
GRAND MASTER’S TRILOGY

––––––––
[image: ]


Spin through the galaxy, meeting exotic aliens, as young empath Violet hunts the secrets of the Grand Masters. 

* * *
[image: ]


Complete Set of Three Books

1: Grand Master’s Pawn

2: Grand Master’s Game

3: Grand Master’s Mate

By

Aurora Springer

* * *
[image: ]


Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the copyright owner except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

* * *
[image: ]


Copyright © 2015 Aurora Springer

All rights reserved.

* * *
[image: ]


Cover Art by Danielle Fine

* * *
[image: ]


Subscribe to my newsletter HERE to learn about my books, new releases, special offers, and receive free stories.  

* * *
[image: ]


Table of Contents

BOOK 1

GRAND MASTER’S PAWN

BOOK 2

GRAND MASTER’S GAME

BOOK 3

GRAND MASTER’S MATE

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

BOOK 1: GRAND MASTER’S PAWN



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


By

Aurora Springer


Chapter 1

“The Council of Twelve will be destroyed.” The words were blazed into his memory. 

He glared at the name on the list of top candidates, Violet Hunter. A spate of questions swept across his mind. How had she dared to apply for the selection? Was she foolish or merely ignorant of her heritage? He scrolled through the records once more, seeking a clue to her personality. Her qualifications were superb without a hint of prohibited psychic talent. 

Psi crackled and the screen blanked. 

Her application was futile. What Grand Master would take the risk of employing the prophet’s daughter as a pawn? What a crazy choice, embracing the omen of their destruction. 

His grim laughter echoed through the room. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Alerted by the rustle of dry leaves, Violet Hunter rotated to face the sound. Three yellow striped velociraptors bounded through the giant ferns, cruel eyes focused on their prey. Acting with honed reflexes, she sidestepped to elude the claws of the foremost attacker. Swinging her sword with both hands, she sliced into the neck of the second reptile, and ducked under the toothy jaws of the third. Ignoring the small human, the two wounded carnivores tore into each other. Violet swiveled to meet the bellowing onslaught of the first dinosaur. She thrust her blade into its throat and skipped out of reach of its teeth. Its thrashing body thudded to the ground, flattening fern fronds. Jumping away from the snapping melee of dying and bloody dinosaurs, Violet hit the off switch. 

Striding out of the dimly lit game room into the annex, she hung the sword on the rack, dropped the helmet on a shelf, tidied her hair, and sighed. Bored with the simulated combat sessions, Violet longed to explore alien planets. Real life would have advantages. She preferred to carry a multipurpose laser instead of wielding the archaic sword. And, her hidden empathic sense would warn her of lurking predators. She had kept her talent secret from her teachers at the Space Academy because of the Grand Masters’ ban. 

Leaping up the stairs from the underground training facility, she paced across the campus towards the Council Hall for the annual selection of pawns. The black marble facade of the windowless building reflected the overcast sky, and the massive iron gates at the entrance deterred casual visitors. A wintry gust froze her bare face and she shivered at the ominous symbol. Despite her forbidden empathy, the Grand Masters were her best hope of escaping Terra for a career in space. Anger flared as she remembered the rejection from Space Corps, “Does not meet the physical standards.” Translation, she was too small.  

She sensed Tessa’s nervous mind an instant before her friend stepped out of the shelter of a doorway. Tessa’s delicate beauty was heightened in the cold air. 

Tessa gushed, “Oh Vi, I’m so happy you’re here. I’ve been waiting for ages.” She glanced at the crowded plaza in front of Council Hall. “I couldn’t face going in there alone.” Gazing at Violet from her lovely blue eyes, she said, “I applied only because my parents insisted. They say it’s an honor to serve the Grand Masters.” 

Torn between amusement and annoyance at her friend’s timidity, Violet retorted, “Tessa Brown, you’re twenty two. Your parents can’t force you to do anything.” 

“I don’t want to disappoint them,” Tessa whispered, clinging to Violet’s arm. 

“You won’t. I predict you’ll marry a wealthy noble or a brilliant inventor,” Violet joked. With Tessa’s beauty and sweet nature, marriage was surely in her future, while Violet was fated to remain single. What man would wed a woman who could read his mind? Even when she tried not to pry, thoughts slipped unbidden through her mental shield. But Tessa, like everyone else at the Academy, did not know about her psychic talent. 

Tessa protested, “How can you be so cheerful? We don’t know what we’ll face inside that awful black building.” She shook her blonde tresses, and said, in an obvious attempt to evade her worries, “It’s a pity your mother didn’t stay after our graduation last week.” 

Compressing her lips, Violet said, “My mother ported back to Cirrus-beta. She couldn’t bear to stay any longer. Ever since my father’s death, Silvia’s hated the sight of the Space Academy. It’s the first time she’s left home in twenty years.” Her mother’s grief had haunted her childhood. Violet had learned to insulate her mind from the sadness, but she seldom visited Silvia these days, and never stayed long in her childhood home.

Unaware of Violet’s distress, Tessa asked, “Do you remember your father?” 

“No. I was two years old when he died and Silvia never speaks of him. She still mourns for him.” 

“How sad.” Tears glistened in Tessa’s soft eyes.  

Shaking her head, Violet dismissed her friend’s sympathy and gestured towards the flagstone plaza. “Come on, Tessa. Let’s join the other candidates.” 

Bracing for the flood of tense emotions, Violet tightened her mental shield and tugged her reluctant friend towards the milling crowd. The candidates filled the plaza, although the gates were not due to open for another thirty minutes. People stood in quiet groups, or shuffled restlessly around the plaza. Most were men and woman of Terran stock with a scattering of aliens. Violet noticed the vivid green feathers of a Flia and the pricked ears of two furry Aman-ellans. 

Scanning the other candidates, Violet wondered if she would be chosen. Despite the odds against her, Mother Tingu had been confident Violet would be chosen. After ten years of secret lessons to control her empathic talent in defiance of the Grand Masters’ prohibition, Violet trusted the White Mother’s judgment. 

A familiar, hostile mind loomed through the crowd and Violet steeled her mental block. Big, blond Marius Krupp shoved past her and taunted, “Violet, the midget candidate. You’re no beauty with that silly mark on your face. What Grand Master would want you?” He snickered and swaggered away to join his cronies in a noisy group of toughs. 

Glaring at his retreating back, Violet shook off his disruptive influence. 

“He’s horrid,” Tessa cried. “Your birthmark looks like a star.” 

Violet smiled. Trust Tessa to turn a defect into a badge of honor. 

She sensed her friend, Srinivasan, approach from behind. His voice was sincere. “Forget about your size, Violet. Marius is foolish to antagonize you. I’ve seen you trounce larger men than him.” Srini’s slender physique was also deceptive, concealing his combat skills. He was a prime candidate for selection as a pawn, a mathematical genius and an expert in deciphering esoteric languages. 

“I suppose the Grand Masters won’t care about my height,” she said, smiling at her friend. “Although, I’ve no idea how they select their pawns.” 

His black eyes gleamed and Srini nodded amiably. “Let me enlighten you. I’ve analyzed the Grand Masters’ selections for the past twenty years. Statistically, the candidates with the top academic qualifications are the most likely to be selected. So, our chances are excellent, Violet. Both of us achieved the top grades. Your xenobiology degree is especially suitable for exploring planets.” 

“Flashy, I’m glad to hear your conclusions. Five out of a hundred seems poor odds.” Violet glanced at the massive gates. “I wish the gates would open. It’s already several minutes past the due time.” She sensed the level of anxiety ratchet up as the candidates stared at the iron gates. Complaints sounded at the delay. 

Impatient candidates scuffled their feet on the flagstones and Violet wondered if the Grand Masters deliberately kept them waiting outside. Ordinary people must bow to their superiors. That attitude was on par with the ominous exterior of the Council Hall. 

Tessa tugged at Violet’s arm. Her voice quivered. “I don’t want to be chosen as a pawn. Do you, Vi?” 

Brushing aside her timid friend’s fears, Violet grinned. “Why not? I’d love to travel the galaxy. Besides, I want to learn more about the mysterious Grand Masters.” 

“I’ve heard they’re horrible. Truly evil, and not even human,” Tessa whimpered, her brown eyes wide in alarm. 

Grim images crept into Violet’s mind and she shivered. “Who knows what they are? The Grand Masters might be aliens or even machines, if machines can have psi power.” Thrusting her fears aside, she tried to pacify her friend. “Don’t worry, Tessa. I’m sure they won’t want a scared pawn.” 

“I should love to be chosen,” Srini said, his black eyes shining with excitement. “It’s a great honor to serve the Grand Masters and I’ve always wanted to explore the galaxy.” 

Violet smiled at his enthusiasm. She was more cautious. “Yes, I’d love to be the first person to discover intelligent aliens on an uncharted planet. But, the pawn’s missions can be dangerous.” 

“Travel is hazardous these days,” Srini said. A frown shadowed his face. “My brother missed our graduation ceremony. He was stranded on a planet in Outer Sagittarius when the portals broke.” 

“How awful,” Tessa cried with instant sympathy. 

Shaking her head, Violet was quiet. Doubts crowded into her mind as the minutes passed. Would she be selected by one of the enigmatic Grand Masters? She was desperate to leave Terra, where the high population stressed her sensitive mind. Chewing on her lower lip, she steeled herself for the interview. 

A gong rang and the iron gates swung open with the swish of well-oiled hinges. The crowd of graduates surged forward, their feet rustling on the flagstones. Violet cringed at the flare of their excitement and tightened her mental shield. The candidates marched through the gates into a large hall adorned with colored banners. They waited silently for instructions. 

A loudspeaker blared, “Candidates will enter the interview chamber in groups of twenty.” 

Two black-uniformed guards stood on either side of an inner door, which was decorated in images of the major civilized planets. The guards opened the door and allowed the first group of twenty candidates to enter the room. They walked through the door in silence. 

By easing past more reluctant candidates, Violet maneuvered to the front of the crowd. She had decided the best strategy was to wait for the third or fourth group. Then, she would avoid an early interview when the Grand Masters might prefer to see more candidates and still hope to be examined before all the pawns were selected. 

Her two friends stood beside her. Srini had a serious expression on his dusky face, while Tessa’s fearful eyes pleaded for moral support. Violet was more curious than frightened. Would they see the twelve mysterious Grand Masters at the interview?  

After a short interval, the second group of candidates was called inside. Violet sensed their taut excitement as they passed through the door. There was no sign of the first group and they must have departed by another exit. 

Her face blanched with terror, Tessa gripped Violet’s hand. “I’m scared,” she moaned.  

“Don’t worry. It won’t take long. The Grand Masters seem to decide quickly,” Violet said to encourage her fainthearted friend. 

The door opened for the third group of candidates. Violet stepped forward, eager to complete this step. Whether she succeeded in becoming a pawn or not, her life would move into the next stage after today. 

Marius boasted loudly, “The Grand Masters dominate the galaxy. They rule over many planets. I’m going to grab a piece of that power.” Shouldering roughly past her, he strode through the door. 

Obnoxious brute, she thought, let him be the first to take the stage. But, his words disturbed her. Did the Grand Masters control entire planets? She walked steadily toward the door, staying with her two friends. Any Grand Master who chose Marius would not be to her taste. She hoped to find one with less grandiose ambitions.  

Inside the interview room, Violet stood in the middle of the twenty candidates. Tessa clutched her hand, nearly desperate with terror. Srini stood on her other side with a frown of concentration on his brown face. 

The candidates clustered at the back of the room, staring at a low platform bearing a row of strange objects. Twelve black spheres stood on top of tall cylinders. Violet was disappointed. No Grand Masters were visible in the room. She could sense no living entities except the twenty jittery candidates. 

An eerie humming sound filled the room, prompting gasps of alarm from her companions. Colored points of light flared on the spheres. Some spheres had a single pair of lights like two human eyes, while other spheres bore three, five or more colored lights. Violet saw red, blue, green and yellow lights. She sensed very faint presences, as if the Grand Masters were watching the candidates via the pseudo eyes on the spheres.  

Tessa trembled violently. Violet dropped her friend’s hand, ignoring her beseeching eyes. She did not wish to be contaminated by Tessa’s display of weakness. They would be judged separately.

An artificial voice called, “Candidates will walk onto the stage, one at a time, and stand still for evaluation by the Grand Masters.” 

One brave candidate stepped up, nearly stumbling in his haste. He stood silently for a few minutes before he was dismissed to the left exit. Her tormenter, Marius, strode to the front. He was dismissed even faster than the first candidate. 

Violet walked forward, resolved to take her chance. She stood erect and stared at the row of lighted spheres. An uncanny vision wavered before her eyes, and she tensed, holding her breath in awe. The hazy image resolved into twelve entities on thrones, human men and women and alien creatures. Their eyes glowed in the colors she had seen on the spheres. One alien was a mass of writhing tentacles, while another resembled a green blob. One humanoid woman wore red robes, another woman had a green gown, and two men were clad in somber black robes. 

In the midst of this amazing sight, her attention was caught by a dark man in blue robes seated at one end of the twelve thrones. He had a grim face with fierce black eyebrows over a hooked nose. His eyes were half lidded. While she watched, his eyes opened and piercing blue beams flashed onto her face. She stared boldly into his laser blue eyes. Yet, in the next moment, his gaze slid past, and she doubted he had even noticed her.

She stiffened in alarm and shielded, hoping to conceal her psychic power. The eerie vision of the twelve entities vanished as swiftly as it had arisen. Violet was disappointed. She wanted to inspect the Grand Masters more closely. Surely, she had perceived the mysterious Grand Masters in the transient image. Would one of those strange beings select her as a pawn?  

She blinked, returning to the reality of the interview room with the lighted spheres on black cylinders. The mechanical voice called, “You have been chosen. Walk through the exit on your right.” 

Violet grinned and raised her fist in triumph. She had succeeded in the first step of her risky venture. As a pawn, she could study her Grand Master and pursue her dream of exotic travel. 


Chapter 2

Violet walked out the exit into a smaller chamber. An Aman-ellan woman was standing by the wall. She was covered in soft brown fur, and her yellow eyes had a vertical slit of a pupil. 

Her pointed ears twitched and she mewed in greeting, “Hello, I’m Lira Tong.” 

Smiling in return, Violet introduced herself. She sensed a kindred spirit in the Aman-ellan.

“I can’t believe I was chosen as a pawn,” Lira purred happily. “It’s wonderful.” 

“I feel the same. I’ve wanted to explore unusual planets since I was a child.” 

“We’ll get our instructions from our Grand Masters soon,” Lira said. “I wonder where I’ll go for the first mission.”

Srini entered the room, a jubilant grin on his brown face. He caught Violet’s hands, swinging her into an impromptu dance around the room. His eyes shone and his face beamed in delight. “Flashy, we’re pawns. We’ll be porting across the galaxy. Isn’t it marvelous?” 

Violet shared his elation at their success, although she was puzzled by her eerie vision when she had stood in front of the lighted spheres. Did the Grand Masters induce the vision as part of their interview? Was it an hallucination induced by her lurid imagination, or the effect of her empathic talent? 

She asked the two pawns, “Did you see anything strange in the interview room?”

Shaking his dark head, Srini said, “No, the strangest thing was the black spheres with colored lights. The Grand Masters never reveal their true identities.” 

“I don’t understand why they must be so secretive,” Violet grumbled. “Are they repulsive aliens or intelligent machines?” 

“I don’t care what they look like,” Lira said. “Their personality, intelligence and morals are more important.” 

They waited in the room for the other new pawns. After a few minutes, the next person entered, Gary Donnelly. Violet had noticed the handsome, red-head flirting with Tessa at their graduation party. 

Gary nodded at Violet and Srini. “I knew they’d select me,” he boasted. His tall, muscular frame was well suited for the arduous life of a pawn. He patted Lira’s forearm in the Aman-ellan greeting. 

Behind Gary’s back, Srini glanced at Violet and raised an eyebrow. Her lips twitched, knowing they both disliked Gary’s abrasive bluster. 

After a longer interval, a fifth pawn walked into the chamber. He introduced himself as Alfonse Farrok. Alfonse had curly black hair, cold eyes and a taciturn manner. Violet sensed his indifference to them. 

Finally, the announcer said their tally was complete, and the five new pawns were instructed on their duties and privileges. The legal contract was inserted on their personal com and a parchment copy provided for their signatures. Violet fingered the unfamiliar parchment scroll dubiously. It seemed formal and archaic, a relic of the Grand Masters’ ancient history. 

She skimmed through the legal document, knowing the general terms of the agreement. The contract was for one year of service as a pawn, with the possibility of extension for a second year, depending on performance. It could be terminated by mutual agreement or upon official complaint by either of the two parties. The duration and severity of the pawn’s mission were at the discretion of the Grand Master. The pawn was allotted a rest period of at least two weeks between consecutive missions. The pawn was required to live at the Space Academy, or nearby in the city, for easy access to the teleportals, the extensive library records, the storeroom in Council Hall, and their Grand Master. These conditions were standard in all the contracts. 

Violet was more interested in the specific details. She flipped through the scroll, searching for the Grand Master’s allowance for her living expenses. Her allotted amount was a hundred credits per month, not overly generous, but adequate for her needs. Violet was satisfied. A hundred credits would cover the cost of decent accommodations in a safe neighborhood. 

A gleeful cry from Gary interrupted her thoughts. “Flashy! My Grand Master has set me up in a grand style. What allowance did you get?” He looked at the others expectantly. 

They handed round the scrolls and compared the amounts. Gary had the largest allowance of one thousand credits, and as he said, could acquire luxury rooms in an exclusive section of the city. 

Lira gave a small meow of distress. “It’s not fair. I have the lowest amount. Only fifty credits.” 

Alfonse shook his head, but said nothing. His allowance was five hundred credits. 

Gary declared, “Our Grand Masters decided what to give us, and they can do whatever they please.” 

“Violet and I have the standard amount for a new pawn,” Srini informed them. “But, I’ve heard some Grand Masters award a bonus for every successful mission.” 

Violet shrugged. “I can live comfortably on a hundred credits. It’s more than my mother can afford to send me. I’ve already picked out rooms in a quiet house by the botanical gardens.” 

Ears flattened in distress, Lira agreed, “It’s not much, but I’ll manage. I can save credits by porting to my home on Aman-el in the breaks.” 

Scanning to the end of the scroll, Violet found the lines for signatures. The Grand Master’s imprint was there. She deciphered the letters AG in blue ink, inscribed in a bold, careless hand with an indecipherable flourish at the end. So little information about her Grand Master, not even a name! She sighed and appended her signature. It was, she mused, almost like a marriage contract of limited duration with an invisible bridegroom. 

Frowning, Srini echoed her thoughts, “There’s no name for my Grand Master on the contract. The signature is two initials, PH.” He groaned, “Their names are secret even on their contracts.” 

Alfonse said, “My contract shows a gold zigzag. Is it meant to be a signature?”

“Mine has a trefoil design on the signature line,” Lira said, with a puzzled twitch of her ears.

“It’s ridiculous. The initials on my contract could read, ‘A Grand squiggle’.” Violet joked, displaying the letters scrawled on the parchment. 

“You’d better not joke about his name to your Grand Master. He’d be angry,” Gary warned. He smiled and shook his contract at her. The letters MQ were written in blood red ink. 

Irritated by his attitude of superiority, Lira retorted, “Don’t assume your Grand Master is male. I’ve heard some of them are aliens, and they might have several genders, or none.” 

Gary replied, “I don’t care about their names or genders, as long as I get some action on the missions. Fighting monsters is my idea of fun.” 

When they had signed their contracts, the pawns were told to return the next morning to receive their gear and instructions from their Grand Masters. Then, they were free to leave. 

United by their common destiny, the five new pawns promised to meet regularly during the intervals between their missions. Privately, Violet wondered how long their avowed friendships would last. She was sure of Srini’s sincerity, he had been her friend for years, and she had felt an instant kinship with the cat-like alien, Lira. But, Violet did not trust Gary and Alfonse. She disliked the surface flavor of their minds, although she refrained from prying deeper. Their friendships would depend on future events and on the will of their mysterious Grand Masters. 

When Violet stepped out of the building, Tessa was waiting and ran to hug her. “I am so happy for you, Violet,” Tessa cried. “You really wanted to be a pawn.” 

“Yes, and you got your wish as well,” Violet said. “What will you do?” 

“I’ve been offered a job teaching Intro biology at the Academy. We can chat between your missions.” She looked around the plaza, a puzzled expression on her pretty face, and asked, “Where’s Harry?” 

“Oh, I’ve said goodbye to him. We broke up when he joined Space Corps. When would we have time to see each other? His tours surveying remote planets will take months or even years.” Violet frowned. “Anyway, he never wanted me to become a pawn.”  

“It’s a pity,” Tessa said. “Harry is very handsome and he has a good job in Space Corps. Of course, it was the right decision if you prefer to be independent.” 

Violet was not deceived by her words. Tessa would have made the opposite choice. 

Gary, the hunky redhead, strode up and hovered possessively around the beautiful blond. “By the voids, Tessa, I’ve hit starlight. Celebrate with me tonight.” 

Tessa smiled up at him with shy devotion. “Flashy, Gary, I was sure you’d be selected.” Their mutual attraction was clear, even to the mentally untalented. 

Violet excused herself as soon as possible, knowing they would prefer to be alone. She was eager to start her new life, and ran off to claim the rooms next to the botanical gardens. As an empath, she preferred to live away from the crowds in the city. Her sensitive mind was disturbed by the medley of emotions from so many people. The botanical gardens of the Space Academy would provide a buffer around her room. Few people visited the gardens at night, and she could sleep undisturbed. 

After renting the rooms, Violet checked the time on her com. She had promised to visit Mother Tingu once she had been selected as a pawn. If she hurried to the portal, she could reach Avalon in time for afternoon tea with her old tutor. 


Chapter 3

Humming a cheerful song, Violet steered the rented skimmer over the tree tops towards the White Mother’s cottage on Avalon. The solitude soothed her sensitive mind after the barrage of emotions from overcrowded Terra. On the horizon, ice capped mountains beckoned, but she dared not dally. Mother Tingu insisted on punctuality. 

She landed the skimmer outside the fenced garden of the thatched cottage and checked the time on her com. Good. She was early and wouldn’t incur Tingu’s displeasure. Jumping to the ground, Violet inhaled the honey scents of the flowers. 

Melodic trills sounded from the purple pines towering at the back of the cottage. Violet whistled softly and held out her hand. Iridescent blue and green flits swooped down and flocked around her head, chirping loudly. In a riot of wings, the greedy flits grabbed the crumbs on the palm of her hand. She smiled and waved them away. 

She knocked at the cottage door and entered the tidy kitchen. Mother Tingu sat at the wooden table. She was short and plump with white hair wound into a bun and a white knitted shawl thrown over her thin shoulders. The china teapot and cups stood on the spotless white tablecloth. Violet’s visits to her old tutor always started with the ritual of drinking tea at the kitchen table.  

Without speaking, Mother Tingu pointed her finger to indicate the chair opposite. 

Slipping into the indicated chair, Violet poured two cups of tea and waited patiently for her old tutor to begin. Violet leaned her elbows on the tablecloth. Her gaze roamed idly around the familiar objects in the room, the black kettle on the stove and the white plates stacked neatly on the shelves. Tingu’s kitchen was always pristine. She took a sip of tea from the white teacup with the pattern of yellow flowers. Careful to avoid the ceramic chink of china against china, she replaced the cup in its saucer. Her tutor hated extraneous noises. Tingu was stricter than the professors at the Space Academy.  

On the opposite side of the table, the White Mother gazed into her teacup. Apprehension stole into Violet’s mind at the lengthy delay.

After a long silence, Tingu looked up, her sharp eyes as inscrutable as ever. “Violet, you were selected by a Grand Master as I predicted. Now, I have a task for you. It requires a pawn with a talent for empathy.” 

“What is the task, Mother Tingu?” Violet asked, with a spark of interest in her green eyes. Clearly, today was not going to be a routine lesson. 

“Patience, child, let me explain,” Tingu said, and paused to sip her tea. “The petty games and violent feuds of the Grand Masters are disrupting civilization.” She delivered this bombshell with her usual placid expression. 

Her eyes widened in shock and Violet burst out, “The Grand Masters? I thought they worked to advance civilization.” 

Ignoring Violet’s interruption, Tingu continued her lecture, “In recent years, disruptions have troubled the fringes of the galaxy. Portals fail in Outer Sagittarius. Interplanetary warfare erupts. Lethal epidemics ravage in Outer Perseus, unchecked by the best medical help. Who, except for a Grand Master, has the power to perpetrate such cosmic calamities?”

Wavering from her initial dubiousness to reluctant belief, Violet nodded. “I’ve heard about the disasters on the Galactic Network News. But, why would the Grand Masters want to destroy civilization?” 

Her calm voice edged with distaste, the White Mother said, “I suspect an ambitious Grand Master desires to dominate the galaxy.”  

Directing her perceptive gaze at Violet, Tingu asked, “What do you know about the Grand Masters? You will serve one of them.”

“There are bizarre rumors of their psychic powers,” Violet said. “Don’t they assist the Galactic Congress to maintain peace?”

“The twelve Grand Masters of the Council are the most powerful entities in the galaxy, or so they claim,” Tingu said with a scornful curl of her lips. “They meddle with governments. The Galactic Congress begs for their help. Sometimes the request is granted and at other times it may be denied. Hints of the Grand Masters’ activities occur throughout recorded history. Not the same people of course, since their long life spans are often shortened in their deadly feuds. For much of history, their existence was a secret known to only a handful of people. They abandoned complete secrecy about three hundred years ago. In that renaissance, they constructed the Council Hall in the grounds of the Space Academy and instituted the annual selection of pawns. Initially, they accepted apprentices and promoted talented youngsters. In my opinion, their policies have changed for the worse in the last two decades. They have closed their ranks and prohibit anyone else from developing their psychic potential.”

After pausing to drain her cup, Tingu continued, “If I am correct about their evil influence, the first step is to identify the culprit. Not all the Grand Masters are evil. Some seek esoteric knowledge rather than domination. The worst annex entire planets to bolster their ambitions.” 

Tingu nodded sagely and poured another cup of tea, while Violet waited in suspense, sitting on the edge of her chair.  

Violet seized the opportunity to utter another question, “What is your plan for me?”

The White Mother smiled, looking pleased at her ready acceptance. She leaned forward and said, “Violet, I want you to discover the truth about the Grand Masters and their psi powers. Your empathic talent makes you an ideal candidate for a secret investigation. What you learn as a pawn will help to identify the perpetrator of these galactic disasters.” 

Leaning her elbows on the spotless tablecloth, Violet propped her chin in her cupped hands. “Flashy! I’d love to discover the secrets of the Grand Masters. But, I still don’t understand how you knew I’d be selected as a pawn.” 

A spark glinted in Tingu’s eyes and she nodded. “They recognized the daughter of Frank Hunter. One of the Grand Masters succumbed to the temptation to choose you.” 

Violet was puzzled. “Why would the Grand Masters take any interest in my father? He died twenty years ago. I don’t remember anything about him.” She knew him only from the wedding picture with her mother and a later image of a man holding her when she was a baby.

Her quick sidelong glance and compressed lips marked the White Mother’s reluctance to speak. “The Grand Masters have good reason to be concerned about your father. When you were two years old, Frank prophesied the destruction of the Council of Twelve.”  

Her eyes widening in shock, Violet exclaimed, “Was he clairvoyant?” 

Tingu sighed, “Clairvoyance is an unsettling talent for the owner as well as their audience. Frank Hunter had visions of the future. I don’t know if his prophesies will be fulfilled.” 

“If they feared my father’s prophesy, why was I selected as a pawn?” Violet was alarmed and confused by the knowledge of her heritage. 

“The Grand Masters do not acknowledge the truth of his foresight. I presume one of them chose to study you, either to support your father’s prophesy, or to prevent it.”  

“My task will be doubly hazardous,” Violet muttered from between clenched teeth. “I must hide my psi talent at the same time as I spy on my Grand Master.”

“Your secret is safe. There are no public records and you have concealed your empathy for years at the Space Academy. You must be wary. Do not permit the Grand Masters to discover your prohibited psychic abilities. Fortunately, they never reveal themselves, even to their pawns, and your talent cannot be detected at a distance.” 

Violet clasped her hands together, and leaned forward to ask, “Are the Grand Masters human?” 

“Not all of them are human, some are aliens. Do you dislike the idea of serving an alien, Violet? Surely, you have met aliens at the Space Academy. Can you sense their emotions?” This time, Tingu had as many questions as answers for Violet. 

“Only a few aliens are students at the Academy. One of my favorite teachers for xenobiology, Professor Gullish, is an alien from Brululia.” Violet smiled at her memory of the alien. Professor Gullish resembled a man-sized lobster with a hard yellow carapace, sensory organs on stalks, and several pairs of thin jointed legs. 

Tingu nodded her white haired head. “I presume you have no objection to serving an alien Grand Master.” 

“I’d love to meet new aliens. I’m worried because I’d suffer terribly under a malicious master.” Violet shuddered in distaste. 

“Visit me after you have met your Grand Master and I will advise you on any extra protections you will need.” Tingu took Violet’s hand and said earnestly, “For your own safety, you must never tell anyone about this secret task to discover the rogue Grand Masters.”  

“I promise,” Violet agreed readily. This quest was dangerous. The inscrutable Grand Masters would not welcome a covert investigation. They even prohibited anyone with psi talents from serving as a pawn. She had defied that ban and ignored their restrictions for many years in her lessons with Mother Tingu. 

Tingu placed her wrinkled hand on Violet’s. “Let me test your defenses. Mount your best mental shield.” 

Violet closed her eyes and projected her mental screen. The white glow of Mother Tingu’s power emerged, visible even behind her closed eyelids. Violet felt a violent thrust against her mind. She shook in concentration, but her barricade held firm against the assault. The pressure eased and she opened her eyes.  

A smile crept over Tingu’s pale face. “You have a potent defense against mental attacks. Yet, I cannot tell if you could withstand the full force of a Grand Master’s aggression. You must keep practicing the exercises I gave you.” 

“Of course I will, Mother Tingu.” 

“What can you mount as your physical defenses?” 

“I have taken classes in self-defense and I can use a variety of weapons,” Violet replied. 

Tingu asked, “Can you project a defensive shield against a physical attack?” 

Violet grimaced and acknowledged her weakness. “Even with practice, I can’t control the power.” 

“Show me your shield.” Tingu tossed a spoon at Violet’s head. 

Alarmed, Violet erected her force shield and deflected the spoon fractionally, so it hit her ear instead of her eye. “Ouch!” She rubbed her sore ear. 

“Your reaction is too slow and the shield is too weak,” Tingu said critically. “You must practice every day.” 

“I try to practice regularly,” Violet muttered, her eyes wet with incipient tears. 

Tingu patted her hand. “Well child, your powers may strengthen in time. For the present, you must rely on your empathic sense and strong mental shield.” 

Violet nodded obediently. Mother Tingu always made her feel like a child, although she was eager to achieve her independence. Mother Tingu’s task of spying on the mysterious Grand Masters piqued her curiosity. She had hidden her psi talent for many years, and foresaw no problem concealing her empathy from the Grand Masters. 

Pondering everything she had learned, Violet flew the rented skimmer to the nearest town, where she teleported back to the Space Academy on Terra. She looked forward to meeting her Grand Master. Or, she mused cynically, whatever aspect he, she, or it, chose to assume before a mere pawn. She would know tomorrow. 


Chapter 4

In the cool morning air, Violet hurried along the tree-lined avenues of the Academy campus toward the somber Council Hall. She was eager to meet her Grand Master. The black-clad guard at the back door permitted her to enter. His mind was alert and severe. He gestured down the hallway, “New pawns are to report to the Storekeeper for their kits. Go down the corridor to the door on the left.” 

She walked slowly on the black tiled floor, scanning for signs of the Grand Masters. The walls were a featureless white. This part of the building felt like an ordinary office suite with labeled doors on either side of the corridor. The signs on the doors read “Communications Control” and “Credit Office”. The Storekeeper’s door was at the end, just before an intersection with another corridor. The sign read “Storekeeper Jurriann”.  

Violet gave a sharp knock and turned the handle. The door opened to reveal a small alien crouched on a long table. The alien resembled a six-legged monkey with a puff of yellow hair on its brown head and a yellow fluff of a tail. 

“Storekeeper Jurriann, I’m Violet Hunter, a new pawn. What is your home planet?” She could not identify the alien’s planet of origin. 

The alien fixed its limpid amber eyes on her face, as if unused to personal questions. It twitched its long hairy ears and squeaked, “Storekeeper Jurriann comes from Jangalore.” 

“Thanks!” Violet recalled that Jangalore was covered in steamy jungles and shallow seas. 

The Storekeeper jumped off the raised counter and cocked its head. “Come! Gear provided for Pawn Violet Hunter.” She sensed the rapid flurry of its thoughts. Anxiety to avoid mistakes in the correct protocol, alternated with devotion to the Grand Masters. 

She followed as the alien scampered to an inner room. Loaded shelves reached to the ceiling, and a workbench with tools stood in the middle of the room. 

“Storekeeper Jurriann, what gear will I need?” she asked, with a nervous glance at the workbench. 

The shrill reply was not informative, “Standard gear for pawns. Stand at workbench for attachment.” 

The furry alien climbed over the shelves, pulling items from boxes with its long delicate fingers. It laid a small metal plate on the worktop. “Universal translator. Placed here.” The alien tapped the side of its head. Violet stood still as the alien touched her ear. The long hairs on its hands tickled when it inserted the translator behind her ear. Next, it pulled a drawer open and held out a red paper circle. “Special request from Grand Master. Immune booster for Pawn Violet Hunter.” 

Violet frowned. “I had the booster four years ago before I came to Terra.” 

She sensed the Storekeeper’s disapproval of her objection. Its long lashes fluttered over its amber eyes, and it squeaked, “Special new serum protects against Amazorian virus.” 

Recalling the epidemic on the planets of Outer Perseus, Violet accepted the booster patch without further protest. 

The Storekeeper searched through a wooden box carved with strange symbols, and selected a band of shiny steel. “Collar of Grand Master’s pawn,” it piped. “Collar fixed until end of contract.”

Violet stood patiently while the alien fastened the metal band around her slender neck. She shivered. The collar felt heavy and cold against her skin. 

The furry alien handed her a chip to load into her wrist com. Jurriann proclaimed, “Best maps of galaxy and language vocalizer.” 

She inserted the chip and checked the new contents. Her com was loaded with stellar maps and information on alien planets. The voice chip encoded millions of languages. 

The Storekeeper unlocked a steel cabinet and gave her a high quality laser gun. “Laser weapon for emergencies,” the little alien chirruped, and reiterated the formal restrictions, wringing its slender hands together. “Participation in aggressive activities is prohibited.” 

“I understand,” Violet said. A pawn was supposed to be an observer and not a fighter, although the missions were hazardous. She must be prepared to defend herself. 

“Library records for research by pawns.” The alien waved a forelimb and said, “Stockroom along corridor has survival suits and provisions for missions.” 

Finally, Violet was led along the adjacent corridor to hear the instructions of her Grand Master. She was eager to meet this important person who would guide her through the missions on different planets. They stopped in front of a door bearing the heraldic symbol of a griffin. Inside was a small unlighted chamber. 

“Wait for Grand Master.” The furry alien pushed her inside and closed the door firmly. 

The room was so dark that at first Violet could see nothing. Suddenly, two blue beams emerged from the round eyes of a stone gargoyle and cast a weird light over the walls of the small room. Very faintly, she sensed a distant masculine presence. Violet blinked, and the gargoyle resolved into a winged griffin with round eyes and a cruel beak of a mouth. She guessed the griffin was an avatar for her Grand Master, since she perceived no powerful entity inside the room. She felt a thrill of anticipation as the eyes flared to bright blue. 

A deep, resonant voice spoke, “I am the Grand Master and you will serve as my pawn.” 

“Yes, Grand Master,” Violet said, refusing to be cowed by the eerie, disembodied voice. “What may I call you? Do you have a name?” 

“You will call me Grand Master,” the haughty voice held an unpleasant edge. 

A hint of sarcasm crept into her voice, “Grand Master, do your pawns have individual names? Or do you call them by numbers?” 

The room vibrated and psychic pressure built up against her. “You are insolent, Violet Hunter,” the Grand Master growled. 

Shivering at the menace in his words, she stepped back against the wall and instinctively shielded her mind. Had she been too assertive? Of course, he knew her name from the Academy records. His psychic power was impressive considering he was not physically in the room. Unexpectedly, Violet sensed a faint drift of amusement, the mental equivalent of a smile. She was unsure if it was her empathic talent or a glimpse he had permitted her. Did a sense of humor suggest he was human?

“Hunter is a good name for your vocation,” he remarked in a milder tone. 

Violet stiffened. He must never learn the truth. She hunted him. 

His gruff voice grew severe again, “I have taken a chance by selecting you. Remember, you are on probation. You must prove yourself worthy to serve as my pawn.” 

“My qualifications are excellent,” she said, nettled by his antagonistic attitude. Surely, he had checked the records for her performance at the Academy.

“True, however, you have no practical experience.” 

She objected, “Grand Master, I have more experience with aliens and other planets than most of my contemporaries.” 

He growled, “I am aware of the reports on you. Nonetheless, every pawn must meet my high standards when performing their missions.” 

His deep voice rose in volume, and resonated through the small chamber. “You will perform the missions exactly as I command. I do not permit any deviations from my strategy. Do you understand, Pawn?” 

“Yes, Grand Master,” she said, trying to sound compliant. Who was he to plan a detailed strategy? He would be safe in his palace, or wherever Grand Masters chose to live, while she would be working in hazardous conditions where her survival might require swift action. 

The Grand Master continued in his imperious manner, “Your first mission is to acquire the living crystals from the cave in the Catacombs of Erebus. Listen carefully. I will not repeat the instructions.” 

The blue beams from the griffin’s eyes flashed on the wall of the room and a rotating planet appeared in midair. The white surface of the planet was streaked with fine yellow lines like cracks in a smooth ball. 

“The Catacombs lie deep within the ice planet of Erebus. Labyrinthine passages lead to the subterranean city of Elyrium.” As the Grand Master spoke, a maze of interconnected caves appeared inside the hovering sphere, which cracked apart like a stone geode to reveal the city. “The crystal cave is in the city. You will teleport to Erebus and hire the guide named Rothan Rivern. Inform him that you serve the Grand Master. You can rely on him to lead you though the perilous caverns to the crystal cave. Do not use force to extract the crystals, or they will lose their vital energy. Move your hands gently over the crystals until one loosens and falls into your hands. You may take one or two crystals in this manner. Do you understand, Pawn?” 

“Yes, Grand Master,” Violet repeated obediently, committing his instructions to her memory. She stared in fascination at the stone griffin with the glowing blue eyes. The Grand Master must control the holographic display from some remote site. She wondered if he would ever reveal his true physical form. 

Blue light flashed from the eyes of the griffin and the voice of the Grand Master assumed a menace, “Your mission is a challenge. Not all survive the Catacombs.” 

Violet steeled herself to look impassive, despite her fears. The Grand Master obviously believed his pawns were expendable. Yet, what was the real purpose of her dangerous mission? She blinked in thought and asked, “Grand Master, why do you want these living crystals?” 

He spoke with arrogant unconcern, “If you succeed in the mission, bring the crystals here, and I will tell you what to do with them.” 

His answer was unsatisfactory to Violet. She pursed her lips, and opened her mouth to ask another question. 

He forestalled her words, and growled, “No more questions, impudent pawn. Go do your mission!” The psychic pressure mounted and shoved against her. Violet’s body rocked back and forth under his power as if he disciplined a naughty child. In his perspective, Violet supposed she was little more than a saucy child. Forcing back her anger, she gritted her teeth and endured the shaking, amazed at his fine control of the power. 

The pressure eased and the blue beams vanished from the griffin’s eyes. Violet strode out, her idealism shattered. After their first interaction, she disliked this Grand Master. He was arrogant and obnoxious. Still, his harsh treatment was a small price to pay for the privilege of exotic missions. She would just have to survive the Catacombs and find his precious crystals. 


Chapter 5

The Academy records described Erebus as an ice planet. As soon as she left the chamber with the griffin, Violet went to her room. She intended to prove her worth, despite the scorn of her obnoxious Grand Master. She gazed at the com display on the wall, and scanned through the reports for Erebus. Due to the subzero temperature, the surface of the planet was covered by a layer of ice hundreds of meters thick. All life above the microscopic level inhabited the rocky interior of the planet, which was honeycombed by caves and tunnels. Underground, the ice melted to water in the heat from the planet’s molten core. 

The intelligent inhabitants of Erebus, according to the reports, were the humanoid aliens called Elyrians. Other animals, both warm and cold-blooded, lived in the Catacombs. Primitive plants and fungi grew in the subterranean caverns and provided food for the animals. A maze of caves led to a vast space enclosing the city of Elyrium, which was built of rock and shiny crystals. The alien Elyrians communicated by exchange of their thoughts. Violet wondered if this ability was akin to her own empathic power to sense people’s emotions. An intriguing passage in the records claimed that the Elyrians had a symbiotic relationship with the living crystals. It continued, “Opinions are divided whether the Elyrians are native to Erebus or migrants from another planet.” 

Violet was impressed. She had not expected to visit an exotic planet with such bizarre inhabitants on her first mission. In spite of the notable hazards of the Catacombs, she longed for the adventure. She transferred the data to her wrist com for reference during her mission. 

Next, she visited the stockroom reserved for the pawns. She requisitioned the standard medical kit, nutrient rations, and a survival suit in the correct size. She would need the protective suit for warmth on the ice planet. 

A day later, following the instructions of her Grand Master, Violet ported to the planet of Erebus for her mission. Trepidation shot through her, despite the familiar sight of the teleportal cylinder. Would she fail to claim the crystals for the Grand Master?

She entered the translucent cylinder and tapped the code for Erebus. Galactic commerce would collapse without the ubiquitous portals. Teleportation between planets occurred by skimming along the intersecting arcs of another universe. In theory, teleportation was instantaneous. In reality, she experienced the peculiar sensation of spinning through the void, while frozen in one position. Violet braced her arms against the inner wall, and speculated on her dangerous mission. 

To her disappointment, Violet never glimpsed the ice-coated surface of the planet. Instead, she exited the portal in an underground cavern far beneath the ice. The temperature was comfortable since she wore the insulated suit. Only a few groups of people were visible within the large space of the portal station. Erebus was not a popular tourist destination. Shacks propped against the cavern walls housed shops and travel agencies. Large banners proclaimed Erebus as the ice sport center of the galaxy. Sport enthusiasts clustered in small groups surrounding a local guide. Violet realized the icy surface of the planet was the arena for their activities.  

Small signs outside the portal explained how to contact a guide. She called on the one named Rothan Rivern, as recommended by the Grand Master. The guide was a large hirsute man with shaggy brown hair and bushy eyebrows jutting over keen black eyes. His chin was covered by a thick beard cropped short. 

Violet sensed a peculiar wildness in the stocky guide. She came directly to the point. “My Grand Master has sent me to seek the cave of living crystals. Will you be my guide through the Catacombs?”  

He regarded her gravely and asked, “Which Grand Master has sent you?” 

She knew so little. Violet wrinkled her forehead. “He would not tell me his name. All I know is that his avatar is a griffin with glowing blue eyes.” 

Rothan’s brown eyes twinkled and he placed his large hand on her arm. “I know of one Grand Master with blue eyes, who sends his new pawns to the crystal cave.” Even the back of his hand was covered in dark curly hairs. Yet, she was not alarmed by his touch since his mind radiated a kindly curiosity. 

“Do his pawns succeed and acquire the crystals?” Violet asked anxiously. 

“They don’t always succeed. The crystals may not loosen, and some seekers suffer an accident or abandon their quest out of fear. The journey through the Catacombs is hazardous.” 

“Oh,” she said, disappointed, “and he refused to explain why he wanted the crystals.” 

“It is typical behavior for the Grand Masters. They expect instant obedience,” the guide remarked in his calm voice. 

Violet grimaced and muttered, “He is arrogant. Still, I’ll get the crystals for him.” 

The guide bowed to her and said, “I’ll guide you to the crystal cave. The rest is up to you. Remember, the living crystals do not fall into every hand that seeks them.” 

The guide seemed trustworthy, since she sensed no enmity, nor did he promise easy success. She was glad to have a reliable guide for the treacherous route through the caverns. 

Rothan explained that he would guide two adventurers through the Catacombs to the hidden city of Elyrium. The trip started in three hours. So Violet wandered around the booths to sample the local foods and checked her gear. 

When she returned, two men stood beside the guide. Rothan introduced Violet to her companions for the trip through the caverns. The two men were a motley couple with their own reasons for undertaking the hazardous underground trek. Stout Gustav desired treasure, while shrewd old Caspar sought the secret knowledge of the Elyrians. 

“You must trust my judgment while crossing these caves. There are many dangers for the unwary traveler,” Rothan said, clapping a hairy hand on the shoulder of each man. He gave them light-weight helmets with a light in front. “The protection is more important than the light.” Violet noticed he didn’t bother with a helmet.

The shaggy guide led the way to the entrance to the caverns, where a long tunnel sloped downward. “Follow me,” he said, “and be careful where you tread. Do not trust anything to be what it seems. Even the paths through these caves change from time to time, so there is no sure passage.” 

Rothan strode into the dark tunnel. Violet, followed, glad of the laser clipped on her belt, which could be used for illumination as well as defense. After the first few steps, her eyes adapted to the darkness, and she didn’t need the artificial light. The walls of the tunnel shone with green phosphorescence from fungal growths. Water dripped from cracks and trickled along the smoothed rock floor of the tunnel.

When the small group entered a larger cavern, Violet was startled by a movement in the shadows nearby. She sensed a wily animal spirit, and saw a bear-like creature with thick brown fur and amber eyes. It stood on its rear legs and stared at the travelers. 

The guide quickly countered their fears, saying, “It is Bear. He is my friend.” He waved nonchalantly at the animal, and the bear grunted in reply. 

Violet felt nervous when she walked by the bulky bear, but she gave it a friendly nod. She sensed its dry amusement as the men stepped past, keeping cautiously to the opposite wall of the cave. 

The guide led them on a winding path, until they came to a series of step-like rocks leading downward. At one side, a stream of water gurgled into the depths. Violet cringed in the eerie light of the phosphorescent fungus. Rothan seemed at home in these dim caverns and his long legs lifted him easily over the slippery rocks. He paused frequently to wait for Violet and her companions, who descended more slowly. 

Gritting her teeth, Violet placed her feet with care as she stepped on the slimy rocks. The chink of stones behind her suggested the two men had similar difficulty walking on the shaky rocks. 

Yelling profanities, Gustav landed heavily in a clatter of stones, and slid on his back down the slope. The impact of his fall started a thunderous avalanche of rolling stones. Water splashed from the stream. The stones shifted under her feet and Violet stumbled. She tottered unsteadily, arms flailing wildly. Rothan grabbed her arm before she fell, and yanked her to the side of the tunnel. Violet pressed against the damp wall with her arms protecting her head. Rocks bashed against her legs, painful in spite of her tough suit. She wished she could mount a stronger physical shield. Behind them, Caspar clung fearfully to the wall. 

Gustav screamed as he slithered down amid the rattle of stones. His terror beat against Violet’s senses and she blocked her mind. At the bottom of the slope, he stopped sliding and scrambled to the side, and crouched in a safe niche. Minutes passed and the rocks settled into silence, apart from their shuddering breaths. 

Violet was grateful for the support of Rothan’s muscular arm as they climbed to the bottom. Despite his bulk, the guide was as sure-footed as a mountain goat. Behind them, Caspar edged along with both hands leaning on the wall, grimacing in disgust at his predicament. His care was rewarded. Caspar didn’t fall. 

The tunnel widened at the bottom of the natural staircase, and the stream diverted across their path. The water glowed translucent green in the phosphorescent light from the walls. Although the stream looked shallow, the current was rapid and gurgled around rocky obstacles.

Rothan gestured to a set of stepping stones. They formed a human chain to cross the stream, linked hand in hand, with the guide at the front. Violet clenched her teeth in concentration as they trod gingerly from one wobbly stone to the next. Her short legs were a disadvantage. Once, when she jumped to the next stone, she slipped, and lost her balance on the slimy surface. Only Rothan’s tight grip on her arm prevented her from falling into the stream. At length, everyone crossed safely, although wetter than before. 

Now, they came to a junction where the passage split into three separate tunnels. Rothan paused to decide on the best route, and then moved towards the center tunnel. He halted and Violet heard a warning growl. A brown animal streaked from the left-hand passage. It was a bear, like the one they had passed earlier. The great bear stood upright on its hind legs and towered over Violet’s head. 

Rothan conversed with the bear using strange gestures and grunts. Violet stepped closer, struck forcibly by its astute stance. The guide glanced at her and explained, “The original route I planned to use is impassible. Bear says the tunnel is completely flooded lower down. We must take our chances on another route. As I told you, the tunnels change frequently due to rock falls and diverting streams. These changes accelerate near the center of the Catacombs. From this point on, I cannot guarantee your safety.” Despite his alarming words, Violet sensed his inner assurance and was comforted. Rothan did not fear to travel though the changing maze of tunnels. 

The two men remonstrated. They claimed the guide was responsible for their safe passage. Unsurprisingly, Gustav was angry and Caspar was worried. 

Wiry old Caspar intoned, “My demand is simple. Merely the safe passage we were promised to the city of Elyrium.” 

Gustav said, “Why worry about getting wet? I insist we forge on. Treasures await us in the hidden city.” 

They tossed words back and forth like a dispute between two small children.  

Violet listened, and wondered idly which of them would prevail in the face of uncertain hazards. Would Gustav’s greed for money outlast Caspar’s desire for knowledge? Her own venture was ordered by the Grand Master and not her own choice. She was driven by the desire to prove herself capable of a pawn’s mission. 

Their argument continued for some minutes until Violet was bored of their petty dispute. Why couldn’t they accept that there was no reliable passage through the treacherous caverns? She stretched out her hand to touch the bear’s thick fur. The bear growled softly, but did not move away or attack her. It stared at her out of its large yellow eyes. Violet stroked the dense fur on its shoulder and tried a mental probe. She caught a fleeting glimpse of a friendly mind. Then, the bear lowered its eyes, dropped to all four legs and dashed away into the darkness. She exhaled, regretting the bear’s swift departure. 

She glanced at the men. All three were staring at her, and wanted to hear her opinion. 

Rothan explained, “You can return to the surface. But, I warn you, there is no certainty of finding better conditions to traverse the tunnels. If you wish to continue, I will guide you as we agreed.”

Caspar and Gustav appealed to Violet for judgment. 

Her decision was easy, and she said, “I prefer to continue. We have met no great obstacle yet.” 

Both men disagreed with her, and resumed their arguments. 

Violet was disgusted by their indecision, which was costing them precious time. She asked Rothan, “Would you take me alone through the tunnels?” Her companions were only temporary, while they traveled the same road, and she had no other commitment to them. She decided it might be time to part from Caspar and Gustav, and Rothan was better companion for this journey. 

“Yes,” Rothan replied. “It may even be safer for me to guide one person, instead of three.” 

Naturally, Gustav and Caspar disliked the guide’s words, and argued more bitterly than ever. 

While they were disputing, Violet heard rumbling sounds in the distance. The noise grew louder, until the whole cave shook in the convulsions of an earthquake. She believed the vibrations came from volcanic eruptions. With an ear shattering crash, stalactites broke from the roof of the tunnel and thundered to the floor. Violet dodged a dagger-like stalactite. She raised her physical shield to avert the flying shards, and shifted her weight to keep balance on the shaking rocks. Fear bit into her mind. If her shield weakened, she could be stabbed by the sharp points or crushed under the weight of the falling rocks. 


Chapter 6

Her vision blurred by hazy dust from the thunderous quake, Violet searched for the guide. Rothan stood at the junction. He beckoned to her, ducked to avoid a falling rock, and darted into the third tunnel. She dashed after him, and soon arrived in a quieter section of the passage. 

“The shocks will pass quickly,” Rothan shouted to her as they clung to the walls for support. 

The quaking ceased, and Violet saw that Gustav had followed them into the passage, but there was no sign of Caspar. They peered cautiously into the larger tunnel they had exited. Caspar was visible. The wiry intellectual was scrambling up the slimy rocks towards the entrance of the Catacombs. 

“He has made his decision,” Gustav sneered. “More treasure for us.”

“Do you think he will reach the portal station?” Violet asked their guide. 

Rothan replied, “He should get back safely even if he falls into the stream,.” 

Violet was pleased that Caspar would survive. She had respected his ideals. Gustav, on the other hand, was motivated by greed, and she couldn’t rely on his help in this dangerous place of shifting paths. She preferred to stick close to the guide, as she had done since the beginning of the trip. 

“Let’s move on,” said Gustav impatiently. 

Their guide agreed, and led the way through another section of tunnels and caves. His guidance was essential in this labyrinth of devious turns and dead ends. 

The new tunnel was horizontal and walking was easier. Violet questioned the guide, “Rothan, are there dangerous animals in these caverns?” 

He replied, “Many creatures, large and small, live in the waters. On dry land, there are only the small animals that Bear hunts and eats. It is safer on the dry rocks.” 

“This section of the caverns is dry,” she said. 

His response was ambiguous. “Yes, but the waters come before the fires.” 

Violet felt as if they had traveled in a circle, and perhaps she was correct, since they had detoured to avoid the flooded tunnels. The caves and connecting tunnels seemed interminable. At length, Rothan called a halt. Gustav was limping and Violet was bruised and weary. 

The guide found a dry ledge. “It is safe to rest here for a while,” he said. He pulled two candles from his pack. “Keep the candles alight. The flame will scare away the scaled rats.” 

They shared out the provisions of food from their packs, and divided the night into three watches. Although, Violet mused, it was impossible to tell night from day with the constant green light in the caverns. 

Gustav took the first watch He complained that his feet ached and he could not sleep. Violet chose the last watch. Gustav leered at her, imagining her cuddled beside him. She recoiled from his lewd thoughts. It would be foolish to trust him while she slept. Instead, she settled to sleep beside Rothan.

Violet thought the eerie light of the caverns would keep her awake. But, she woke from a dream, still exhausted, when the guide shook her. He said there had been no disturbances in the first two watches. 

She sat against the wall, with all her senses alert. The time passed and the candle stub burned low in the still air. Sparks of hunger warned her, even before the shadows moved. The rat-sized scavengers scuttled along the farther wall of the cave. Violet pulled out her laser, and curled her feet away from the rats. To her relief, they showed no interest in the sleeping humans. One greedy rat pounced on a crumb of food lying just inside the circle of their candlelight. She saw it was not a true rat. Its head was covered with scales instead of fur, and no ears were visible. She watched until the scavengers scampered into the deeper shadows. 

In the silence, her thoughts wandered to the enigmatic Grand Master. What an arrogant bastard! He had ordered her to Erebus without a hint of why he wanted the crystals. Still, she was determined to secure at least one crystal to brandish in front of his griffin avatar. The Catacombs were just as dangerous as he had warned, but Rothan, the guide he had recommended, was a real treasure. Rothan would help her to survive. 

After three hours, Violet woke the others. She mentioned the small scavengers she had seen on her watch. 

“Bear eats the rats,” Rothan said. “The fan fungus is edible too.” He broke off a piece of the cup-shaped green fungus and offered it to Violet. Cautiously, she sniffed it and tasted a small piece. Despite the peculiar green glow, the fungus had a pleasant meaty flavor. 

They traveled through another tunnel, where the slope grew steeper and steeper. As they descended, the guide scanned the walls as if he searched for a sign. After a while, he paused by a crack where a trickle of water dripped to the floor. 

He said, “This water is safe to drink.” Violet sipped the water gratefully, in spite of the warm metallic taste. 

Rothan led them further through the shadowy passages, until they reached a wider section. Huge boulders were piled against the side wall. The tunnel descended into the distance, as far as Violet could see in the dim light. The guide gestured toward a large gray rock. He shone his torch onto the rear of the rock, illuminating a jagged crevice in the wall of the tunnel. Violet gulped. How could they squeeze through such a narrow hole? 

The guide demonstrated how to enter the tapered crevice. He lifted his feet inside, and swiveled sideways. Then, he wriggled through the hole until his legs reached the ground on the other side. His head and shoulders were just visible from the outer tunnel. Violet was amazed he didn’t get stuck in the crack. She steeled herself. If bulky Rothan could squeeze through, she should have no problem. Violet climbed over the barrier of the boulder, and imitated the guide’s actions. She slipped her legs into the hole, and twisted her torso to slither through the constriction and drop to the ground. 

She moved away as Gustav attempted to follow. Stout Gustav almost stuck fast at one point when he tried to ease through the crack. He backed out, stripped off his thick coat, and tried again. At last he pulled himself through and stood on the other side of the barrier, gasping for breath. 

They crouched at the entrance of a smaller tunnel with a low ceiling. Even petite Violet couldn’t stand upright. She crawled along the low passage in the dark, thankful that the floor was dry. Gustav cursed every time his head hit the low ceiling, while Rothan moved agilely on hands and feet. He was used to this mode of travel. Hot gusts of air burned across her face. She shook her head in dismay. Ahead, the tunnel was lit by vivid red streaks. She edged fearfully past deep cracks where flames shot up from the depths of the mountain.  

Violet’s hands ached from the rough stones and her legs cramped, when the floor in front of her nose vanished into empty space. Staring down, vertigo shook her. She crouched in a hole far above the bottom of a vast cavern. She shut her eyes to clear her dizzy head, and looked up. Rothan stood on a narrow ledge, protruding high on the wall of the cavern. He waved her on. Fighting against vertigo, she scrambled onto the ledge. Gustav followed. 

They crept along the ledge like flies, perched far above the cave floor. Violet kept her eyes glued to the dark exit at the far side of the cavern, and avoided looking at the precipitous drop. Even Rothan was cautious as he edged along the high ledge. 

Near the middle of the cavernous space, the ledge became a narrow bridge of rock spanning an abyss. Violet stopped, biting back a cry of fright. She trembled in fear; the stone bridge looked too fragile to bear her slight weight. She would fall to the ground far below. 

Rothan had jumped over the bridge. He looked back and called, “Come on! The ledge is wider at this side.” 

She hesitated, until Gustav hissed cruelly in her ear, “You’re in my way. If you don’t cross, I’ll push you off!” 

His words were not encouraging, but Violet knew she must move. She crawled forward, testing each foot and hand hold, as if she were climbing a vertical cliff. She had almost reached the far side, when she made the mistake of glancing down. Far below, the dismal fires of hell flowed in a glowing red river. Thin tendrils of steam rose up from the fires. She froze in mingled awe and fear. 

“Violet!” Rothan shouted, and stretched his hand to her. Violet grasped hold, and he pulled her across the bridge to stand beside him on the wider ledge. He urged her further on, leaving space for Gustav to cross.  

At the far side of the vast cavern, they came to another crack, and squeezed through to another tunnel. The air was hot and clammy with moisture. Violet wrinkled her nose at the stink of sulfur. Once, a jet of steam shot out from a small crevice beneath her feet. The guide reacted swiftly, jerking her away before she was scalded. 

Their trek continued through tunnels lit by the green fungus, until Rothan said, “We have passed the deep fires.” In a few more paces, they stepped into another huge cavern, where the air was filled with a fine mist and the deafening crash of water. 

“Too much water,” Rothan said. His voice was scarcely audible over the thunder of spray. 

Violet stared ahead. A gigantic waterfall dropped from a slit near the roof of the cavern. The spray glowed green in the light reflected from the fungus-coated walls. The waterfall splashed into a pool of green water, beautiful and surreal.  

“Is the pool always in this cave?” Violet said, wondering why the guide was perturbed. 

Rothan replied, “No, this cave is usually dry. The earthquake must have shattered the rock wall, leaving a hole for the stream.” 

They stood at the edge of the pool, unsure of the depth of the water. The guide shone a light. Waves
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