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1. Violet runs away
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HER BACKPACK THUMPING on her shoulders, Violet jogged along the lanes to the town. In the months since her thirteenth birthday, her sensitivity to emotions had grown stronger until she could no longer endure her mother’s constant sadness. Her father had died when Violet was two years old and she had no memories of him. Surely a dozen years was sufficient time for grieving for a deceased spouse. Her mother, Silvia, never spoke about Frank Hunter. And, Silvia had neglected to provide a tutor for her potential psychic talent. Unlike Silvia’s benign talent for nurturing plants, Violet could sense minds. She detected the emotions of animals and intelligent entities, but this sensitivity often left her suffocated by pain or negative feelings. She would go crazy unless she could learn to regulate her response to other minds. 

Cornering her mother at breakfast, Violet pleaded, “I really need a tutor to help me handle my psychic ability.” 

“I agree. You would benefit from a special tutor.” Silvia gazed outside, murmuring, “It’s become difficult, near impossible, since the Council of Twelve Grand Masters announced the prohibition against psychics.” 

Violet argued, “Why should these Grand Masters control our lives?” 

“They wield immense psychic powers.” Silvia shook her head and sighed, “It is unwise to defy their laws.” 

Her dread of their retaliation tortured Violet’s senses. Suppressing a flare of anger, Violet asked, “What about the White Mother? You said she tutors young psychics in spite of this stupid prohibition.” 

“The White Mother has unusual talents. If legends are correct, she lives on the planet of Avalon. When you’re older, we’ll seek her help.” 

“When?” Violet demanded, “I need her help now.” 

“Not today. I must harvest the peas.” Instead of helping to find a tutor, Silvia retreated into her luxuriant garden. 

This rejection prompted Violet into action. Her mother always had an excuse. Either Violet was too young, or else finding a tutor was too dangerous due to the Grand Masters’ prohibition. Tormented by her mother’s grief, she resolved to run away to Avalon and find the mysterious White Mother. Flinging a change of clothes into her backpack, she slipped out of the cottage. 

Once in the town, she stopped in the small store to purchase supplies for her trip, nutrient bars, a water filter, and a multipurpose laser. Returning to the main street, she hurried to the old Aman-ellan’s cottage. A former librarian, the cat-like alien, Tcha Apsong, was rumored to be the wisest person in the region. When they visited the town, they often saw him leaning on a cane and hobbling along the street. Silvia would greet him and chat to him for a few minutes. 

Violet recalled the kind smile on his wizened visage and his furry grey ears. Surely, the wise Aman-ellan could guide her to the White Mother’s abode. 
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2. The Librarian’s Cottage
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VIOLET SLOWED NEAR the cottage. Was the librarian at home? The shutters were open, signaling the house was occupied. She rapped on the door. Nobody answered. She peeped though the window into the front room. Nobody was visible. 

Growing bolder, she unlatched the door and stepped inside. The front room had two armchairs in front of a fireplace, a small table with chairs and a cabinet beside a stove. An opening led farther into the cottage. She detected the faint thoughts of a person beyond the door. 

Her senses alert, Violet crept past the interior door. The person was in the room on the left. She pressed her forehead on the door and extended her psychic sense. Old memories swirled through the mind of the person inside, bitter sweet and joyous memories. Regret predominated.  

Crushing her doubts, Violet opened the door.  

The Aman-ellan lay on a bed under the window. A woolen blanket covered his body. In the flickering light of a small lamp, he looked old, sick and weary. His eyelids drooped, his ragged ears were flattened on the sides of his skull, and his white fur was plastered against his wrinkled black skin. 

Violet knelt beside the librarian, and asked, “Can I help?” She offered him a drink of water from her pseudo-leather waterbag. 

He pushed her hand aside, his claw-tipped fingers twitching convulsively open and closed. 

“Librarian,” she said, “Do you know where the White Mother lives? I must find her.” 

“Too late,” the aged Aman-ellan whispered. “You are too late. I cannot guide you to the White Mother.” A fit of coughing rocked his frail body. 

She pulled the blanket up to his chin, sat on her heels, and waited for a sign of his recovery. 

He lay in silence, while his mind sank into a confused haze. 

A cool breeze rattled the shutters, and dimmed the flames in the small lamp. Violet shivered. Had she come at the wrong time? Too late, as he said? What was wrong with the old librarian? His sickness eroded her resolve. 

His eyes cracked open and he gazed at her. The irises of his cat eyes were as green as her own. He mewed, “Once, long ago, I dreamed of travelling to the planet of Avalon.” 

Uncertain if he were truly aware of her presence at his bedside, she waited for a clue to her destination. 

His voice diminished into a faint whisper, “Her cottage lies in the purple forest at the foothills of the white-tipped mountains.” 

Leaning closer to listen to his weak voice, she asked, “Do you mean the White Mother’s cottage?” 

His lips moved, but no sound emerged. 

Sharpening her empathic senses, she registered a number in his thoughts, an unusual number, forty-two, forty-two. What did it mean? 

His head lolled toward her. His jaws gaped apart, exposing a couple of yellowed fangs. 

Frightened by his stillness, she edged away, and gazed around the small room. The wall shelves were piled with boxes, each one bearing a handwritten label. Fragrant pink and white roses filled a vase on the table by the bad. Somebody cared enough to bring fresh flowers to brighten his room. His daughter from Aman-el might be visiting him. 

Laughter sounded outside the window. The cheerful voices of two women chatting in the garden. 

Violet bit her lower lip. Would they accuse her of harming him? She believed the Aman-ellan had answered her question before his mind had blanked. That number was important. If only she could grasp its meaning.

She had run away from home to escape the depressing weight of her mother’s grief and her own crazy thoughts. When she walked by the villagers, their voices spoke in her head. Their emotions thrummed in her senses. Did she have a forbidden psychic talent, or was she descending into madness? According to rumors, the White Mother defied the Grand Masters’ prohibition to tutor young psychics. Violet needed this training. Her mind was exploding with the unwanted barrage of emotions. She had to learn to subdue the painful influx to achieve her goals. She yearned to explore other planets with alien inhabitants instead of pottering about the garden like her widowed mother. 

She stared at the boxes. They the shelves from floor to ceiling the wall opposite the bed. She scanned their neat labels and focused on a box labeled ‘planets’. Pulling the box off the shelf, she peered inside. The box was full of numbered data chips in neat arrays. She selected the chip in the slot for forty-two, forty-two. 

Tapping her wrist, she activated her new com in its lilac sleeve. Her mother had given her the wrist com for her thirteenth birthday. She transferred the data files on the chip to her com. Silvia would discourage her quest for the White Mother. But, Violet couldn’t bear to stay with her mother. Her overwhelming grief beat at Violet’s empathic senses. 

The women’s voices drew nearer. She had to slip away before they found her with the inert librarian.  

Shouldering her travel pack, she tiptoed out of the bedroom and onto the street. She trotted into the town center and slipped into the interplanetary transport station. The station held only one teleportal cylinder. The small town on Cirrus-beta was not a popular destination for galactic travelers. 

Holding her wrist at the correct angle, she accessed the librarian’s data chip. As she hoped, the chip held a map of a region on the planet of Avalon. The map showed a mountain range, a river and a village. Zooming in, she noted a tiny white star approximately a third of the distance between the village and the mountains. A thrill of certainty slid down her spine. The star must indicate the White Mother’s cottage. 

Violet hopped into the portal cylinder. Scanning down the list of planetary destinations, she punched the code for Avalon.  For a microsecond, nothing changed. Then, the cylinder walls vanished and the world whirled. She entered an eerie place, the void at the intersection of universes. Her body frozen in place, she whirled along twisting spirals in lurid colors. 
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3. Avalon
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NEXT INSTANT, THE WEIRD space contracted into the interior of a new cylinder. 

Exhaling in a gasp of relief, Violet pushed the door open and hopped out of the portal into a different village. The houses had roofs thatched in straw and window boxes full of bright flowers, red geraniums, blue lobelias, and sweet alyssum. 

She stepped onto the cobbled street and rotated to stare in all directions. Beyond the village and cultivated fields, a forest of blue-green and purple trees extended across the landscape to the foothills of a distant mountain range. The tallest peaks were capped in snow. Displaying the map on her com, she identified her location by the local relay satellites. 

She gazed covetously at the rental skimmers. Unfortunately, she could not afford to hire one, nor did she know how to steer the metal flyer. Portal travel was free, and she had spent her meagre credits on supplies for her journey. If her calculations of the distance were correct, she could hike to the White Mother’s cottage in less than three days and have provisions for the return trip.  

In the center of the village, she paused at the crossroads and checked her map for the direction. She set off at a brisk jogtrot on the road heading toward the mountains. 

Just outside the village, a woman was selling vegetables from a cart. 

Detecting her friendliness, Violet stopped to ask the way to the White Mother’s cottage. 

The seller said, “Aye. ‘Tis the
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