
by the security service with the assistance of warriors from the
Magicians Order. The skirmish had taken the lives of thirty-three
Kryane magicians, with only Lady Storm and her mate, Senior
Detective, Lord Randall Storm, sustaining minor injuries in the
battle.

Since
then no more murders or attacks of this nature had been reported.
Detective Crea said that while they would continue with their
investigations, there was no longer a threat to Lady Storm's life,
and her protective detail had been assigned to other
cases.

No
further information on the case had been made available by the
security service.







 


“No peeking,” Elizabeth said, waving a
finger at the grinning dragon.

Who
knew that a vicious blood dragon had such a playful side? Shaking
her head, she checked every now and then that he kept his back
turned as she tiptoed away.

In
dragon form Randall was way too impatient to wait long before he
would start looking for her.

She
felt her cheeks heat up as she stepped around a tree with a last
glance in his direction. Sure enough, he was still sitting with his
back to her. Her eyes took in his blood red body that shone with
tiny gold glitters over his back and full body length wings as he
shifted slightly in the sunshine.

A
gloriously beautiful beast. Intense blue eyes. A head filled with
long and razor sharp teeth. The spikes on his proud head followed
the ridge of his long back right up to the tip of his even
lengthier tail. He didn't have a split tail, like many other
dragons, but that didn't make him a lesser dragon. On the contrary;
he was a dragon warrior with no equal in power, and lust for blood.
He was the ultimate weapon in their Grandmaster's arsenal of
warriors.

And
he was hers, as she was his.

In
dragon form he towered over her, her head not even reaching his
front claws. In human form, no one would mistake this dragon
warrior for anything but dangerous. Except to her.

She
was still getting used to his possessiveness that was ten times
worse in dragon form. Despite the gentleness in those electric blue
eyes, nothing would fool anyone into thinking that he could be
tamed.

She
grinned.

He
moved.

Muttering something foul beneath her breath, she quickly and
carefully made her way across the submerged stones in the stream
underneath the large waterfall.

Even
though she was a dragon mare and a magician, she was unable to
shift to the dragon form.

Water
was the best way to attempt to hide from a dragon since it tended
to wash away any lingering scents from those enhanced sensory
abilities.

She
was not too worried about being enclosed in this large cave with
its cold water spray for too long. He might be a dragon, but he was
still Randall, a senior detective with the security service and the
man who had her screaming his name in pleasure only a few hours
ago.

It
didn't matter where she hid herself in this secret garden; he
always managed to find her within in minutes. It was still fun
trying though.

The
large waterfall was kept silent with magic, but she knew hearing
his approach was impossible. Those claws might give him away on a
hard surface, but the garden was mostly grass and soft plants that
would absorb all stealthy sounds.

She
rubbed her arms. It was chilly in the cave despite the extra robe
she wore. It was his in case he needed to shift back to human form.
The thought of his naked body sent shivers down her spine. A quick
flick of her fingers and she was encased in a weather barrier, and
immediately her muscles relaxed. She wasn't born with magic power,
attaining it solely by means of the bonding ritual with
Randall.

Her
warrior skills were finely honed, but it was the small things she
still had trouble with. She was rather proud that her weather
barrier was neither too hot nor too cold.

She
bit her lip and held out her hand again. A second later a bright
white ball appeared in her palm, making her grin. She stared at it,
still not sure whether it was just a light or a fireball.
Magically, she lifted it higher to relieve the darkness.

With
the suns shining outside, the light wouldn't be visible through the
waterfall.

The
cave was bigger than she had initially thought it would be, but
there were no surprised snakes or other dangerous animals peering
back at her. Not that she was afraid of snakes. Reptiles had an
unusual affinity with Empaths like herself.

The
ceiling and walls were covered with mosses and ferns. Here and
there she spotted coloured rocks sticking out between the plants.
The plants were thriving, despite the low light since the rocks
were probably filled with all kinds of minerals, hence the
colourful display. She could recite the colours of fabrics and dyes
off by heart, but rocks were a complete mystery to her.

She
frowned. Where was he? It was not like him to take this long to
find her. The resident blue dragons tolerated their presence,
especially when he shifts to dragon form, but they had not been
around today. Perhaps they had returned, and he was chatting with
them. Blue dragons could speak, but a blood dragon's vocal chords
were too primitive for human speech.

Her
frown deepened. There were no telltale rumblings or vibrations in
the ground, usually a dead giveaway that two or three dragons were
communicating nearby.

She
started pacing. She would give him a few more minutes, and then go
back to find out what was going on.

A man
appeared a few paces away, making her jump. Without thinking she
unsheathed her sword.

“Who are you and what are you doing
here?”

The
man, handsome with black hair and odd blue-green eyes, just grinned
at her.

“Well, hello to you too.”

Before she could reply, dark, angry sounds echoed through the
cave.

This
time she swore loudly and creatively. “You better leave.
Now!”

The
stranger didn't seem to be perturbed by the loud rumblings, but
Elizabeth knew that blood would be spilled if he didn't leave.
Blood dragons could not be reasoned with when they perceive their
mates to be threatened.

Another flash. This time it was a woman. Dragon. Something.
She looked human and dragon at the same time.

Instead of addressing Elizabeth, the woman-dragon grabbed the
man by the throat and dragged him away from Elizabeth.

“Rhemus, you idiot. I told you to stay
away from her!”

The
man obviously knew the woman-dragon since he made no attempt to
escape her hold. He shrugged. “What can she do? Or the dragon for
that matter, I am a Guardian.”

The
next moment a large dragon stuck his head through the waterfall and
roared. A very large, pissed off dragon.

Elizabeth sheathed her sword and covered her ears. Rocks fell
from the cave walls.

Elizabeth knew that something had to be done before this
mountain came down on top of them. She ran towards the dragon,
ignoring the other two who were embroiled in a heated
argument.

Quickly sidestepping a rock or two, she managed to do so
successfully until a hidden obstacle caused her feet to slide from
under her.

Before the ground came up to meet her butt, a set of sharp
teeth caught her arm to hold her steady.

She
gritted her teeth against the sting. He was upset and if she so
much as whimpered, it would only get worse. He let go, and she
flexed her hand. The smell of blood filled her nostrils where his
teeth had broken her skin.

Not
good, since he had smelled it too. More rumblings, octaves lower,
now escaped him.

She
reached up and touched his cheek. “Thanks for catching me. I am
fine.”

The
dragon blinked in apology and softly nuzzled her hair, but he kept
his eyes on the other two, clearly not happy, judging by the sounds
still echoing through the cave. More rocks fell.

Elizabeth turned around, keeping her hand on her mate's
cheek.

The
other two had stopped arguing and were staring at them.

The
man, Rhemus, still had this cocky grin on his face. The
woman-dragon looked worried. Elizabeth didn't know either of them,
but this situation was far from peaceful. Randall's vibrations had
dropped to a frequency so low, that she could only feel them
through her palm on his skin.

“Who are you?” she asked
again.

The
man stepped forward, but the woman-dragon pulled him back just as
the rumblings became audible again.

“What can he do to me?”

The
woman-dragon rolled her eyes. “You don't listen, do you? Next time
I will leave you to the non-merciful dealings of the mated blood
dragon and Dragon Master.”

Rhemus shrugged. “So?”

She
stepped forward, but pushed him back when he wanted to follow.
“Stay there and for once, listen to me.”

Elizabeth could swear he was sulking, but at least he remained
where he was.

“Please forgive our intrusion, my
Lady, Lord Randall. I am Shitana, the Guardian of Dragons, and this
idiot,” she pointed over her shoulder, “is Rhemus, the Guardian of
Nature.”

She
turned back to Rhemus. “Let me introduce the Dragon Master and her
dragon warrior, Lady Elizabeth and Lord Randall Storm, the most
powerful magical beings in this solar system.”

Elizabeth wanted to giggle at the look on Rhemus' face and
glanced up when she sensed Randall's amusement through their
bond.

The
woman-dragon pointed in their direction. “Yes, they are more
powerful than you, so next time when you ignore my warnings about
possessive dragons and their mates, I will step aside and watch him
tear you to pieces.”

She
started laughing and turned around once more. “Men.”

Elizabeth grinned in return.

The
woman-dragon pointed towards the garden. “How about we go outside,
then we can tell you what we are really doing here.”

Elizabeth arched an eyebrow.

“Yes,” Shitana replied, “we came here
for a reason, not just to watch Rhemus make an ass of
himself.”

The
mention of the other man made Randall's body tense again. Elizabeth
turned to her mate and raised her arms. There was no way he would
let her walk out the same way she got in. He needed to see her all
the time now with the other man nearby.

The
dragon blinked then slowly stepped forward giving no thought to the
cold water splashing into the cave.

Elizabeth was getting soaked from the spray coming off him,
but he gently lifted and held her close to his chest, hunching over
to protect her from the falling water, before retreating into the
garden.






Elizabeth blinked, and Randall rumbled his displeasure when
there were two more men waiting for them. Rhemus and Shitana joined
them. The men looked like brothers. Randall put her down but
remained close behind her.

She
could sense powerful magic. Rhemus and Shitana had magical
abilities, but the other two were a mystery. They were not just
human, on that she would stake her life.

They
did look unhappy, though, but on closer scrutiny only when one or
both happened to glance at Rhemus standing on Shitana's other
side.

The
one on the left grinned. “You are very perceptive, Lady Elizabeth.”
He held up his hand when Randall frowned.

“I am Anoré, the Guardian of Dreams. I
can sense thoughts and emotions, but you have my word that I will
not violate your bond by eavesdropping on your private
conversations. This is Ciarran, leader of the High Lords and the
Guardian of Time.”

Despite the introductions and the less restrictive
surroundings, neither Elizabeth nor Randall relaxed.

Her
arm hurt, and she was cold and wet and anxious to go home. Her
weather barrier had broken down at Rhemus’ appearance.

Involuntary shivers shook her body.

Randall drew her closer and gently ran his claw up and down
her back, generating magical heat to dry her body, while at the
same time offering comfort for the pain he could not take away.
Dragons were not healers, for that their aggressive natures were
too destructive. He could stop the flow of blood from the tiny
wounds, but for that she had to undress and that was not going to
happen with all these people here.

“Perhaps,” Ciarran began, “Lord
Randall could shift—”

“No!” both women
interrupted.

Elizabeth and Shitana shared a glance before Shitana
explained. “A mature dragon does not shift in the presence of
anyone except his or her mate. Lord Randall understands your words,
and Lady Elizabeth can speak for both of them.”

The
men looked surprised, but no one argued.

“Very well,” Ciarran replied after a
moment. “We need your help.”
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Michael de'Angelo stared at the Guardian of Nature as if he
had just grown two heads. “Are you serious?”

For a
moment he thought Rhemus was going to grin and crack a joke as he
was known to do. Unfortunately, those brilliant blue-green eyes
never gained their wicked sparkle.

He
sighed. “I thought so.”

He
pointed to a chair. “Start from the beginning.”

Michael listened in astonished silence to the tale of a
Grandmaster and his closest friends in the ruling Council,
systematically using and destroying the lives of forty-three fellow
magicians, including seventeen young women born as dragon
mares.

Long
after Rhemus had stopped talking, his thoughts were still running
around in his mind trying to make some sense, albeit a convoluted
sense, of why this had happened.

He
gave up and rubbed his temple. “This is hardly the actions of a man
with that kind of power under his control.”

A
particular tension filled the air before two more Guardians
appeared. He got to his feet. “Anoré. Ciarran. Welcome.”

Waiting until the leader of the High Lords and his best friend
had seated themselves, he turned his attention back to
Rhemus.

“We have no idea why this happened. We
need more information before any action can be taken.”

He
sat forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “I understand. Are
you sure it is only the Grandmaster and his cronies that are
responsible?”

“That is why we need more information.
Crimes of this magnitude happen for a reason, and we cannot figure
out what motivated a man to murder or at least be responsible for
the deaths of his people. Not like this.

You
take whatever course of action is required to protect the
innocent,” Ciarran replied.

“Even if—”

“Yes,” he interrupted, “even if you
have to kill someone. Or at least ask for help if you are of the
opinion that it will compromise your investigation. But this
madness has to be prevented from happening again.”

Although it was drilled into him all through his training with
the Guardians, that they protected their respective areas of
responsibility and the order of the natural world, drastic action
was sometimes required. He hoped it would not come to
that.

“If they are this hostile or afraid,
how am I going to get in? I take it that time is of the essence and
the sooner I can get the answers the better.”

Anoré
nodded. “True. Rhemus has spoken to one of his contacts on Kryane,
and he suggested that you talk to a woman. Healers don't attract
the attention of the Ruling Council, and your investigation is less
likely to be uncovered if you work amongst the healers. At least to
start off with.”

Rhemus frowned. “They are an arrogant people, encouraging
warrior skills at the cost of everything else. Stupid, I know, but
it has started to change. There has also been a rise in the number
of scholars and researchers in recent times, but they don't have
the support of the leadership.”

The
other men grimaced.

“At least they don't discourage
serious study amongst magicians anymore,” Ciarran
muttered.

Michael listened in silence as the Guardians explained the
Kryane situation. He could see why the nation was in serious
trouble, and not only because their Grandmaster was a bad
leader.

When
silence had prevailed for several minutes, Michael spoke up. “Once
we have dealt with the problem, which by all counts seem to be
reasonably certain, what then? We cannot leave the people hanging.
To be without leadership can be worse that having bad
leadership.”

“That is true,” Anoré conceded. “I
think you should also identify people that could form a new
leadership, even if it is only temporary to keep order and
establish a way forward.”

The
others agreed.

Michael nodded. “That at least will give me a definite goal. I
take it that now would be a good time to introduce me to the
woman.”






* *
*






Andesine Cle'era smiled and waved at the children playing with
Lindi Sithe on the patch of grass in the small oasis that was at
the centre of their village. The children loved their teacher
almost as much as she loved them.

“See you later,” Andesine called out
to her friend trying to evade small tagging hands.

“If I don’t see you first,” came the
laughing reply.

Shaking her head, Andesine’s attention floated over to the
parents, who were enjoying a quiet afternoon not too far away from
their offspring. She loved the people. Many of them had lost
someone to the vendetta of the idiotic Grandmaster, and yet still
managed to maintain a positive outlook on life.

Her
eyes skipped to the children again. Their community had been formed
out of a need for healers to support each other. While many people
entered their lives with bitterness in their hearts, they stayed to
become active members of the village in whatever way they
could.

Her
expression lost its cheer. The healers were now telling tales of
increased dissatisfaction among the people. There was some talk of
a revolution. Neither of these made her happy. People were
suffering, and the leadership was not listening.

Magic
communities were not a democratic society, although the people had
some say in how they were governed. Lately, things had gotten out
of hand, and something needed to be done.

She
arrived home and went inside, leaving the door open as she normally
would on a beautiful day such as this.

After
pouring herself a glass of water, she stared at it. She had been
four suns of age when she and her parents were shipwrecked here
after an interstellar transport had made an emergency landing
almost thirty suns ago. Their planet had been in the middle of a
civil war when they left. The transport had been shot at and
damaged, but the crew kept it flying until the navigation systems
gave out, and they had ended up here.

Kryane was much the same as the planet 5X-Wot'er. Mostly
desert with two oceans that surrounded the four largest landmasses.
They had lived on the largest landmass, called Kyrja, until both
her parents had passed away, then she moved here to Amer the
smallest continent. The most fertile, although still a desert. It
was here that she found her place in the sun.

She
was classified as a healer, but her parents had always reminded her
to keep her true abilities a secret. She never practised anything
other than healing around others. Her mother had been a healer, and
her father a warrior, but they had both been much more than
that.

The
glass in her hand started vibrating, and she put it down. Swinging
around, she scanned her home. A moment later two handsome men
appeared in front of her. Although she expected something to
happen, they did manage to startle her.

A
distant memory of her parents' teaching flashed through her mind.
She bowed before two of the Lords of the High Council. Although she
had been taught that all the Lords looked the same, the men
standing before her did not. Perhaps her parents had been
mistaken.

The
two men were the same height, but one had pitch black hair and
angular features with odd, shimmering blue-green eyes.

The
other man had emerald eyes, with eerily similar features, but it
was hard to pin down the colour of his hair. Gold? Russet? Black?
She could have sworn it changed as he shifted on his
feet.

They
were silent, waiting for her to regain her composure. Fortunately,
it didn't take too long.

“My Lords,” she said waving them
towards chairs in her living area.

“What can I do for you today?” she
asked after they were seated.

“You know who we are?”

She
nodded. “When I was a child my parents were advised by the Lords to
leave our planet. They told me stories of your work, and how to
recognise you.” She felt her cheeks heat up when the men smiled at
her last words.

M'X-Ar, the Guardian of Space, introduced himself and then
Michael to her. “We are pretty easy to identify. Michael, however,
is not a Guardian. I brought him here on behalf of my fellow
Guardians.”

The
Guardian's expression turned grave. “We didn't come to disturb your
peace and quiet without reason,” he said before
explaining.

“The Lords of the High Council are
concerned about the situation here on Kryane. We request your help.
Of course, you may refuse, but it is our understanding that you
would be the best person to help us.”

Andesine felt her cheeks heat up again, but she kept her eyes
focused on the men before her. “I would help if I can, but I don't
how I can be of assistance to you.”






While
M'X-Ar outlined the ideas the Lords, Michael couldn't help staring
at the woman. She was not a classic beauty, but he couldn't look
away. Her eyes were more red than brown, and they were alive with
humour and zest as she asked questions. She was dressed like all
Kryane healers, in dull green pants and shirt. He was convinced the
magicians' order chose this nasty colour for the healers on
purpose. On her, however, it didn't diminish her exotic features at
all.

It
must be the contrast that showed off her unusual
features.

Her
dark red hair lay in curls over her shoulders and back, and clung
to the shirt in places where he shouldn't be looking. Then again,
his eyes kept returning to her face and those exceptional
eyes.

Raised by the Guardian D'Ar after his parents were killed, he
had been in many different places and had met even more diverse
people. She was the first woman that captured his attention in this
way. His talents primarily brought him into contact with the dark
and miserable side of life, but this assignment was looking up
already. He didn't usually mind, since he had found a place for
himself, and liked that the Lords of the High Council were the
protectors of all beings with paranormal or supernatural
abilities.

Suddenly the woman focused her attention on him and something
inside of him sat up in anticipation. It felt like it clicked into
place. What it was he had no idea. With a more serious matter at
hand, he decided to file the experience away for closer
consideration later.

“Are you a healer?” She frowned. “I
suppose I should rather have asked if you have healing
abilities.”

Before Michael could open his mouth, M'X-Ar replied. “He is
like you.”

Two
pairs of eyes flew to the Guardian.

“What?” he asked

“I am a healer,” she said at the same
time.

M'X-Ar shook his head. “My dear, we both know you are more
than just a healer, as Michael is more than just a warrior. It is
the reason that your parents were told to leave 5X-Wot'er all those
suns ago.”

His
eyes lost their blue flames. “The Guardian, who warned your
parents, has since turned away from our path, and we had to make
sure you were protected so that he couldn't find you. We told your
parents not to reveal your true natures to anyone.”

Andesine blinked.

“Matching abilities? Is that the
reason I was given this assignment?” Michael’s belligerent tone was
not lost on M’X-Ar.

Her
eyes widened at the harshness in his voice.

M'X-Ar shook his head. “You should know better, Michael. We
have learned our lessons well on that score and will never try to
manipulate the situation in this manner. You both have magical
abilities beyond the norm for Kryane. But you are also our most
experienced investigator and the best suited to handle this
case.

You
are also capable of protecting Andesine if it becomes necessary.
With the situation here as it is, it might draw Lucian's attention,
and we need to consider that as well,” he ended in a more quiet
tone.

“He is that powerful?”

Andesine looked from the one to the other. She didn't know who
Lucian was, but from the pain in M'X-Ar's face, it had to be the
Guardian that had betrayed the Lords. Her heart softened. Betrayal
of a friend was a terrible thing to live with. From what she knew
about the Lords, they were more like brothers, and that made it ten
times worse in her eyes.

“...into sharing power with him,”
M'X-Ar's voice brought her back. “We have no idea what he is
capable of.”

Michael and Andesine shared a worried glance. He spoke up. “We
will be careful.”

M'X-Ar smiled, grim as it was, and got to his feet. He hugged
Michael, before taking Andesine's hand in his. “You do that. Let us
know if you require any help. The Kryane situation is dire, but
your safety is important. Enough people have already died in this
senseless vendetta.”

Without allowing them a reply, he vanished.

Andesine rubbed her hands together. “Well then, I suppose we
need to get you settled and introduced.” She frowned. “As what
though?” She looked him up and down. “I could hardly tell people
that you are my new apprentice.”

Michael laughed softly. “We didn't think about that. What do
you suggest?”

She
bit her lip. “Maybe a visiting relative? Without the obvious shared
familial traits, I suppose we could say that you are a second
cousin or something.”

He
tapped his chin. “Will it work?”

She
shrugged. “People don't know my history, other that I was born
somewhere else but grew up here. So I think it could
work.”

Michael waved towards the open door. “Then we should get
going. The day is not young anymore and the sooner we can get to
work the better.”






Michael followed Andesine out of her home, away from the
village centre. Since he had no idea where they were going, he
simply kept his mouth shut and his eyes open. His presence usually
caused some commotion amongst the locals and keeping his eyes open
was a necessary part of his job.

His
gaze fell on the woman walking ahead of him. She paused now and
then to point out a feature in the landscape, but otherwise kept
her own counsel.

He
wasn't one to look for trouble, but he had this nagging feeling it
was going to find them and much sooner than anyone could have
anticipated.

Before he could dwell too long on that thought, they descended
to the desert floor, and Andesine came to an abrupt halt. He
managed to stop himself from bumping into her. He frowned and
looked around. There was no threat that he could see or detect with
his advanced sensory abilities.

“What's wrong?”

She
held up her hand without turning around. “We wait.”

“For what?”

“Not what, who.”

His
eyebrows dropped lower. “We are exposed here. It's not
safe.”

Andesine turned around and rolled her eyes. “You work with the
Guardians, what could you possibly be afraid of?”

He
couldn't resist a smile.

“And you dare laugh at me?”

Her
smile widened, and the transformation in her face knocked his
breath away. Her eyes gained a golden hue, and she radiated mating
pheromones in droves. He had to suppress a groan since her innocent
look told him that she had no idea what was happening.

A
rustle startled her, and he closed the distance between them,
searching for the disturbance.

He
couldn’t see anything, but didn't relax. When she wanted to move
away, he held her arm to keep her close. There! He swung around and
narrowed his eyes. A second later a figure broke free of the
optical waves dancing on the sand.

He
relaxed when the person approaching them, made Andesine smile and
wave. With the loose clothing and head covering of the desert
people, it was hard to see if it was a man or a woman until he
noticed that the gait belonged to a male. Women had a more rhythmic
roll to their hips.

The
stranger and Andesine hugged and exchanged pleasant greetings
before she turned back to him.

“May I introduce Seer Antolin
Gra?”

She
smiled at the man. “This is Michael de'Angelo. He is an
investigator for the Lords of the High Council.”

For a
moment, Michael wanted to frown at her for telling the man who he
was, before seeing the shrewd gaze rest upon his face. “A seer? On
Kryane?”

“Hmpf,” the old man snorted. “You have
much to learn about the people of the desert.”

Michael bowed his head. “My apologies, Seer. Andesine didn't
tell me who we were meeting.”

The
old man laughed suddenly, a grating quality to his voice. He didn't
look like he laughed often. Then again, given the fact that he was
a seer, maybe he didn't have much to laugh about.

“She still surprises me too, young
man,” he winked. “Come, let's get out of here. My old bones don't
like the heat and sand so much anymore.”

Michael couldn't see a dwelling anywhere near them, but
followed the other two as they chatted about this and that. He had
to smile. They sounded as if it had been weeks since they talked,
but from what he could gather it couldn't have been more than three
or four days.

They
ascended another dune and then walked on its crest for another half
an hour before slipping and sliding down toward the floor once
again. A few steps ahead of them, stood the opening to a
grotto.

He
stopped in his tracks, then turned around and looked back the way
they had come. He shook his head at their amused faces. “This is
amazing. You live in a cave, and yet there is no sign of
it.”

Andesine waved to him to follow them inside, where it was
gloriously cool in comparison to the heat outside. “There is magic
around this place. A lot of it. If you approach from the wrong
direction, you won't even see the dune we just crossed.”

He
nodded. “I get it. But why go to all the trouble?”

Antolin took them deeper into the cavern until they reached
what looked like his home. Again Michael turned around. There were
others living here too, he would bet his life on it.

Inside Antolin's personal space, they removed their outer
covers and sat down.

He
took a moment to study his host. The seer was younger than he had
initially thought, but not a young man by any definition. If he had
to guess, he was about a hundred suns in age. Magicians didn't age
the same way as non-magic folk, often living much longer lives due
to the magic keeping their bodies healthy and battling any illness
that could harm the magic wielder.

“The people who live here are the
outcasts,” Andesine explained gently.

“Our magical abilities don't suit the
ruling Grandmaster and his cronies,” Antolin said as he sat down
with a deep sigh and closed his eyes for a moment. “The Kryane
magicians order was formed out of hate and vindictiveness. And over
time nothing much has changed.

Those
of us, who are neither warrior nor healer, or something else
entirely, are harassed and often ostracised for being different.
Eventually, we got fed up and moved here.”

“How many of you live
here?”

“About three hundred
souls.”

Michael blinked. “That many? Interesting.”

He
looked at Andesine. “Not that I don't mind meeting new people, but
why have you brought me here?”

There
was a long silence before Andesine replied. “There are five people
here you should talk to. They escaped the Grandmaster's plan. All
five of them had been targeted, but we managed to rescue them
before they were sent to their deaths. We are still trying to
figure out what happened to them. They still get the compulsion to
do as To'oru wants, so they cannot leave the caves. The magic here
keeps them safe and their urges under control. They agreed to talk
to anyone who could help.”

Michael nodded, it made sense. “With so many layers of magic,
how is it that you have not been found?”

Andesine and Antolin shared a glance.

“What?”

She
sighed. “Magic comes in many forms.”

He
nodded. “I know that, but what does that...oh, shit,” he said and
rubbed his forehead. “You have a witch here too. Primitive or
natural magic is undetectable to magic wielders.”

The
other two nodded and looked at him with worried faces.






Andesine nibbled her lip as she watched the investigator
assimilate the news. Witchcraft was forbidden on Kryane and by most
of the other magician orders in the solar system. Only Wea One and
Xa'an allowed witches in their Order, and they had strict rules
when it came to witches and the practice of the craft on their
planets. The rest of the Orders like Kryane's, executed them
without the benefit of a trial.

If
Michael so much as breathed a word about the three sisters, who
lived here..., she shuddered at the thought.

His
face revealed nothing of his thoughts and she cast a worried look
at Antolin.

“Michael?” she asked when the suspense
got too much.

He
blinked at her as if he had forgotten that they were
there.

“I am sorry. I was talking to one of
the High Lords. There won't be a problem in keeping your
secret.”

She
released a long breath. A similar sound to her right told her that
Antolin had been just as worried.

The
old man gave a small smile. “Thank you. Now, you probably want to
talk to the people as soon as possible.” He slowly got up and
rubbed his thighs. “I will make tea. The first one will be here in
a few minutes.”

Andesine jumped up. “Let me help.”

Leaving Michael to contemplate his thoughts, the two of them
went to the tiny kitchen at the back of the cave
dwelling.

“Do you think we can trust
him?”

Andesine blinked. “You are the seer, you tell me,” she
replied, reaching for the tea in the cupboard.

“Hmpf,” he retorted, “impertinent as
always.”

Andesine knew he was being evasive, as usual. She measured the
tea leaves, enough for four cups, into the strainer and slowly
closed the container.

“I trust the High Lords,” she
eventually said. “If they trust him, then it will be
alright.”

In
Kryane culture, it was considered impolite to pour hot water over
the tea leaves when not in the presence of one's guests. Picking up
the tray holding the pot and cups, she followed Antolin, carrying
the hot water jug.

As
soon as they entered the room, a soft knock sounded at the
entrance.

Antolin let in a young man who looked like he was about to be
executed. His features were drawn, and his eyes were jumping from
the one to the other, never lingering long enough to settle. He had
slender hands, and he kept pushing his thumbs into his
palms.

Andesine had met him before. It had been a brief encounter
when he first arrived. As the designated healer of the group, she
had to look him over for any health issues. Since these people were
not welcome anywhere, they were wary of both illness and strangers.
While she had had no reason to dislike him, his constant fidgeting
and restlessness unnerved her.

Taking her tea, after serving everyone else, she retreated to
a corner with Antolin. This was Michael's domain, and she was happy
to let him do his thing.

Ha'rka sat and took a few moments to settle his restless body.
The fact that he was here voluntarily, which Michael reminded him
of, seemed to do the trick. He was hesitant at first, but soon
relayed more information at Michael’s sensitive probing.

Andesine sipped her tea and watched Michael. He was a skilled
interviewer. He started slowly with easy questions that required
almost nothing in the way of consideration and gradually worked his
way towards the difficult issue of the Grandmaster and the Xa'anian
Dragon Master.

She
didn't mean to stare openly but when Michael's eyes caught hers,
she realised her mistake and quickly looked away. She had the
distinct impression he knew what she was thinking, though nothing
in his face gave him away. It must be a wonderful skill to be able
to hide your personal thoughts like that.

By
the time the interview ended, Ha'rka was smiling, and his fidgeting
had calmed down somewhat. He even smiled at her and Antolin before
he made his exit.

Michael looked thoughtful.

She
cleared away the tea-things and rejoined the men deep in discussion
about what they had learned. “The situation is the same for all
them,” Antolin said. “The Grandmaster, or one of his sidekicks,
threatened the families of the young warriors if they didn't
complete the task before them. To'oru did have one family put in
jail for refusing to obey him. It was enough of a threat to make
the others cooperate.”

“So he focussed on the trainee
warriors with families?”

“It would seem that way. There were
volunteers too, but we can't say if they volunteered out of fear,
or if they genuinely believed in this insanity.”

“Are any of the volunteers
here?”

“No,” they both replied.

“Hmm.”

They
didn't interrupt his thinking.

“Do you know if there are volunteers
somewhere who would be willing to talk to me?”

Neither of them had heard of any volunteers getting out of the
programme. There was another knock and Antolin went to let the next
warrior in.






They
spent another two hours interviewing the other refugees, but didn't
learn any more than they what they had learned from
Ha'rka.

They
were escorted out of the cave, and as soon as they checked that the
way was clear, Michael and Andesine made their way back to her
village. The late afternoon sun was blinding, and she pulled her
keyya over to screen her eyes.

Their
footsteps crunching grains of sand were the only sounds to
accompany them on their journey. Back in her home, she poured a
glass of water for each of them.

“I need to talk to some of the
families of the victims,” he said after he had drained his glass.
“Families of the dragon mares too.”

“What are you thinking?”

He
rubbed his forehead. “I don't know. There is something about this
whole situation that makes no sense. I have no evidence to back it
up; it is just a feeling right now.”

He
got up and went to the kitchen window which overlooked her
neighbour's cottage. “I will also need to talk to To'oru. He holds
the key to all of this.”

Andesine winced at the thought of being close to the
Grandmaster. Despite not liking him, there had been something else
in him the last time she went to the headquarters of the Magician's
Order. They passed each other in the hall when she went to collect
notes on a new medication from the Head Healer in the Order. She
could barely be in his vicinity; there was something so dark about
him that she felt choked for those brief moments.

He
turned around. “Do you know where I might find him?”

She
shrugged. “You could check with his assistant at the Order. He is
not one to travel much, so he is probably in the city. It shouldn't
be too difficult to get an appointment. Are you going to tell him
who you are?”

“That is the question, isn't
it?”
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