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Young empath, Violet Hunter, and her crafty Grand Master, Athanor Griffin, tackle the villains threatening civilization. 

Their worst enemy rampages across the galaxy, while blocked portals restrict normal commerce among planets. Compounding their problems, half the Grand Masters on the Council vow to eliminate Violet. To restore peace, Violet and Athanor embark on a hazardous quest for a weapon hidden by the ancient psychic masters on one of four planets. But, the weapon proves elusive, dangers lurk in the ancient sites, and new alliances forged with bizarre entities may not suffice to foil their enemies and save the galaxy. 
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GAZING INTO THE NIGHT sky, Violet admired the blue crescents of the two moons of Athanor’s planet. Beyond the azure moons, the stars traced the huge curved arms of the galaxy. 

Standing behind her, Athanor growled, “The world beckons.” 

Unperturbed by the menace in his gruff voice, her lips parted in a smile. “Flashy! I’m ready for adventure.” Or most likely a fight, she guessed. After weeks of nursing him into health, she was eager to resume their crusade to save the galaxy from the rogue Grand Masters. “Any news of Morrigu,” she probed, bracing for his reaction to the name of his nemesis. 

Sizzling with psychic energy, he said, “Who would send news? They believe me dead or unpowered.” His anger subsided into a curl of laughter. “The red devil might be lurking in her domain or terrorizing the inhabitants of some planet outside the portal web.” The network of teleportal cylinders was essential for communications and traffic among the civilizations of the Galactic Congress. 

Violet pointed at the stars, swinging her arm in a wide circle. “Where do we start?”

He clasped her waist and his gruff voice softened. “Curb your curiosity. You’ll recognize our first destination.” She leaned against him, savoring the tingle of his psychic power. Blue psi flared. They flipped into the void, spiraling along the entangled arcs of two adjacent universes. 

They emerged in daylight, flying high above the familiar pine forests of Avalon. Violet had steered over the same forested hills each time she visited the planet for lessons with Mother Tingu. Her hair streaming back over Athanor’s shoulder, Violet squinted ahead. The lone black triangle nestled against the snowy peaks of the mountains hinted at their destination.  

“Why are we going to the Master Smith’s forge?” She sent a mental question by their psychic link, since the rush of air would drown the sound of her voice. 

“I have a commission for Stimon. He has the skills to restore sight to my damaged eye.” 

Leaning back, she gazed at his harsh face. The black eye patch added a sinister note to his hooked nose and jet-black eyebrows. Violet shuddered at the memories of the battle. The red wrath of Morrigu flaming psi beams from her mad eyes. Athanor falling, his face covered in blood from the slash across his eyes. He was the final casualty in their battle to free a human colony from the Red Queen’s invasion force. She sent, “I nearly lost you and it has taken weeks for you to recover.”

Athanor’s thoughts swept into her mind, “My powers have regenerated fully. We’ll defeat her next time.” 

His brash confidence made Violet smile. He had recovered his old arrogance with his powers. Mentally, the Grand Master had adjusted better to the loss of his left eye than she had feared. “Do you notice the loss when you fly?” she asked. 

“The whole route is in my mind,” he sent. “Although I have a blind spot on the left side. You’d have good reason to fear a crash if we flew through the trees at this speed.” Blue psi fizzed around his head, indicating frustration at his limited vision. “Stimon better have a solution. Two working eyes will be important in the task facing us.” 

“Hunting down Morrigu?” Violet shared his iron determination to squash their vicious enemy.  

“And, whoever induced the portal crisis. We’ll never know how many people died when the portals broke. They lost communications as well as critical food and medical supplies. By Dagda’s horn, Morrigu did not act alone.” 

“We’ve killed her two allies, Radjuser and Garron. Do you believe she has more friends on the Council?”  

“I plan to find out.” A strong gust of wind threatened to push them off course and he steadied their flight.  

Violet’s spirits rose as they soared over the first craggy peaks of the mountain range. An icy blast of wind bit her face and she shivered. 

“Did you forget how to mount a physical shield or neglect to wear a warm jacket?” Athanor chided. 

Raising a thermal shield, she protested, “You didn’t say where we were going.” Obnoxious man. She wanted to kick him and kiss him simultaneously. 

“I prefer the latter option, delightful minx.” He swung her round to face him and kissed her, generating a different kind of heat. 

They dropped precipitously toward the ground. 

“Careful,” Violet gasped, recalling the time he had miscalculated their altitude so that her legs scraped against the tree tops. At least, she presumed it was an error and not one of his pranks.

“It was the one time I made a mistake,” he protested. 

She teased, “You admit to a mistake? What modesty. A Grand Master never makes mistakes.”  

“Violet!” he growled. 

“Keep your eyes on the flight path.” 

He adjusted their flight path, increasing the altitude. “Eye,” he corrected her, shuttering out the pain of his injury. 

Regretting her slip, Violet hugged him tighter. “I prefer to see where I am going,” she thought.  

He spun her around until she faced forward again, his arms secured around her waist and his chin resting on top of her head. 

“I am in good company,” he sent, envisioning the ancient deity, Odin. Their mental link sometimes gave too much information. 

“You may imagine yourself as the chief of the Norse gods, but don’t lead us into Gotterdammerung,” she broadcast. 

“Your father prophesied the destruction of the Council of Twelve Grand Masters,” 

“I don’t want you to be destroyed.” Violet sighed, recalling the anguished days when he lay unmoving on the bed in Mother Tingu’s cottage. She had watched his white face for hours, sensing nothing from his unconscious mind. Even when he had woken, his psi powers were weak. Once Athanor regained his ability to teleport, they had left Tingu’s cottage and returned to his planet.  They had wandered in the wilderness, camping overnight and admiring the brilliance of the stars. Now, they were heading into a conflict again. 

Her mind revolted against the idea of another deadly bout with Morrigu. “How can we find her?”

“You worry too much, sweet pawn. Let me do the planning.” His thought was cool and sharp. She snuggled into his arms, grateful for his astute mind. In many ways, she was his opposite, a slender waif with green eyes in an elfin face and the friendly sympathy of an empath. 

Sensing the keen mind of a predator, Violet glanced up. A huge purple condor circled overhead, curious about the two humans flying over the mountains. She recognized the bird from her rambles in the woods for exercise while Athanor was too weak to leave his bed. 

“Hello Windhover,” Violet cried. Her senses were attuned to animal minds.

The great bird stared at them out of its bright eyes. “Why are you flying high in the mountains, ground dwellers?” 

Violet replied. “We fly to visit the Master Smith.” 

“Stimon’s forge is hot and smelly,” the condor said with distaste. Looping around, the great bird escorted them over the first snow capped peak, before swinging away in search of his prey. 

They flew over the volcanic cone with molten lava bubbling in the depths. Buffeted by rising thermals, they descended into the cone and landed on the broad ledge half way down to the bubbling lava. At the back of the ledge, a tendril of smoke drifted out of the entrance to a cave carved out of the solid mountain.  

The forge was unusually quiet. The stumpy figure of the Master Smith emerged from his workshop, clad in his brown leather apron. His sharp eyes focused on Athanor’s tall, grim figure. Tugging on his long gray beard, he said in his direct manner, “Welcome, Grand Master Griffin. By the hammer of Tubal Ilmarinen, I see your powers are restored. Is this a social visit, or do you have a commission for me?” 

The saturnine presence of Grand Master often made people uncomfortable. He attempted pleasantry. “It is a fine day for a flight over the mountains. But, you are correct, Master Stimon, I have business with you.” 

For a long moment, Stimon stared down into the fiery depths of the volcano. He raised his shaggy head and glared at them. “The Red Queen, Morrigu, came here two days ago. She demanded two more enhancers.” 

Stiffening at the name of his enemy, Athanor growled, “Vicious red witch! She has too many enhancers already. They have driven her insane. Knowing the risk, I restrict myself to a single insert. What did you say to her, Stimon?” 

His grey eyebrows bristling, the Master Smith glared at Athanor. “I refused to give her the enhancers. When she threatened a tantrum, I offered to throw her into the fiery lava if I saw her in my workshop again.” 

The Grand Master exhaled slowly and relaxed. “Accept my gratitude for your support, Master Stimon. The Council has tolerated her predations for too long. We have been irresolute, fearing to take action against a few ruthless Grand Masters. We must stand together to defeat them.” 

“I take no part in the Grand Masters’ feuds,” Stimon retorted. He arched his bushy eyebrows. “Nor do I tolerate threats.” The volcano rumbled beneath their feet and flames shot from the furnace in the center of the forge. 

Violet recoiled in shock. 

Steadying her with a hand on her arm, Athanor grated, “Threats are pointless when the volcano heeds your call.” 

The fires faded and the Master Smith nodded. “What do you ask of me?” 

“I wish to consult you about two matters. What can you do for my blinded eye?” 

“Let me examine the damage,” Stimon asked, gesturing inside the forge. 

They followed the Master Smith into his workshop. Athanor removed the black eye patch and sat on a bench so Stimon could examine his face. Stimon produced a magnifier lens and peered at the dead white eye, humming under his breath. He reached out his hand, and to Violet’s horror, poked his fingers into Athanor’s eye. Steeling against the pain, Athanor caught at Violet’s hand. She sat beside him, crushed his fingers and soothed him with her empathy. 

The Master Smith picked something from inside the blind eye. He held up his large hand to reveal a flaky brown stone between his finger and thumb. “The crystal is dead. If you want a living eyeball, you must seek advice from the physicians on Terra. They know how to generate new organs. I make artificial devices without living tissues.” 

“I trust you more than the Terran surgeons,” Athanor said with a wry smile. “I cannot go under their knives when exposure to my unshielded power is deadly.” 

“You must supply another living crystal for the device I have in mind,” the Master Smith said. “Bring a sapphire to match the one in your right eye.”

The Grand Master agreed, “We can seek a new crystal.”

“The Elyrians will be leery of another visit to the crystal cave,’ Violet muttered. No one appeared to hear her. 

“What is the second matter you bring for my advice?” Stimon asked with a glint of amusement in his shrewd brown eyes. 

“Can you implant an enhancer in a person with psychic abilities below the level of a Grand Master?” 

The Master Smith frowned. “It’s never been tried to my knowledge. Why do you ask?” 

Athanor spoke with care as if he verged onto a delicate matter, “Could you give an enhancer to my talented pawn?” He slipped his arm around Violet’s shoulders. 

Stimon pointed a stubby finger at Violet’s forehead. “She has a crystal embedded under her star mark. I remember when she came to my forge with Mother Tingu. They asked me to tamper with her pawn’s collar.” He glowered at Athanor. “We did not know the identity of her Grand Master at that time. Another man is attuned to sapphires.” 

Seething with irate psi, Athanor snapped, “Garron is dead. I killed him when he attacked my little pawn.” 

“My forge serves all the Grand Masters. I take no sides in their disputes,” Stimon argued. “Morrigu’s demand is the first I’ve refused.” 

“She should be expelled from the Council,” Athanor growled. Calming with an effort, he said, “We diverge from my question. Can you implant an enhancer in Violet?” 

Catching his hand, Violet asked, “I don’t understand. Do you mean an enhancer like the one you use to teleport between planets? Why do you want me to have one?” 

He brushed a hand through her hair, “The inserts work to enhance an existing psi power. They cannot introduce a new ability. Your worries are premature. Master Stimon has not said whether he can construct an enhancer for you. It will be your decision to accept or refuse the implant. I will not try to influence your choice.”  

“I know. You’re very good to me,” she breathed. 

Stimon’s eyes twinkled at their exchange. His long beard waggled and he said. “My enhancers should work if she has psi power.”

Shaking her head dubiously, Violet said, “Let’s get the crystal for your eye, Athanor.” 

After saying goodbye to Stimon, they left the workshop and stood outside on the ledge. 

“You’re right. I’ll claim a new crystal as soon as possible. Flying with one blind eye is tricky,” Athanor growled. “Let’s port to Elyrium and visit the Crystal Cave.” The City of Elyrium lay in a vast cavern under the icy surface of the Planet Erebus.

“Will the Elyrians permit us to enter the cave?” Violet asked. On their previous visit, the Elyrians were guarding their precious cave because someone had stolen the ruby crystals. 

Athanor shrugged. “We’ll soon find out.” Gripping her slim waist, he tapped the enhancer behind his ear and they spun through the void. 
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Chapter 2
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THEY EMERGED BESIDE the grotto leading to the Crystal Cave. The underground city of Elyrium spread before them, illuminated by the glittering layers of crystals on the roofs of the houses. The grotto was quiet and Violet missed the splash of water over the quartz rocks. The fountain and pool were dry. Even the guards’ sentry hut had changed for the worse. The red crystals on the roof had disintegrated into a rust-colored crust. 

“What’s happened to the grotto?” she cried. 

“Ask Rothan Rivern,” Athanor said, tilting his chin towards the hairy man standing in the shadows. His shaggy brown hair and untidy beard concealed his face. 

Violet was happy to see the bear-man. On her first mission as a pawn, he had guided her safely across the changeable passages of the Catacombs to Elyrium and the Crystal Cave. 

“Rothan,” she called, stepping towards him eagerly. 

He held up his palms. “Stop! You have wasted your time on the trip here. No crystals will fall into your hands today.”  

“What do you mean?” Violet asked. “Has the thief stolen more crystals?” 

Moving to her side, Athanor wrapped an arm around Violet’s shoulder. “Where are the Elyrians? I desire merely to restore sight to my blinded eye.” He glared at Rothan, emitting an impatient curl of blue psi energy. 

Bowing respectfully, Rothan said, “They come, Grand Master.” 

The ethereal figures of three Elyrian guards glided out of the sentry post. Ruby crystals sparkled on their foreheads and on the points of their spears in their hands. They halted three paces away and spread their arms wide. The long sleeves of their loose crimson robes drooped to the ground. 

The guards sent, “Griffin Grand Master is no thief. He bears no blame from our Collective.” 

Violet translated their mind language for Athanor.

“What is the problem with the crystals this time,” Athanor asked warily. On their previous visit, the guards had blocked their entry when they had sought an amethyst to match the one embedded in Violet’s forehead. 

The guards wailed in unison, “Our beautiful Crystal Cave is destroyed!”  

“Who destroyed your precious crystals?” Violet asked. 

Trembling, the guards stretched their delicate fingers to the grotto. Their thoughts combined into a single statement. “The Red Queen demanded all our precious rubies. Guards barred her entry. She killed the guards to force entry into the cave and she blasted her ruby psi fires at our beautiful crystals.” 

His black brows knitted in a frown, Athanor barked, “When did the devilish Red Queen wreck your Crystal Cave?” 

“Only yesterday,” Rothan said. 

Athanor shook his head, “Pure stupidity. Morrigu’s scarlet psi blast would destroy the red crystals that she prizes. Crystals of other colors will be less susceptible to her rays.” 

The Elyrians moaned, “Living crystals grow slowly, very slowly. In perhaps a hundred years, our precious crystals will regenerate.”

“Can we see the cave?” Violet asked the Elyrians. “Maybe we can boost the growth of new crystals.” 

The gauzy folds of the Elyrians’ red robes swayed and they bowed their agreement. “Rothan will guide you into the cave and guard the remnants of our treasures.” 

Following Rothan’s lead, Violet and Athanor crawled along the narrow tunnel into the Crystal Cave. Standing inside, they stared in dismay at the dull walls and ceiling. Once, the cave had sparkled with myriads of crystals in rainbow colors. Now, all had crumbled into gray ashes encrusted over cold rock. 

“No!” Violet cried, horrified by the senseless destruction.  

“Hades, Morrigu is a vindictive witch,” Athanor said bitterly. Running his fingers over the irregular surface, he said, “I see a few glints of tiny crystals.” 

Peering at the wall, Violet noticed the sparks of light under Athanor’s fingertips. His psi power had activated some miniscule crystallites. 

“Will the crystals respond to my healing empathy?” she asked. 

“Try your powers. You cannot make it worse.” Athanor gestured to the damaged crystals. 

Violet spread her fingers above a section of wall, closed her eyes and focused psi energy through her hands. Athanor stood behind her, and placed his hands on top of hers to reinforce her healing emissions. Beneath their fingers, tiny facets crystallized from the stony crust. They walked around the cave, sending revitalizing energy as far as they could reach. Minute crystallites glistened on the walls. 

“Wonderful!” Rothan gasped at the sparkling sight. “You have revived the living crystals.” 

“Most of the crystals are still small,” Athanor said. “We’ve accelerated the natural regeneration process by a few years.” 

“The Elyrians send their eternal gratitude,” Rothan whispered. 

Athanor grumbled, “I merely desired a sapphire to replace the one I lost.” He stood in the middle of the cave, staring up at the ceiling. “These crystals are too small for my purpose.” 

“Listen!” Violet said, clasping his arm. 

A faint hum whispered in their ears, breaking the stillness. The sound echoed around the cave, reechoed, and amplified into a thunderous crash of cymbals. 

Answering a silent urge, Athanor raised his cupped hands above his head. The tiny crystals tinkled like silver bells. A shiny crevice gaped open in the ceiling. A crystal cracked off and dropped into his hands. He showed the sapphire to Violet and grinned. “Now, Stimon can construct an eye for me.” 

After one last look at the sparkling array of tiny crystals, they crawled out of the cave and walked around the empty pool of the grotto. 

The flowing red robes of the Elyrian guards shimmered brighter. The three guards bowed their heads towards Athanor and Violet. They raised their red-tipped spears in triumph and cried in their mind language, “Our Crystal Cave is restored to beauty.” 

The guards bowed a second time. “Our Elyrian Collective will never forget your generosity.” 

The Grand Master bowed in return and replied through Violet. “The Griffin thanks you for the gift of a sapphire. We seek to destroy your enemy and ours, the Red Queen.” 

Whirling through the void, they returned to Avalon and landed on the rock ledge overhanging the volcanic fires. The skimmer parked on the ledge suggested the forge had another visitor. When they entered the forge, the furnace glowed white hot from the fumes of the volcanic vent. The gray bearded Master Smith stood behind the furnace, watching his apprentice, Kondric, hammering an iron bar in the anvil. 

Sweat glistened on Kondric’s ebony face and bare muscular chest. His cropped yellow hair was damp and flattened to his skull. Glancing up, his white teeth glinted in a broad smile. “Hello, Violet. Grand Master, I’m happy to see you are restored to power.” As Lieutenant Kondric of Space Corps, he had led the explosives squad in their battle with the Grand Masters, Morrigu and Garron, for control of the Planet of Haven. 

“I credit Violet with nursing me back to health.” Athanor slipped his arm around Violet’s shoulders. She was glad the two men met on good terms today, without jealousy from Athanor or wariness from Kondric. 

Turning to the Master Smith, Athanor said, “I have the sapphire, Stimon. No thanks to the Red Queen. The red devil is on a rampage of destruction. Two days ago, she blasted the Crystal Cave. We did what we could to regenerate the crystallites, but few large crystals remain unscathed by her rays. Living crystals will be a rare commodity for the next century.” 

Stimon stretched out his hand, and Athanor dropped the sparkling blue crystal into his stubby fingers. The Master Smith held the sapphire up to the light and squinted at the glinting facets. After a careful examination, he approved their find. “An excellent choice, Grand Master. The crystal is flawless and the color is a perfect match for your living eye.”  

“How long will it take you to prepare the artificial eye?” 

The dwarfish Master Smith fingered his straggly beard and frowned in thought. “Give me two days. I will give your crystal eye my special attention.” 

“Good. I’ll return in two days,” Athanor said. He caught Violet’s arm and led her out of the overheated forge. As they walked past Kondric, Violet waved goodbye. 

Halting next to Athanor on the ledge overlooking the volcano, she gazed into the bubbling hot lava. “Where do we go next?” Violet asked. 

Schemes swirled across his mind, while Violet waited patiently for him to decide on the next step. At length, he said, “We never did discover who was behind the portal crisis.” 

“We gave Space Corps the solution to fix the portals by clearing out the black dust. Do you think Morrigu disrupted the portals?”  

“It’s not her usual style. She prefers violent destruction and bloody slaughter.” 

Violet squeezed his arm. “Who was it then? You killed her ally, Garron, when he attacked me.” 

“Of the eight other Grand Masters, we can exclude our friends, Pashtari Hanuman and Amarylla Threeleaf. I don’t trust the Chair, Nathan. You sensed Ravaleen tended to favor our position, while you found the alien minds difficult to interpret.” 

Violet recalled the occasion when she had stood in front of the Council as the witness for Morrigu’s imprisonment of Athanor. “Morrigu burst in and interrupted my testimony. I didn’t have time to probe the Grand Masters’ minds.”  

“We’ll search for clues. First, we’ll stop on Terra and check our com messages.” Since standard com signals traveled at the speed of light, they were only viable for exchanges over a planet’s surface or within a star system. 

“Have you had any messages from the Grand Masters?” she asked. Athanor had a special com with a mini portal concealed in the leather bracer on his wrist. Only the Grand Masters had access to this miniaturized technology for transmitting messages between distant planets. Everyone else had to use a courier to carry mail through the portal cylinders.  

“Nothing. They may believe I am dead or unpowered. Only Amarylla knows I survived the battle with Morrigu.” 

“You’ll need to shield your psi power on Terra,” Violet reminded him. 

The Grand Master morphed his face into the bland features and short curly hair of his disguise, Taranis. He embraced her slim waist and tapped the enhancer set behind his ear. They popped into the void, whirling along the weird spirals to Terra.  
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THEY EMERGED IN VIOLET’S small room outside the botanical gardens. The air was stale. No one had aired the room for weeks. Shielding her mind from the influx of emotions from the inhabitants of the crowded region, Violet flung the window open to air the room. A warm breeze blew the musty odor of the city into the room. She wrinkled her nose, missing the fresh clean scents and small populations of Avalon and Athanor’s planet, inhabited only by his caretakers, the Jacksons.  

Leaning on the windowsill, Violet gazed into the gardens while the setting sun gilded the leaves on the trees. Swallows circled overhead, catching gnats in the fading twilight. Songbirds twittered in the bushes, settling in for the night, and the first lights of the city gleamed in the distance. Troubled by uneasy premonitions, Violet sighed. Once, this quiet room buffered from the city and her pawn’s missions exploring planets had fulfilled her dreams. Then, she had discovered a new life with Athanor. And now, she was engrossed by their crusade to save the galaxy from the marauding Grand Masters like Morrigu. What future did she have beyond that quest? The muted barrage of human emotions beat against her brain.   

Moving to stand behind her, Athanor slipped his arms around her waist and asked, “Does your head ache from the mental noise of the populace, my sensitive Violet?” 

His quick sympathy comforted Violet and she leaned against him, absorbing a little of his energy to ease the stress. “Yes,” she murmured. “I’d forgotten the constant whine of many minds. Voids, I endured the irritation for four years when I studied at the Space Academy.” 

“I have the opposite problem. I must shield to protect people from my raw power.” He grunted, “Where’s your landlady?” Impatient to release his psychic shield, he relied on Violet’s acute senses to locate any unpowered people who might be harmed by his raw power. 

Scanning the house for occupants, Violet reported, “No one’s here. Mrs. Adams left to visit her brother in Upper Penn during the portal crisis. Maybe she’s still there.”  

Blue psi energy crackled as Athanor unshielded his power. His right eye glowed blue and his tall grim figure dominated the small space. Gazing around the simply furnished room, he remarked, “I won’t complain of the cramped surroundings. Your room has more space and privacy than Tingu’s spare bedroom, and we’ve had no bed on my planet since Morrigu destroyed my castle.”  

Marveling at his new tolerance of her small abode, Violet teased him, “My bed is bigger than the cot in Tingu’s room.”

“Marginally larger. Wait till I construct a new castle and I’ll import a comfortable bed.” 

“When will you start building?” 

“As soon as I have time to finalize a design,” he decided. “It is pointless to wait for Morrigu’s demise.” 

Violet bit her lip thoughtfully. “She’s hard to kill. Let’s forget her for a while.” 

“I agree.” Athanor fiddled with the com concealed in his leather bracer. “Still no messages. I hoped to learn of current events in the world.” 

“Let’s find out.” Sitting at the table, Violet switched on the Galactic Network News. 

Her favorite announcer, the tiger-striped Aman-ellan, Psisit Mrao, purred, “Normal sessions have resumed at the Galactic Congress after their emergency recess. Portals are clear across all major planets of the Solarian Sector and out to Middle Sagittarius.” 

The screen showed the familiar gold sphere of the Presidium Galactica. Streams of entities from diverse planets entered and left the arched entrance. 

“The Solarian President expressed gratitude to the Wistralians for their timely assistance. The Wistralian ambassador will visit Terra tomorrow. Tight security is expected in the Solarian Capital.” The three primrose yellow petals of a Wistralian plantoid appeared on the display. 

Athanor remarked, “A significant advance. Amarylla’s people have decided to enter the political arena instead of minimizing their contact with other races.” 

“Moving to local news,’ the Aman-ellan mewed. “Today, we have a special announcement. Professor Phineas Wilmot, a notable member of the Space Academy, has won the prestigious Quixsart prize.”  

The Professor’s smiling face appeared on the screen. Tugging the end of his straw-colored moustache, he intoned, “I am honored to receive this award.” 

The tiger-striped Aman-ellan explained, “The Foundation for Galactic Harmony awards ten prizes annually for the advances deemed most likely to benefit civilization. Professor Wilmot invented a device to measure psychic energy. He claims he has tested his invention on one of the Grand Masters.” The view zoomed onto the shiny metal box on a table beside the Professor. 

“Flashy!” Violet cried. “Tessa will be thrilled that her fiancé has become famous.” 

Athanor shook his head and growled, “Hades, this award will provoke trouble with the Council. They ban the training of psychics and refuse to acknowledge the existence of psi talents outside the Grand Masters. Wilmot should never have mentioned me. I don’t want publicity.” 

His black expression surprised Violet. “He didn’t mention you by name and I thought you approved of testing people for psychic talent. Before the battle on Haven, you proposed that Space Corps use the Professor’s instrument to assess their troops. Soldiers would be useless if they collapsed on exposure to an unshielded Grand Master.” 

“How many latent psychics will he discover? We have no means to organize them or train them. Psychic talents are erratic at first and proper training is essential.” He glanced at Violet and smiled, remembering their shared history. “You and I were fortunate to come under Tingu’s tutelage at separate times, a quarter of a century apart. She taught us how to regulate our powers.” 

Now, Violet comprehended the problem. “Of course, we don’t have enough teachers. Tingu accepts only one pupil at a time.”  

Athanor grumbled, “Space Corps should have placed his psychic detector under a secret classification.” 

Violet asked. “Won’t the Council of Grand Masters ban his instrument?” 

“The device does not violate the current rules, although I’m sure the Council will institute changes when they learn about it.” After waiting in case the announcer gave more information about Wilmot’s detector, Athanor switched the com off. “Nothing else of interest in the news,” he said.  

“I’ll check my com. I’m sure there’ll be a ton of messages.” Flipping through the messages on her wrist com, Violet paused to remark, “Here’s a note from my landlady, Mrs. Adams. She is staying with her brother. His wife delivered triplets and needs the extra help.” 

“Fortunate for my comfort,” Athanor said, looking over her shoulder at the com display. 

Scanning the next messages, she cried, “Flashy! We’re invited to Tessa and Phineas’ wedding.” Wondering if Athanor would decline to attend, she corrected herself. “Well, I’m invited with a friend.” 

“Your friend Tessa doesn’t like me,” he remarked dispassionately. 

“I don’t blame her. You’re scary,” Violet said, grinning at his affronted expression. 

He bent to kiss her cheek. “I trust you’re not scared.” 

“Of course not, I love your psi power.” Twisting towards him, she brushed her hand down the side of his face, enjoying the tickle of psi energy. “The ceremony is tomorrow afternoon.” 

“Tomorrow?” Athanor growled. “After the announcement of his prize, everyone will want to attend the wedding. I’d better go in case there is trouble.” 

She frowned. “They’ll think I’m dead since I haven’t replied for weeks. Tessa’s called several times to ask where I am.” 

Capturing her hand and kissing her fingers, Athanor murmured, “You said Kondric visited when I lay unconscious in Tingu’s spare room. He must have told your friends that you survived the battle.” 

“True. I’ll send her a note to accept the invitation. They’ll hold the ceremony in the Center for Life Science at the Academy.” Tapping the com, she keyed in her reply. Glancing at Athanor, she said, “My pawn friends, Lira and Srini, will be at the wedding, unless Lira is away on a mission.” 

“Srinivasan must miss his Grand Master.” Athanor rubbed his long chin and mused, “He is a competent young man. I’ll try to contact Hanuman by my mini portal. Even if Hanuman has lost his psi powers, he should be able to read a com message.” 

Violet bit her lip. She pitied Pashtari Hanuman’s plight. The benevolent Grand Master had been their closest ally on the Council and now he was powerless. The devious Morrigu had blasted him after his powers were depleted in combat with Grand Master Garron. 

Returning to the topic of the wedding, Violet urged, “Please be kind to Tessa. She’s scared of you and she’ll be especially nervous in front of her parents. And, Phineas’ detector is proving useful. Tessa says they’ve found two talented youngsters.” 

He cupped her chin and kissed her lips. “I promise to behave. I’ll be well shielded and in my disguise.” 

Settling back into a chair, Violet scrolled through the rest of her messages. She sighed and tapped out a note to Lira and Srini, telling them she was on Terra. 

Her com chimed and Tessa’s lovely face appeared on the display. Her blonde curls framed an oval face with a perfect complexion. 

Tessa’s voice was shrill with enthusiasm. “Flashy, you’re home, Vi! I’m so thrilled you can come to our wedding. You were away for ages.” 

“Did you think I was dead?” Violet teased, laughing at her anxious friend. 

The shadow of a frown passed over Tessa’s smooth forehead. “We knew you were alive. Kondric said he’d seen you on Avalon.” 

“My Grand Master was wounded and I helped nurse him back to health.” 

Blinking her long eyelashes in surprise, Tessa said, “I thought Grand Masters lived forever.” 

“They’re not invulnerable. They can be killed or maimed,” Violet retorted, irritated by Tessa’s ignorance. 

“Oh, I didn’t realize.” Tessa’s brilliant eyes widened. She smiled and babbled, “Let’s meet for a nice chat after my wedding. You can tell me all about your adventures. I can’t stay talking right now. I’m busy with all the wedding preparations. Bye!” 

The screen blanked and Athanor growled, “I don’t know how you can stomach her squeaky prattle.” 

Snickering at his apt description of her bubbly friend, Violet asked, “Don’t you think Tessa’s beautiful?” She cocked her head, watching for his response.  

Gazing at her, he said slowly, “Tessa has an angelic face.” His lips twitched and laughter fizzled into his mind. “I’d rather look at you, my oversensitive Violet. The eager expression in your green eyes makes me yearn to embrace you.” He bent down and placed a gentle kiss on her lips. “What is your preference for dining this evening? I can fetch some food.”  

Grinning at him, she said, “Let’s have a local specialty. The Yantong restaurant delivers hot meals by drone.”  

He shrugged. “I’ll relish the change from the cake and boiled vegetables seasoned with Tingu’s scolding.” 

“She was kind when you were ill,” Violet reproached him. “We can enjoy that embrace after we eat.” 
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Chapter 4
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IN THE EVENT, ATHANOR achieved a favorable appearance for the wedding party the next day. He wore a long jacket in dark blue silk over a lighter blue shirt. The tailored jacket emphasized his athletic physique while hiding the dagger on his belt. Switching to the bland features of Taranis, he discarded his eyepatch for the brown eyes of his disguise. Violet had her party dress in her favorite purple color. Her sole ornament was the gold necklace Athanor had given her to replace the plain steel band of her pawn’s collar. The interlocked leaves of the necklace clasped two sapphires from the Crystal Cave and the jewel shaped like a violet flower he had given her. 

Glancing out the window at the leaves shaking in the wind, Athanor said, “It’s a fine summer day with a cooling breeze. We’ll walk to the Center for Life Science.” 

They strolled through the botanical gardens to the Space Academy. Under the trees, the flower beds were bright with yellow and red. The campus grounds were quiet. No one had classes on Saturday afternoon in the summer. 

Beyond the red brick lecture halls, the black marble façade of the Grand Master’s Council Hall loomed like an evil omen. Violet suppressed a shudder. The ominous aspect was scarcely diminished by her greater knowledge of the Grand Masters. 

“Don’t fear them. They presume I am dead or have lost my powers,” Athanor murmured to comfort her. 

“Amarylla Threeleaf knows you are alive,” Violet reminded him. The three-petalled Wistralian Grand Master had visited them in Tingu’s cottage when Athanor was still weak. 

“I doubt she advertised the fact. Grand Masters are not known for their trust in each other.” 

Athanor clasped her hand and they walked towards the Center for Life Science. The marriage ceremony would be held in the spacious rotunda of the Center. The long, glass-fronted building was popularly known as the Whale. The bulbous atrium at the main entrance resembled the head of a whale and the tower jutted like a tail fluke at the opposite end of the building. Two Space Corps officers stood beside the entrance, flanked by two soldiers in full combat gear. 

Violet tensed and gripped Athanor’s hand tightly. 

Emitting a curl of psi pressure, he growled, “By thunder, Space Corps anticipates trouble.” 

A familiar man-sized lobster came out of the adjacent building and scuttled on its thin jointed legs towards the rotunda. 

“Professor Gullish,” Violet hailed her Brululian teacher of xenobiology. Brululians were uncommon outside of their home planet.

The Brululian halted and its long eyestalks rotated towards them. Professor Gullish chittered, “Miss Hunter and the Griffin Grand Master, I bid you welcome. Do you share my destination, the uniting rite for Professor Wilmot and Miss Brown in the atrium of the Center for Life Science?” 

“Yes, we’re going to the marriage ceremony. Tessa is one of my best friends,” Violet answered. “How do you know the wedding couple?” 

“Tessa Brown is the junior lecturer in Life Science, and as such, she comes under my supervision. I have little knowledge of Professor Wilmot. He joined the faculty of the Space Academy only three months ago. Recently, he won the Quixsart prize for some peculiar invention.” 

“Wilmot studies the Grand Masters and their psychic powers,” Athanor said, a wry smile on his face. 

“Who can claim to be an expert on the mysterious Grand Masters?” Gullish remarked. 

Athanor growled, “Any such claim might well incur wrath if it proved to be more than a joke.” 

“How are Warden Gulpah and your children?” Violet asked, nudging Athanor into silence. 

Amused by the complications of the Brululians’ five genders, he sent to Violet, “Their children are born of your kindness in connecting two compatible genders.”

The Brululian nodded the triangular shell of his head. “They are thriving, Miss Hunter. I will visit my new family in a few days, after I have completed the students’ examinations.” 

“Ah, you plan to escape the toils of academia,” Athanor grunted. 

“Hush! We’re at the entrance,” Violet hissed. They slowed to meet the guards’ scrutiny. 

The nearest guard took a pace towards them. His bronzed face held the standard frozen expression of the military. He demanded, “Your credentials, please. Entrance to the wedding is by formal invitation only.” 

“I’m Violet Hunter. Tessa has been my best friend for years. I was invited with my friend, Taranis.” She indicated Athanor with his disguised face. 

“Both of you must take a retinal scan,” the officer said.  

Violet obliged by peering into his scanner. She sent to Athanor, “Will your retina set off an alarm?” 

“Remember, I was a student at the Academy before I became a Grand Master.” Athanor said aloud, “Space Corps is correct to provide security for this ceremony.” 

The guard raised the scanner and Athanor stared into the instrument. The swell of psi energy marked his momentary reversion to his natural eyes. 

The guard waved them on and turned to the Brululian. Despite his alien anatomy and eyestalks, Professor Gullish had no difficulty passing the inspection. He was a familiar figure on the campus. 

The doors swung open and they stepped into the light-filled atrium of the Center for Life Science. The wedding audience sat in rows of chairs on either side of the aisle. The gray uniforms of Space Corps were visible among the wedding guests. 

Pausing inside the door, Violet scanned the atrium for familiar faces. Her pawn friends, Srini and Lira sat together in one row. Professor Gullish scurried down the aisle and crouched awkwardly in a seat on the opposite side. The Brululian had difficulty fitting his fan shaped tail in the chairs intended for human anatomy.  

Leading Athanor to the seats, Violet joined Lira and Srini. Athanor collared the seat at the end of the row, stretching his long legs down the aisle. Violet grinned at her friends. She had not seen them for several weeks, well before the battle with Morrigu on Haven. 

Lira patted Violet’s forearm with her soft furry fingers in the Aman-ellan greeting. She mewed, “You were away for ages, Violet. Kondric told us you were staying on Avalon.” 

Srini had a strained look on his dark face and his voice had lost its normal cheeriness.  “I’m glad to see you’re both recovered after the battle.” Compressing his lips, he asked, “Do you know what happened to my Grand Master Hanuman? I haven’t heard from him since our expedition to guard the black barrier on the Planet of Destiny.” He tiled his head and his black eyes pleaded for a positive response. 

Violet explained, “Hanuman survived the battle on Haven. But, he was grievously injured and lost his psi powers. We have not heard from him since then. My Grand Master was weak for days, and we couldn’t travel until he regained his powers.” 

Shaking his head in disappointment, Srini sighed, “I wish I could visit my Grand Master. He was always kind to me and we had great conversations on my missions. Will I ever see him again?”  

“It may be possible to arrange a visit,” Athanor growled. “Without his psi power, Hanuman cannot easily make contact with you through your pawn’s collar.” 

“Hush!” Violet whispered. “The ceremony is beginning.” 

The band played the wedding march and the bride, groom and ritual mediator entered. They walked in a solemn procession to the center of the atrium.  

Tessa Brown and Phineas Wilmot stood a pace apart, smiling at each other. Professor Wilmot wore a straw colored suit matching his hair and mustache. He looked nervous. The bride was the star of the party. Her white lace gown with gold trim highlighted her delicate complexion and golden tresses. Joy illuminated her beautiful face. 

Feeling a twinge of envy, Violet tightened her lips and lowered her gaze to the floor. 

Squeezing her hand, Athanor sent, “I desire no other woman. Where else could I find a loyal companion who enjoys my psi power? You have expressive green eyes and a beautiful psychic aura.” 

“Thank you.” Violet smiled and glanced up at his plain Taranis face. 

The Director of the Center for Life Science opened the ceremony. He had taught biology to Tessa and Violet in their first year at the Academy. His slow, sonorous voice tended to send his listeners to sleep and today was no exception. He began with a long winded introduction to the bride and groom and their excellent qualities. 

Bored by the lecture, Athanor leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. In contrast, Violet’s green eyes gleamed with delight as she gazed at the wedding couple. She had never attended a marriage rite and Tessa was her special friend. Concealing her thoughts from Athanor, Violet suppressed her worries. How could she ever get married when she loved a Grand Master? Lira purred beside her, untroubled by the shadows of the Grand Masters. 

While she watched the ceremony, Violet kept her senses tuned to Athanor. She feared he would fall asleep and inadvertently expose everyone to his raw power when he woke. His mind hazed and she sent him a mental pinch. 

Suppressing a yawn, he sent unconvincingly, “I’m awake.” His thoughts sharpened and he griped, “Next time, remind me not to accept an invitation to a wedding.” 

“You weren’t invited,” she snickered mentally and squeezed his hand. He groaned under his breath.  

After the Director finished his introduction, the wedding rite was short and simple. The mediator offered a blessing and Phineas slid the ring over Tessa’s slender finger. Violet’s eyes misted, anticipating their happiness. 

Boom! 

A red explosion shattered the glass panes in the curved wall of the atrium. Screams mingled with the tinkle of glass shards on the stone-tiled floor. Menacing psi pressure vibrated around the room. 

Eyes flaring ruby light, Morrigu dropped into the central space. Her long blonde braids and four red arms were a nightmarish hybrid of Celtic and Hindu myths. 

Tessa crumpled in a dead faint. Phineas caught her in his arms and backed away from the horrid scarlet beams of the Red Queen. She had violated the critical ban against exposing normal people to her raw psi energy. 

Violet swept her gaze around the atrium, startled by the devastating effects of Morrigu’s raw power. Half of the wedding guests had collapsed in psychic trauma and the rest were rigid with shock
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