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Join psychic superstars, Violet and Athanor Griffin, on this epic adventure, meet aliens of all stripes, and of course, the fabulous dragons of Sythos. 

Violet and Athanor Griffin reunite with their baby son after escaping from the world beyond the fiery Cosmic Rift, but they find no respite from troubles. The Grand Masters have declared Athanor dead, and are fighting to replace him as Chair of the Counsel. Hordes of bloodsucking Ixioth slavers threaten galactic civilization, and a new enemy has emerged from the alternate universe, an enemy immune to psychic forces. The dynamic couple is soon swamped with pleas for help. Athanor’s vow to crush the insectoid Ixioths and expel the Nulls hits a major obstacle. The teleportal web enables their allied enemies to make rapid strikes and escape to unknown locations, somewhere in the galaxy. Violet has a different perilous challenge. Her promise to rescue the children captured on Cinerea means she must brave the dreadful Rift and lose her psychic powers. Can the Griffins reconcile their divergent promises, or must they separate for the tasks of rescuing the prisoners and defeating the slavers? 
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THE GRIFFIN’S CASTLE was peaceful today. 

Violet’s happiness blossomed in lilac sparks of psychic energy. Her precious family was reunited after their tribulations in the lands beyond the Cosmic Rift. She sat on the sofa with the orange cat purring on her lap, and watched Athanor crawl around the rug with their baby son perched on his back. Athanor’s long black locks hung over his face like a horse’s mane. His short hair as jet black as his father’s, little Varan giggled and kicked his legs. Only Athanor’s psi tether prevented him from tumbling onto the ground. 

Amused by their antics, she joked, “Your horsie has lost its tail.” 

Flicking the hair off his face, Athanor smiled at Violet. His eyes blazing with sapphire light, the potent mark of a Grand Master, he pleaded, “Sweet Violet, relieve me of my enthusiastic rider. We must talk of the future.” 

She lifted Varan from his father’s back, and placed him on the floor next to his toys. The cat, Rascal, sauntered over to rub his head against the little boy. The fluffy, Dally, scampered into the room from the patio. Soon, Varan was crawling around the room with his two playmates.  

Athanor drew Violet to the sofa and slipped his arm around her. “I had hoped for a respite of three or four days after our ordeal across the Cosmic Rift. However, news of my return has already reached our allies. I have received felicitations from old Hanuman Pashtari, and Amarylla Threeleaf wishes to taste my presence.” 

Amused by the oddities of alien senses, Violet leaned her head on his shoulder, and suggested, “Mother Tingu must have told them of our escape.” 

“By Odin’s eye, she might have waited a day,” Athanor grumbled. 

“Don’t blame her. You were missing for many weeks, and we were afraid you were dead, or as good as dead.”  

“Brightness Amarylla pleaded her news was urgent, and I’ve invited her to visit us this evening. She can inform us of any significant events while we were absent.” His sapphire gaze flicked to Varan. “Assuming our energetic son will go to sleep.” 

“Varan’s thrilled to see his father, and he’s stayed awake all day playing with you.” She snuggled against him, savoring the clarity of their psychic link. “He’ll sleep soundly after we tuck him in his cot.” 

They watched their baby son for a few minutes, and when he yawned, Violet said, “Bed time, Varan.” 

Picking up the boy, Athanor carried him into the nursery, and read him a short story. Violet lifted him into his cot, and sang a lullaby. His fluffy friend, Dally, snuggled in beside Varan, but the orange cat followed the adults into their living room. 

Athanor dropped onto the sofa next to Violet, and stretched out his long legs, murmuring, “Ah, we can relax until Amarylla arrives.” 

Rascal hopped onto his master’s knees, and curled into a furry ball, purring, “Love you, love you.” 

They did not have a long wait. Athanor hadn’t even drained a glass of wine when his com buzzed. Opening the miniportal in his leather bracer, he related the message to Violet, “She’s coming.” 

A column of pink mist formed in the middle of the room, and quickly resolved into the flower Grand Master, Amarylla Threeleaf. The Wistralian’s three giant petals were tightly furled in a long bud above her short stalk and the tangle of her brown rootlets. 

She opened her petals, wafting the scent of roses. Their translators rendered her greeting, “Griffin Grand Masters, your brilliant presence sweetens sap of Brightness Amarylla.” 

A courteous host, Athanor stood to give a formal bow and waved his hand in a cordial gesture. “Welcome to my castle, Grand Master Threeleaf. I am grateful for your generosity in guiding the Council during my absence.” 

Her petals paled, and Amarylla’s leaves rustled, “Absence of Griffin Chair sprouted thorns on Council.”  

Sparking blue fire from his eyes, Athanor grunted, “Hades, I guessed as much. Tell us the bad news.”  

“After Grand Master Violet blew into the Cosmic Rift, not fifteen Terran days passed before Council declared Griffin dead.” 

“I might well have been killed, but Violet knew better,” he grumbled. “She perceived I was alive.” 

“Advice of Grand Master Violet unheard, unheeded, lost in tumult.” 

“Tumult? As dismal as that?” He barked a scornful laugh. “Did they fight for my unenviable position?” 

“Choice of new Chair debated with violent winds.” Amarylla fluttered the edges of her petals. 

More amused than angry, Athanor asked, “Who is my replacement?” 

A faint odor of rotting vegetation hinted at the plantoid’s disgust. “Traditional combat offered for Chair. Four Grand Masters deferred to Brightness Threeleaf. Brightness declined to fight. Grand Master and Lord of Lightning, Nathan, will oppose Grand Master Baxicki for topmost branch.” 

Athanor scowled and his blue aura flared. “Odin’s eye, I might have guessed those two would stir up trouble.” He paced to the window, spun around and met Violet’s gaze.

Fuming with indignation, she said, “Voids, Nathan ought to be grateful for your mercy. You refused to punish him for conspiring to destroy the portal web.”  

“Mercy is rarely rewarded. Nathan claimed he repented, and I deemed Morrigu was the chief instigator of their conspiracy.” Gazing at the pink petals of Amarylla, he asked, “When is their combat scheduled?” 

Her petals flushed to crimson, releasing the sharp tang of lemons. “Combat is today. Brightness agreed to hold a special meeting of the full Council at twenty hours Terran standard. Griffins must attend.” 

Quickly checking the relative planetary times on her com, Violet exclaimed, “Voids, the meeting’s in one hour and forty-five minutes.” She straightened and glared at her mate. “We’ll have to get dressed.” 

“What’s the rush? We’ll be ready in a tenth of the time.” Athanor laughed. “By Ragnar’s fires, the fools will tremble when I appear with Violet. They cannot overcome the joint force of the two Griffins.” 

The flower Grand Master fluttered her leaves. “Scent of Griffin’s revival wafts slowly. The sweet news might not drift to their senses before the meeting.” 

“Excellent. Do not enlighten them, Brightness. If they’re eager to command the Council, they’ll have to challenge me.” Satisfied with his decision, Athanor returned to sit beside his wife on the sofa. 

Exuding an acrid odor, the flower Grand Master said, “Brightness fears spread of rot. Ixioth slavers and ships of Nulls elude Wistralian fleet. Pleas fly from entities on outer leaves of galaxy. Fears of Ixioths netting their seedlings for food.” 

Aghast at the horrible idea, Violet asked, “Has nobody gone to help the Yelliasts? When we spoke during the celebration of their peace treaty with the Maanaans, their ambassador complained of mysterious losses of Yellivers from their outlying settlements. Surely, they must have identified the intruders by now.” 

A sigh rippled Amarylla’s petals, “Council sways in all directions. Lacks strong stalk for guidance.” 

Flooded with guilt, Violet gripped Athanor’s arm, and cried, “We must help the poor Yelliasts. They’re flighty and kind. Their ambassador’s hint put me on the right track to find you. But, I glossed over their problems in favor of rescuing you.” 

“We shall.” Signaling his sympathy, Athanor patted her hand, and growled, “Years ago, I swore to destroy the Ixioth slavers. My promise has grown urgent, and now I vow it shall encompass their allies, the gray trolls.” 

“The Nulls,” Violet mused. “We were their slaves beyond the terrible Cosmic Rift.” 

Curling the tips of her petals, Amarylla said, “Brightness seeks to taste the air behind the Rift.” 

“The Rift is a gap between two adjacent universes of alternate possibilities.” Athanor shook his head. “I prefer our universe.”  

Violet piped up, “I recognized the same constellations of stars as in our galaxy. We were trapped on a planet like our Avalon, although the people were different. Even the plants and animals had changed.”  

Amarylla exuded the sweet scent of honey. “Griffins escaped.” 

“Not easily,” Athanor growled. “We lost the full psychic powers of a Grand Master, retaining mere traces of our natural talents.”  

“Breathe of Griffins’ ordeals and triumph,” Amarylla whispered. 

Athanor related their adventures, sending a private aside to Violet, “You may narrate the tale to the next inquirer. I foresee we’ll tire of the questions and repeating our story before long.” After concluding, he glanced at his com, and said, “Brightness, we must prepare for the Council meeting. Be assured, we’ll not disappoint you.” 

After the flower Grand Master had vanished in rose-hued mist, Athanor frowned at Violet. “I distrust this conflict among the Council members. We need allies not enemies to protect galactic civilization.”  

“We never trusted Nathan,” she said. “He begged for mercy and we let him live.” 

“Hades, did we err in saving his miserable life?” Athanor groaned. “And, Baxicki shares the insectoid character of the despicable Ixioths.” 

“Slavers and blood suckers.” Shuddering at the memory, Violet gave him a glimpse of the slaver ship’s stinking hold and the Ixioth draining blood from its victim. “How can we destroy the vermin?”  

“Permit me to determine the severity of our troubles before I concoct a course of action. You rescued me from beyond the Cosmic Rift. Now, we must expel the Nulls and destroy the hordes of insectoids. Did you gain any clues to their weaknesses during your search?” 

“I learned a little about the Ixioths when I visited their planet, Plexaris. Should we pay them a visit?” 

“We’ve other business first. Before we commence any countermeasures, we must bolster our defenses and secure our allies.” 

Frowning, she said, “That reminds me of another obligation. Kondric was injured in the fight on Cinerea after you were taken prisoner. His wife and the local children were captured by the Nulls. I promised to tell Kondric if I had news of Helene.” 

“Did you see her on Gorland?” 

“I didn’t see Helene, although I saw two teenagers from the village where she was staying. Also, I vowed to rescue the children stolen from Cinerea. I saw them being loaded onto the ship that carried you across the Rift.” She bit her lip. “Voids, I made too many promises about the Nulls’ victims, and I’ve no idea how to fulfill them.” 

“My dear Violet, you can accomplish one goal simply by speaking to Kondric.” 

“True. He was recuperating in the Med Center. Do you have business at the Space Academy?” 

“I must visit Council Hall and see what unfinished affairs and new business await my attention.” 

“Amarylla and I tried to handle the most urgent matters, but I suspect a big stack has accumulated during the seven weeks since you were captured. When will you port to Terra?” 

“Tomorrow will suffice.” 

“While tonight,” she groaned, “we must attend the Council meeting, and squash the contenders for your position.”  

––––––––
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CLASPING HER HAND, he ported into their bedroom. “We must wear our formal robes for the meeting.”  

She slipped into her lilac gown and arranged the purple robe. Twirling in front of the mirror, she said, “How do I look?” 

“As beautiful as ever, my psi mate.” Lifting her hand to his lips, he kissed her knuckles. “We’ve lost the protection of the silver fluid encased on our wedding rings. Your ring was damaged and mine was stolen. We’ll order replacements from Stimon in the morning, if it’s not nighttime at the Master Smith’s forge. Afterward, we’ll check into our affairs at the Academy.” 

“Flashy.” Remembering her last visit to the Master Smith, she added, “We owe him gold for Varan’s chain. I wanted a way to monitor our son, yet I forgot about the payment Stimon demands. I promised you’d pay if I succeeded in rescuing you.” 

“By Ishtare, I’ll fetch as much gold as the Master Smith desires.”  

She chuckled. “I told him you would.”

He brushed her hair aside to expose her neck. “Where is the necklace I gave you?” Did you lose it beyond the Rift?” 

“No. Can’t you sense the sapphire crystals?” she asked. 

Athanor shut his brilliant eyes. His psychic probe washed over her, tickling her skin. “By Ishtare, you wear the crystals still. But, where?” Opening his blue eyes, he touched her breast. “I detect the crystals lodged between your ribs.” 

“You’re correct. And, the chain is on my dressing table.”  

He snapped his fingers. A microsecond later, the gold links of the chain glistened in his hand. Tracing his forefinger from her throat to the middle of her breastbone, he murmured, “Merge with me to aid the extraction.” 

Linked mind to mind, Violet perceived the brightness of the sapphires in Athanor’s senses. Together, they fetched the two crystals out of her chest and accelerated cell growth to fill the cavities in her tissues. 

Athanor opened his fingers to reveal two sparkling sapphires on the palm of his hand. “I remember when you showed me these crystals and the amethyst you won in the Crystal Cave. None of my pawns had achieved so much. None of them had brought back more than two sapphires for their collars. None but you had garnered a unique gem.” 

“I remember. You seemed so fierce, my invisible master. I believed you were angry with me.” 

“Not angry as much as afraid of your nascent powers. You stood there, innocent as a babe, and I wondered if I gazed into the face of my doom as your father prophesied.” 

“Not your doom, but rather the destruction of the Council of Twelve. After your crafty scheme, only nine Grand Masters remain on the Council today.”  

He picked up the chain of gold leaflets and fixed the blue crystals in their clasps. Letting the chain dangle from his fingers, he offered his handiwork to her. The sapphires hung, one on each side of the violet-shaped stone, his first gift to his beloved pawn. 

“Thank you.” She brushed back her hair and raised her chin, while he fastened the necklace around her neck and kissed her fondly. 

Clad in their formal attire of regal blue and purple robes, the Griffin Grand Masters teleported to the Chair’s office in Council Hall. 

* * *
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They arrived in a flurry of azure and amethyst mist. Athanor swung in a circle to examine the room. His comfortable leather chair and big desk of mallan wood were the only new items of furniture he had introduced. He had inherited the shelves lining the walls with their stacks of ancient ledgers and faded folders from his predecessor, Nathan, Lord of Lightning.  

Halting beside his desk, he drummed his fingers on the polished top and quirked an eyebrow at Violet. “Nothing’s out of place.” 

“Amarylla and I were the only ones to enter your office during your absence,” she said. “I checked the entries in your notebook, but I was careful to replace it in the drawer.”  

He grimaced. “Assuming I’m still Chair, I’ll return tomorrow and check with my secretary.” 

“We’ll be in worse trouble if the contenders defeat you. They have no reason for mercy. The new Chair will kill you.” 

“Improbable, my bonded partner, if we combine our psychic forces.” He hugged Violet and grunted, “For once, I’ll emulate Nathan’s trick of making a dramatic entrance.” 

“Let me make sure my appearance is creditable.” Violet eased out of his embrace. Fetching a mirror, she tucked the braids of her hair under a lacy gold cap, and arranged her necklace over the lilac gown. 

Athanor also adjusted his chain with the amethyst crystal, and patted the vial of silver fluid concealed under his robes. He grumbled, “Don’t spoil my treat. Even if they’ve heard I’m alive, the fools might believe my powers have been weakened by the trauma of the Rift.”  

She laughed. “Voids, I’ll be silent and enjoy their discomfort.” 

He touched her starmark with the tip of his forefinger, eliciting an amethyst glow. “Probe for hostile thoughts in your covert fashion.” 

“You don’t need my probes. We can guess at the usual suspects.” 

Placing her in front of him, Athanor opened the private peephole into the Council chamber. At first, the shielded room with its semi-circle of twelve thrones was empty. For hundreds of years, the Council had comprised twelve Grand Masters. Now, there were nine. Violet recalled the repercussions of her father’s prophesy. His murder, and subsequent events had propelled her into psychic linkage with Athanor. By the time they had exacted revenge, and she had won a seat on the Council, they had disposed of four of the original members. 

Aware of her reflections, Athanor murmured, “Nobody is in a hurry to fill all three empty thrones. Twelve has become an ill-fated number.” His grim laughter echoed oddly in the Chair’s office. 

Only she knew he had invented the superstition about twelve. Disturbed rather than amused, Violet shuddered. Would the Council lose another member today?

“Not us.” He tightened his embrace. “My resurrected powers are stronger than ever. Don’t you feel the same?”  

“We are strong,” she agreed.  

As they waited, his thoughts grew lively, and he pressed against her. “Predict who will be the first to arrive, my sensitive Violet. If you’re correct, I’ll reward you with a kiss.” 

Responding to his teasing, she quipped, “And if I’m wrong?”  

“In that case, you must kiss me.” 

“A win in both cases.” She wriggled in his arms. “I’ll guess it will be our old friend, Hanuman, anxious to see you alive.” 

In a second, a pale mist formed in the secret chamber. The mist diverged into two pillars, one rose pink and the other ivory, and resolved into Grand Masters Amarylla Threeleaf and Hanuman Pashtari. 

“Wrong and right,” Athanor taunted, spinning her around to deliver the kiss.  

“Be serious now,” she warned. “Our enemies are sure to dispute your claim to the status of Council Chair.” 

Releasing a puff of blue psi, Athanor barked, “Let them try. I won’t resign without a fight.” 

In the meeting room, Hanuman tilted his rotund torso in a bow, and greeted Amarylla. 

Next, the elegant Ravaleen, Meilai of Marina, entered in a swirl of emerald haze, followed quickly by the hairy yellow pebble of Sulkar, and the gold-tipped twigs of Eziz. After exchanging polite greetings, the five Grand Masters moved to their assigned seats. Ancient Hanuman, his white robes covering the mound of his belly, claimed the seat at the end reserved for the eldest member. In her role as assistant to the Chair, Amarylla perched in the throne adjacent to the central seat.  

At last, Nathan, Lord of Lightning, the ex-Chair, emerged at the same instant as the insectoid Baxicki. Clad in his somber black robes, Nathan swaggered to the center of the chamber, emitting a shower of green sparks. Enhanced by a golden aura, Baxicki’s glossy brown segments were adorned with metallic orange bands. Swishing its long antenna, the insectoid strutted to join the Lord of Lightning in front of the thrones. 

Athanor murmured in Violet’s ear, “Their simultaneous arrival rouses my suspicions of their collusion.” 

“Shall I enter the chamber,” she asked. 

“We’ll port together to emphasize our unity.” He stepped to the side and clasped her hand, like a fond couple. She allowed him to flip them across the threshold into the meeting chamber. 

A wall of shielded emotions met them, a wall her senses could penetrate, easily for some entities and requiring force for others. Auras flared in multiple hues, indicating alarmed fear or pleased surprise at their entrance. Waves of hatred leaked from Nathan, directed mostly at Athanor, although Violet received her share from rejecting his advances when Athanor was missing.  

Giving a mental snort of disgust, Athanor remarked, “Did he try to seduce you? Poor fool. He underestimates your powers. Your mind was strong before ever you achieved the rank of a Grand Master.”  

Violet hid her amusement behind an amiable expression. “That miserable worm could never tempt me. And now he’s raring for a fight.”  

Her petals glowing rosy, Amarylla Threeleaf rustled, “Brightness offers welcome to Griffin Grand Masters, blown into our meeting after long absence.” 

His grim features fixed in a stern expression, Athanor’s eyes flashed sapphire. He bowed and said, “We are grateful for your gracious welcome, Brightness Threeleaf.” Swinging his azure gaze over the assembled Grand Masters, he remarked, “The Griffins survived our adventure beyond the deadly Cosmic Rift, and we are ready to resume our tasks on the Council.” He waved Violet to her seat at the junior end of the semi-circle of thrones, and strode to the central throne reserved for the Chair. 

Nathan recovered swiftly. His eyes an emerald blaze, he stepped in front of Athanor, and assuming an authoritative tone, he cried, “Stop! The Council has decided to select a new Chair.” 

“Unnecessary,” Athanor grated. “You elected me as Chair, and my power is undiminished.” His curl of cynical amusement reached Violet, and she sharpened her vigilance. He cocked a black eyebrow, and asked, “Do you dare to challenge me, Lord of Lightning?” 

His eyes dulled and Nathan was silent. 

Amarylla interrupted, exuding the tart scent of lemons, “Conflict is unwarranted. Griffin Chair lofts erect on Council.”  

Twitching its antenna, Baxicki chittered, “Decision made at prior Council meeting. New Chair chosen by combat according to tradition.” 

Athanor gestured to the oldest Council member. “Grand Master Hanuman, kindly enlighten us on the rules of this engagement. The Chair’s position has not been contended for many years, and some of us were not present at that momentous occasion.” 

Smoothing the loose folds of his white robes, stout Hanuman rose to his feet, and bowed. “You are correct, Grand Master Griffin. The last combat for Chair’s status occurred nearly two hundred years ago when Nathan, Lord of Lightning, defeated Zarthorn and claimed the leadership of our Council.” The ivory beams from his eyes lit on Nathan’s rigid features. Rotating in a slow half-circle, Hanuman gazed at each Grand Master in turn. His voice switched from mellow to cool. “Here are the rules. The combat for Chair must be held in the presence of all members of Council. None of you can leave this chamber until the conclusion of the fight or else you will forfeit your membership. The battle between contender and current Chair will continue until one is incapacitated or has admitted defeat.” 

Violet quenched a shiver of fear. How could she watch Athanor die in combat?

His reply winged into her mind, “Don’t worry. We’ll be together, and our united powers can outmatch two of the other Grand Masters.” Turning toward Nathan and Baxicki, Athanor growled, “Which of you proposes to battle your Chair?” His thoughts mingled annoyance with cynical amusement at the antics of his peers.  

Emitting yellow flames, Baxicki said, “Lord of Lightning joins Baxicki against Griffin.” 

Athanor sent a private comment to Violet, “Pity, Nathan almost cried off.” 

“He was always a coward,” she replied. 

Steeling for the fight, Nathan straightened and snarled, “You must fight alone.” He jabbed an accusatory forefinger at Violet. “Our youngest member must stand aside from the combat.” 

“Impossible,” Athanor averred. “Our psychic union cannot be broken. Even when we were separated by the Cosmic Rift, we retained a tenuous connection and Violet knew I was alive.” 

Giving vent to a deep sigh, Hanuman rose to his feet and said, “In my perusal of the Council’s long history, a psychic union of two Grand Masters is unprecedented. Since no rules appertain to this unique circumstance, I believe your challenge must encompass both of the Griffins.” 

Athanor barked, “We stand ready. Let the combat commence.” 

Detecting a psi arrow, Violet raised her shield and flung a warning to Athanor, “Beware, Baxicki.” 

“Leave this one to me,” he replied, his mind sharpening for defense. 

Rearing on its four hind legs, the insectoid blasted a beam of fiery yellow at Athanor. 

Vibrating to intense blue, Athanor’s shield repelled the attack. Instead of a swift counter strike, he seemed to hesitate. The other Grand Masters, shifting away from the combatants, froze in awful expectation. 

Her psi senses vigilant, Violet’s link revealed Athanor’s devious intent. Using his metal warping skill, he was tightening the orange bands around the insectoid’s head and midsection. 

The Lord of Lightning shot livid green fire at his hated opponent. 

Athanor did not budge. His defensive screen did not waiver. As a precaution, Violet inserted a portion of her psi energy into his shield, edging the blue haze with ultraviolet. Her adrenaline surged to higher alert. 

A sheet of emerald lighting surged toward her. Even partially distracted by Athanor’s combat, she blocked Nathan’s attack without flinching. She thrust a psi dart into his brain, paralyzing his mind. He stood immobile, his empty, outstretched hands aimed at her.  

Their two opponents froze in position like statues. 

Seconds passed without visible change.

Abruptly, Baxicki twitched in pain. Its psi fire fizzled out, its antenna drooped, and it collapsed onto the floor. “Cease!” it squealed. 

Athanor removed his pressure on the metal bands. The insectoid shivered, raised its body on six shaky legs and staggered away. 

At the same instant, Violet released her mental grip on Nathan. Cupping his hands over his aching forehead, he stumbled to his seat. 

Athanor strode around the semicircle of thrones. His sapphire gaze swept from one Grand Master to the next, and he growled, “We have defeated two contenders. Who else dares to challenge us?” 

After a moment of silence, Hanuman rose from his seat and intoned, “The Griffins have proven their dual potency. I recommend we retain Athanor Griffin as Chair of our Council.”  

Muted sounds of rustles, clicks and sighs marked a general consent. 

Athanor bowed, and gave a mocking flourish. “Thank you, Grand Masters.” Gesturing to the thrones, he said, “Resume your seats and we’ll commence our regular meeting.” 

When all nine Grand Masters sat in their usual places, Athanor began, “We have entertained sufficient delay, and I shall come straight to the point. During my unfortunate absence, the Council has squabbled over the Chair’s position and achieved nothing. Complaints about foreign invaders were brought to the Council by Grand Master Ravaleen, the gracious Meilai of Marina, and our redoubtable junior member, Violet Griffin. They described raids of Ixioths and the gray ogres, the Nulls, for the purpose of capturing humanoid slaves. Subsequent investigations by our knowledgeable historian, Grand Master Hanuman Pashtari, revealed incidents on other planets. Furthermore, Grand Master Violet Griffin discovered an alliance between Ixioths and Nulls on the Ixioth planet of Plexaris.” He slammed his fist on the table, glowered at the Council members, and thundered, “Why has nothing been done to counter these vicious attacks?” 

An uneasy silence met his question. 

Glaring at the silent Grand Masters, he growled, “We do not tolerate slavery in the planets of the Galactic Congress.” He raised his forefinger, spiking blue psi from the fingertip. “Years ago, I swore to defeat the Ixioth vermin. After my experience beyond the Cosmic Rift, I also swear to expunge the Nulls from our galaxy.” Emphasizing his goal, he recreated a semblance of the violent energies of the Rift. Explosive blasts whipped around the chamber, virtual yet impressive.  

Violet cringed at the memory of the terrible passage. She was not alone. Puffs of alarm rose from several entities. Ravaleen uttered a sob. Nathan shut his eyes. Baxicki’s antenna shook. Eziz curled into a twiggy ball, and Sulkar’s filaments vibrated in orange and black. 

Even Hanuman’s placid face blanched. He raised his hand and cried, “Stop the simulation.” 

Athanor spoke softly, “Grand Masters, you perceive our challenge. Anything might cross from the alternate universe. We might face worse enemies than the Nulls.” His gaze swung around the semi-circle of thrones. “I’ll ask each of you to report on any attacks or peculiar events in your domain, and I call for volunteers to meet this new challenge.” He pointed to the end of the row. “Grand Master Hanuman, as our senior member, I’ll ask you to give the first report on relevant activities during my absence.” 

His head haloed in ivory mist, stout Hanuman stood, and faced Athanor. His mellow tones filled the chamber. “Chair and Grand Master Griffin, I shall be delighted to speak first. My domain is peaceful at present, and my officers maintain their vigilance. During your absence, I compiled a list of incidents involving the Ixioths, and later I expanded the notes to include these Nulls from the Cosmic Rift. My pawn will convey these records and our analysis to your office for your perusal.” 

“Satisfactory,” Athanor grunted. He aimed his azure rays on the hairy pebble of Sulkar in the adjacent throne, and asked, “Have you encountered these hostile entities?” 

Its filaments pulsing in yellow and white, the strangest Grand Master whistled, “Sulkar’s flinty kin cannot be siphoned by these insectoids.” 

“You are fortunate,” Athanor said dryly. Moving around the semicircle to Nathan, he asked, “Lord of Lightning, is your domain troubled by Ixioths or Nulls?” 

Clenching his fists, Nathan snapped, “My domain is none of your business.” 

“You are correct.” Athanor’s voice grew icy, “Unless your planets happen to overlap with worlds in the Galactic Congress.” 

Nathan scowled, but kept silent. 

Detecting the undercurrent of hatred running between these two, Violet placed her fingers on her mouth to hide a groan. Old habits and old feuds were hard to break. 

Athanor directed his forefinger at the flower Grand Master in the adjacent throne. “Brightness Threeleaf, what have you scented in recent weeks?” 

Violet quenched the urge to giggle aloud. She enjoyed Athanor’s sense of humor even if nobody else noticed his use of the plantoid’s terms. 

Amarylla unfurled her petals, and rustled, “Brightness has breathed news to Griffin of enemy winds. Wistralians hold peace and guard borders against whiffs of evil.” 

“You are wise, Brightness.” Athanor bowed to the pink flower, and swung to face the insectoid. “Grand Master Baxicki, do you have anything to report?” 

Its antenna curled toward Athanor, the insectoid chittered, “Why? Why should I speak?” 

Athanor gave a cynical smile. “It is your prerogative to remain silent.” He held his hand, palm uppermost, to elegant Ravaleen. “Meilai, do you have anything to offer us?” 

Her melodious voice rang like a chime of bells, “My domain has not been disturbed since Grand Master Violet helped me to oust the Ixioth slavers.” She brushed a hand over her turquoise tresses, and her voice harshened, “Permit me to make a comment to the Council. Silence is not golden. Silence sings of suspicion.” 

Keeping her expression neutral, Violet sent a mental note of thanks to Ravaleen. The gracious Meilai had lost her reserve and become their most ardent supporter. 

“Thank you,” Athanor said. Indicating the twigs of Eziz, he growled, “Grand Master Eziz, may I have your report.” 

Violet glanced at the gold-flecked bush perched on the throne beside her. In its usual policy of appeasement, Eziz was about half her height rather than appearing at its intimidating full size of a tall tree. 

Rubbing its twigs together, Eziz whistled, “Domain of Eziz is untroubled at present. Bloodsuckers and slavers savor soft celled animals not stiff plants.” 

Athanor advised, “Stay vigilant.” He smiled at her. “Do you have anything to add, Grand Master Violet?” 

Her lips twitched in a mischievous smile. “Not at present.” 

Striding along the semicircle, Athanor growled, “Grand Masters, each of you has offered a report or voiced an opinion. You may speak to me in private if you have confidential reports or wish to assist in our tasks.” Placing his hand on his heart, he bowed, although his mocking expression marred the gesture of respect. “Our meeting has concluded. Guard your domains. The Council will reconvene when we have further information. Good day, Grand Masters.” 

One by one, the Council members shimmered into aural mists and departed. The Meilai curtsied to the Griffins, spun into a turquoise pillar and vanished. Baxicki emitted a bilious yellow cloud threaded with orange. Following the insectoid Grand Master, Nathan generated his bright green aura, crackling with emerald fire. Both the defeated challengers disappeared. 

Violet exhaled in relief. 

Sulkar’s filaments pulsed in stripes of amber and white. Its hairy pebble rotated slowly as if it were uncertain whether to depart or stay. Violet sent a gentle beam of friendship, but Sulkar seemed oblivious to her welcome. Its filaments switched to pale yellow and Sulkar teleported out of the chamber. 

Now, only their closest allies, Amarylla, Pashtari and Eziz remained. 

Scuttling on its stiff roots, Eziz approached Athanor and creaked, “Joyous revival of Grand Master Griffin.” 

“I am revived to full power, yet the galaxy is still troubled by these slaver vermin. Can I count on your allegiance, tallest Grand Master Eziz?” 

“Eziz supports Griffin’s cause.” 

Flushing rose-pink, Amarylla rustled, “Brightness sways parallel to Griffins.” 

Athanor opened his hands. “Words cannot express my gratitude.” 

The two planetoid Grand Masters blossomed in amber and rose, and spun into the void. 

Old Hanuman Pashtari stepped toward Athanor and held out his hands. “Delighted, my young friend and protégé. You are reborn once more and eager for the coming battle.” 

Clasping Hanuman’s hands, Athanor said, “Hades, your words ring true.”  

“War.” Violet trembled under the weight of premonition. “Beware of the cosmic wars.” 

Athanor caught her elbow to steady her. “Never fear danger, my sensitive Violet. We’ve won many fights. Already, I’m assessing various schemes for this battle.” 

Hanuman said, “I rely on your valor and cunning to overwhelm our foes, Griffin.” Flicking his ivory gaze to Violet, he said, “My pawn, Srinivasan, has expressed his anxiety about your dangerous flight into this cosmic phenomenon.” 

Violet smiled. “Please tell Srini we are safe. I’ll call him next time I visit Terra.” 

Bowing in farewell, the oldest Grand Master departed in an ivory haze. 

At last, only the Griffins remained in the chamber. 

Athanor grasped Violet’s hand. “An easy victory, by Odin. I suspect the next battles will exert a greater tax on our powers.”  

Violet said, “Don’t worry about the future tonight. It’s time to retire to our bed.” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3
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ON THE FOLLOWING MORNING, the Griffins muted their psychic emissions, and carried Varan into the kitchen for breakfast with the Jacksons. The delicious smell of freshly baked bread wafted from the warm kitchen. Violet smiled, sensing Zoe’s happiness and Jamail’s steadfast devotion. 

“Good day, Zoe and Jamail,” Athanor called, his gruff voice softened with satisfaction.

Jamail climbed to his feet, a broad grin on his dark visage. “Master Athanor, we’re happy Violet rescued you.” 

“Oh, Master Athanor.” Zoe wiped her eyes with the corner of her apron. “You were away so long. I was afraid we’d never see you again.” 

Sobering briefly, Athanor admitted, “The same thought darkened my days until my brave Violet appeared like an angel to sever my bonds.” He placed Varan in a chair between his parents. Rubbing his hands together, he said, “A proper family breakfast. I’ve missed your cooking, Zoe.” 

Zoe had prepared Athanor’s favorite dishes of cheese omelet and brown bread, followed by blackberry and apple tart. She fussed over her master as if he were a returning prodigal son.  

After weeks on lean rations, Violet and Athanor ate well. Their son tasted everything, and dropped bread crumbs on the floor for the fluffy like a typical child of eleven months. 

When Zoe brought over a glass of milk, Varan made a grab for it. Zoe gasped, dropped the milk, and clutched at her chest. 

Catching the glass before it hit the floor tiles, Athanor sent to Violet, “Our precocious son is pulling with telekinetic force.” 

“Poor Zoe’s super sensitive.” Wrapping a psi barrier around Varan, Violet propped him on her lap, and murmured, “Sorry, Zoe.”  

Zoe sniffed, “Oh, Master Athanor, I didn’t mean to spill the milk.” 

“It’s my fault for not watching the boy,” Athanor growled. Glancing at Violet, he added, “We’ll be away until evening.” 

Taking the hint, Violet lifted Varan onto her shoulder and carried him out of the kitchen. 

When Athanor joined her on the sofa, she asked, “When shall we port to Avalon?”  

Mildly curious, Athanor cocked his black brows in a query. “Do you mean to carry our son to the forge?” 

“Why not?” She jiggled the boy on her knees until he giggled. “I’ve taken him to meet Master Stimon, and we can’t leave him here. Zoe can’t manage him. She’s acutely sensitive to his psi emissions. That’s why I left him in Tingu’s care while I searched for you.”  

Recognizing the name, Varan bounced on Violet’s lap, and babbled, “Tingu.” 

“So young? Our son’s a psychic prodigy.” Athanor beamed with pride, picked up the baby and swung him overhead.

Violet chuckled. “According to Mother Tingu, he’ll grow into a little terror just like you were. He’s already trying to fetch things.” 

Athanor’s thoughts darkened, and he muttered, “My parents disowned me. I trust we’ll treat our son with more tolerance.” 

Emoting love, she assured her partner, “Both of us understand the trials of developing psychic talents in childhood. My mother was sympathetic, although her grief at my father’s death undermined her ability to give me emotional support. As an empath, I preferred the serenity of Tingu’s kitchen.”  

“Tingu was my tutor too. I’m grateful for the kindness of the Green and White Mothers.” 

Violet explained, “At first, Silvia came here to care for Varan while I searched for you. But, when I decided to leap into the Rift, I left him under the dual guardianship of Tingu and my mother.” 

“You made the correct choice. Avalon is well protected from psychic assaults.”  

“It has no defense against the Nulls,” she warned. “They’re immune to psychic influences.” 

“Hades, I trust we’ll not come to that horror. Nulls invading peaceful Avalon - what a dreadful vision.” 

“We must tackle the Nulls,” she said. “If we want to remove them from our universe. I believe they have acquired a stock of the black matter. It shields their ships from the cosmic energies of the Rift.” 

Athanor growled, “Another good reason to commission new rings from Master Stimon.” 

“While we’re on Avalon, we should visit Mother Tingu to thank her for looking after our son.” 

“By Dagda’s horns, we’re owe a great debt to the White Mother. I’ll even suffer her tea to prove my gratitude.” 

“You never taste the tea,” she teased. “I know you switch the contents of your teacup to another beverage.” 

“Tingu knows my preferred drink. She chooses to ignore my wishes, and instead she flings abuse at me.” 

“She’s fond of you in spite of her scolding, and she adores our little son.”  

Partly understanding, Varan tittered. Holding his chubby arms out, he called, “Mama.” 

His father plopped him on Violet’s lap. 

The baby fingered the sapphires on her necklace, babbling, “Pretty.”  

She explained, “My little love, you have a special treat today. We’re going to visit Master Stimon’s forge, and then we’ll pop in to see Mother Tingu.” 

“Tingu,” the boy repeated happily. 

“Ready?” Athanor wrapped one arm around his wife and son, created a mental image of their destination, and tapped the enhancer embedded behind his ear. 

They spun into the noiseless void, whirling through the eerie vortices of swirling colors. 

* * *
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The Griffin family emerged on the rock ledge protruding from the precipitous side of the volcanic crater. Deep inside the cavity, streams of hot embers burst from bubbles of molten lava. Sulfurous fumes swirled beyond the edge, yet the air on the ledge was clear and calm in front of the arched entrance to the forge. The repeated clang of a hammer on an anvil came from the interior. 

Varan uttered a whine of distress. 

Hugging him tightly, Violet whispered, “We won’t let the fires burn you.” 

Athanor’s deep voice boomed above the crackling lava, “Master Stimon.” 

The hammering ceased. In a moment, the Master Smith walked out of the forge. His long gray beard hung over his brown leather apron. A true dwarf, he was even shorter than petite Violet. 

Stroking his bearded chin, he said, “By the hammer of Tubal Ilmarinen, the Griffins have survived against all odds.” He bowed to each Grand Master in turn. “You are a welcome sight, Grand Masters and your baby son.” A shower of hot sparks arced over their heads like fireworks, hissing as they dissipated in the cooler air. 

Safe in his mother’s arms, Varan gazed openmouthed at the fiery fountain. 

Athanor tilted his head in greeting. “Indeed, we are happy to be reunited.” Quickly coming to the point, he said, “Master Stimon, I have a commission for you, and I wish to consult you on a related matter.” 

Stimon rubbed his hands together. “Business is slow. Invasions threaten. Customers have retreated to their homes with their minds attuned to defense.” 

“Defense is precisely my goal,” Athanor growled. “Violet and I need new rings with the protective silver fluid. Mine was lost and her ring was damaged.”  

“Do you have the gold and the psi-enhancing liquid, Grand Master?” 

“Here is the silver liquid.” Athanor pulled a vial from under his robes. “I’ll fetch as much gold as you require for the rings, and more to pay for the chain you made for our son.” 

“Show me the damaged ring.” Stimon held out his callused hand. 

Violet eased the ring off her finger and indicated its cracked orb. 

Pointing his forefinger at her ring, the Master Smith asked, “What caused that fracture?” 

“The trolls, the same ones who trapped Athanor, have an ultrasonic weapon. It broke the casing and the silver fluid dripped out, leaving me vulnerable to the anti-psi black stones.” 

“I remember the repulsive stones.” He lowered his bushy eyebrows in a frown. 

“Can you devise a better container?” Athanor asked.  

The Master Smith stared down at the roiling lava. “Grand Master, I used the toughest material available. Only one substance is superior. The scales of a dragon might possibly be impervious to the trolls’ weapon.” 

“We have friends among the dragon lords. Though I suspect they’ll be loath to donate their scales.” Athanor glanced at his mate. 

Violet said, “We can ask them. Maybe they shed scales as they grow.” 

Athanor groaned, “Yet another task to accomplish.” His azure gaze swung toward the Master Smith. “For the present, two gold rings will suffice.” He waved his hand, releasing a flare of blue psi, and a pile of gold ingots materialized at Stimon’s feet.  

The Master Smith’s eyes twinkled beneath his bushy brows. “This quantity of gold would make a thousand rings.” 

“Keep it in reserve. Violet must not go away emptyhanded if I am absent.” 

“I gave freely what she requested.” Stimon raised his hands in a benediction. “Your goals meet my approval. The galaxy is troubled by a hornet’s nest of vermin.” 

Unusually grave, Athanor said, “Indeed, I have sworn to squash that swarm of hornets.” 

“I’ll mold two plain gold rings to fit your fingers. If you acquire dragon’s scales, bring them to me and I’ll construct your protective orbs.” 

“Excellent,” Athanor said. “We’ll beg our dragon friends to donate their scales for our protection.” 

Violet held up their son. “Say goodbye to Master Stimon, Varan. We’re going to see Mother Tingu next.” 

Varan pointed at the forge and pouted. He wished to investigate the fascinating tools he’d seen in the workshop on his previous visit. 

Sensing his desire, Violet said, “Next time, Varan, you can see the forge.”  

Stimon chuckled. “The child is welcome to visit if he refrains from handling the blades.” 

The child looked solemn, and waved his hand. 

After saying goodbye to Master Stimon, Athanor wrapped his arms around his wife and son. “We’ll take the scenic route to Tingu’s cottage.” He stepped off the ledge and rose over the rim of the volcano. Below their feet, molten lava spewed spirals of smoke and fiery red embers into the air. 

Varan whimpered in fright. 

“Hush,” Violet murmured. “Dada won’t let us fall.” She shared Athanor’s joy in their rapid flight across the landscape. 

They zoomed between ice-capped mountain peaks, descending to fly above the forested slopes. Winds rushed past, bearing the scent of pines. The silver ribbon of a river glinted beneath the purple needles. Ahead, a clearing in
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