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Description

Psychically linked lovers fight the powerful Grand Masters dominating the galaxy. 

The rebellious Grand Master, Athanor Griffin, devises a risky plan to uncover the culprits responsible for the life-threatening failures in the galactic portal web. His loyal pawn and lover, empath Violet Hunter, is the key to success as they travel across the galaxy, contending with hostile aliens and Grand Masters. But, she wrestles with her erratic psychic talents and doubts about their unequal partnership. She must surmount her insecurities and recruit allies to survive the inevitable battle with their enemies. Their worst nightmares lie ahead. 
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THE FIRST RAYS OF THE morning sun slanted across the tumbled blocks as Athanor Griffin strode through the wreckage of his castle. His tall figure cast a giant shadow over the broken walls and stretched to the hill beyond the destruction wrought by his enemies. The Grand Master’s aura rippled in blue waves of anger, a vivid contrast to his grimy, blood-stained robes. 

Trailing a few paces behind him, Violet trod carefully over the rubble and waited for his rage to subside. The clean cold air heightened her senses and she perceived a landscape of stark contrast. The stone blocks bleached to white by the sunlight on one side, and the rest in black shadow. Broken walls outlined the original rooms of the castle where she had stayed briefly with Athanor before Morrigu’s assault. The Red Queen’s explosive blast had destroyed the castle, leaving no walls higher than waist height. 

Violet shuddered, remembering her frantic flight from the red fury of Morrigu and her desperate search for allies to rescue Athanor. Merging their psychic powers, they had prevailed against their enemies. Now, Athanor’s bitter anger at the loss of his castle obscured his mind from her empathic sense.

Athanor halted and Violet felt the rumble of psi pressure. She hurried towards him, anticipating an outburst of rage. 

The Grand Master stopped in the epicenter of the damage and rotated, scanning the wreckage. Spots of color among the gray stones showed pieces of the tapestries and fine carpets from the rooms. Abruptly, the Grand Master thrust out his fist, flinging an electric flash of psychic energy. His target, an innocuous pile of blocks, shattered into fragments. 

Pivoting to face her, he cried, “What did I do to her to deserve such vicious destruction?” The eerie blue glow of his eyes under jet black eyebrows emphasized the pallor of his angry face. “Not one of the Grand Masters came to my aid when Morrigu attacked. For years, I’ve attended their tedious Council meetings and complied with their stupid rules. All the time, they ignored my complaints.” Blasting another block into smithereens, he growled, “I have never assaulted them or intruded onto their domains.” 

She slid her hand between his clamped fingers, hoping to comfort him. “Morrigu accused me for stealing the Sword of Tyr on my mission to Cinerea,” she said, shifting the blame to herself. “And, we saw her signs on the planet where we met.” 

His eyes flared blue fire and he spat out, “Morrigu has no official claim to Cinerea or that uncharted planet. She assaulted me in violation of the rules prohibiting aggression against another Council member. The Grand Masters have grown malignant and the Council of Twelve is rotten at its core.” 

“Eleven not Twelve,” Violet corrected him. “We killed Radjuser before Morrigu vanished.” 

Athanor glanced at her and scowled. “Hades, I won’t forget her awful cackle. Morrigu has retreated to mend her wounds. I swear by Odin she’ll return to torment us again.” His eyelids hooded in thought. “While her energies are low, I’ll plan a strategy for her defeat.” 

Her hair streaming back from the waves of his psychic energy, Violet reminded him of her quest. “I’m seeking the source of the portal failures. Do you think Morrigu is the culprit or some other Grand Master?”  

“Morrigu cannot hide her malevolence. For the rest, I don’t know. We are masters of deceit. I cannot read their blocked minds, nor do I trust the good intentions of more than one or two of my colleagues on the Council.” 

“My empathy may let me probe their minds,” she offered, but her words were drowned in his surge of grief at his loss. 

He stared over her head at the broken remnants of his castle. A drawn out groan escaped his lips and he said, “I am not by nature a vengeful man. The Council, and the Red Queen in particular, taught me to hate.” 

“Athanor, they destroyed your castle. Yet, you’re still alive and free. Don’t let anger warp your thoughts,” Violet counseled, projecting serenity to counter the violence of his hatred. This time, he opened his mind to accept her comfort. He embraced her and bowed his head, the black locks of his hair brushing against her cheek. 

His lips tingled with psi power as he kissed her forehead. He murmured into her hair, “You’re correct. My power is intact and I have my sensible pawn. Your bright star mark will guide me through the murk of despondency.” 

She voiced his dilemma, “Do you want to rebuild your castle or to seek vengeance?” 

The Grand Master swiveled to scan the ruins once more and his eyes brightened to blue flames. He shook his head. The blue glow of his eyes dimmed, and he gazed beyond the rubble to the mountains. Their white peaks jutted into the azure sky. His voice lowered to a hoarse whisper, “Truth is, I don’t know what to do. All my life I’ve teleported out from danger.” 

His words evoked a vision of a mischievous boy. Violet asked, “Is that how you escaped when you played tricks on Mother Tingu?” 

“When she accused me, I ported away from her cottage. I spent many hours roaming the mountains of Avalon.” 

“Oh, I did too. But, I asked her permission first.” The White Mother Tingu had tutored both of them at different times, a quarter century apart. 

Athanor brushed his fingers over her hair. “You’re fearless! I’ve watched you march straight into danger and thought I’d lose my little pawn.” 

Jutting her chin, she said, “I’m willing to fight for a good cause. Why did you become a Grand Master if you hate to fight?” 

“Power can be employed in less violent ways.” He murmured, “You’re correct. I risked death to gain the power of a Grand Master.” His thoughts skittered away from a terrible black pit in the depths of his mind. “Don’t ask me how. I swore never to describe the ritual.” 

She assured him, “You know I don’t pry deeper than you wish. I respect people’s privacy.”

He gazed into her green eyes and his deep voice echoed from the hillside. “We’ll work together, whether I seek vengeance on my attackers, or labor to reconstruct my home.” Psi energy shimmered from him and he growled, “Neither task fills me with enthusiasm. It took years to construct my castle. And, locating Morrigu will be a challenge. She could be skulking anywhere in the galaxy. The trick will be to flush her into the open.” 

“Tell me how I can help.” She clasped his chest, enjoying the tingle of psi energy. With their intimate mental link, Violet felt she had known him for years, although they had only been together for a few days. 

Athanor looked around at the debris and shook his head. “I have no home to share with my delightful pawn. My castle lies in ruins. I’ve lost my library, my priceless old books, and all my com records from decades of exploring the galaxy.” 

“Maybe we can retrieve some of your possessions,” Violet suggested. Nearby, a patch of blue cloth caught her eye. She eased the material from the surrounding blocks and shook the cloth into the wind. It flapped like a flag, revealing the blue shape of the griffin rampant, Athanor’s emblem. 

“Look!” she shouted, as the cloth waved in the gusty winds. “We can raise your standard to show we are determined to vanquish our enemies.” 

His lips twitched in his normal wry humor and he said, “By Odin’s eye, we can reclaim some things from the wreckage.” He straightened the banner and looked around, brows meeting in a frown. “Where are the Jacksons? Tingu said my caretakers survived the attack. We can raise the griffin flag as a signal that my domain is safe.” 

The Grand Master’s power surged and a long pole appeared in his outstretched hand. Violet tied the griffin standard to the end of the pole and Athanor anchored the pole in a pile of rubble. They admired the rippling banner, standing together with their arms around each other. 

The cool, fresh breeze brought the scent of ripe fruit from the orchard and the tang of salt from the ocean. Violet gazed beyond the stones scattered from the ruined castle to the splendid landscape under the deep blue sky. On the left, forests flanked the mountain peaks, looming darkly in the rising sun. To her right, the turquoise ocean sparkled in the distance. The vivid colors of the sky and ocean had no rival anywhere she had seen in her twenty two years, even on the lovely planet of Avalon. She loved this quiet place, far from the crowded cities of the civilized planets. 

“It’s beautiful,” she said, swinging her arms to encompass the wide landscape. 

His voice rang with pride, “Yes, I chose this beautiful location for my castle. I have a spring for fresh water, fertile soil for the gardens, and the glorious panorama.” 

“Master Athanor!” The shout came from the sturdy figure of Jamail Jackson. He stood at the edge of the trees beyond the garden wall with Zoe at his side. Athanor raised his hand in greeting. The couple emerged from the trees, and walked across the garden, Jamail limping on his cane. Their joy at the restoration of their lost Master was palpable even at a distance.  

The Grand Master pulled Violet to her feet and strode towards the Jacksons, muting his power to a safe level. The two couples met by the orchard gate. 

“We have lost our home,” the Grand Master said. The tight line of his mouth revealed his repressed anger. Clinging on his arm, Violet smiled at the Jacksons. 

Voluble in their relief at seeing their Master, words spluttered from the two caretakers. 

His dark face cracking into a smile, Jamail said, “You’re safe, Master Athanor.” 

“We were so worried,” Zoe exclaimed, her plump cheeks reddened by the cold wind. 

“Violet rescued me,” Athanor said. “We were fortunate to survive the Red Queen’s animosity.” 

Jamail explained, “We ran off when the alarm sounded and hid in the woods, as you instructed for an emergency. When we saw the griffin flag we knew you had returned.” 

Wide-eyed with fright, Zoe burst out, “It was awful! That horrible red woman smashed the walls of our home. And, the giant octopus squirted orange slime everywhere. Will they attack us again?” 

The Grand Master’s lips curled in a satisfied smirk. “We killed the orange Grand Master, Radjuser, and the Red Queen fled the fight.” His eyes flicked from one attentive face to the next, and he announced, “We’ll be safe here. The Red Queen cannot recover her power quickly.” 

The Jacksons’ expressions eased at his words. They trusted him. With a nod of approval, Jamail reported, “Everything was quiet yesterday, so I sneaked out to search the wreckage. I found the fuel cube, but it doesn’t work. What’s worse, our water supply is fouled with orange scum.” 

“I’ll check the water and the cube,” Athanor said. “What about the animals?” 

“Most of the goats wandered back to us and half the chickens.” Jamail pointed to a makeshift pen under the nearest trees of the forest. 

Practical Zoe offered, “The explosions killed two of our hens. I’ll make chicken stew for dinner.” 

“Where’s the cat?” Athanor asked. Violet remembered the friendly, orange and white cat, Rascal.”

The Jacksons shook their heads and looked glum.

Zoe’s face crumpled and she dropped to sit on a convenient block. “It’s all gone! My kitchen, my nice rocking chair, the silver brooch my mother gave me for my birthday.” She buried her face in her hands and sobbed. 

No one spoke. The explosion of grief rocked Violet. She caught hold of Athanor’s arm, sensing his desire for revenge. Stalwart Jamail waited for instructions. Lost in their own woes, they didn’t know how to comfort the weeping Zoe. 

Violet knelt and hugged the plump woman. “We’re alive. We’ll build another home.” 

“We lost our home before,” Zoe wailed. “And then, Master Athanor brought us here, and we were happy for years.” 

Glancing up at the Grand Master, Violet felt him come to a resolution. He gestured to the rubble of his castle. “Let’s see what we can retrieve. I’ll check the water first.” 

The Grand Master strode to the rear of the ruined castle with Violet trailing behind. He halted, frowning at the sunken morass that had been his swimming pool. A murky orange slime covered the water. “Radjuser’s vile secretions,” he said, wrinkling his nose. 

The stench was awful. Violet gagged and recoiled in disgust, pinching her nose to damp the fetid odor. Observing her distress, Athanor suggested, “Shield your nose to block the stink.” 

She tried to raise a physical shield, but the retching distracted her. Glancing at Athanor, she shook her head. His mental nudge calmed her, and he showed her how to shape a porous shield. At last, she took a cautious breath of odorless air without choking. He nodded to acknowledge her success, and returned his attention to the water. 

He explained, “The source of water is clean. An underground spring flows into the pool.” The Grand Master applied his power. Clear water fanned out from the source, displacing the orange sludge to the edges. Standing beside him, Violet watched in fascination.

Glancing at her face, he answered her unspoken question, “My natural talent is telekinesis. I can move objects, even microscopic objects like molecules. Thus, I can separate the contaminants to purify the water.” The orange slime coalesced into globs and disappeared in a flare of psi power. 

“Where did you send the stinky scum?” Violet asked. 

His lips curled in a smug smile and he said, “I ported the scum into the sun where it will burn in the internal furnace. The purified water is safe to drink.” 

Jamail showed him the fuel cube. Its metal exterior appeared undamaged. Athanor tapped his fingers on the silver cube and flicked psi energy. A button on the panel shone green. He handed the cube back to Jamail. “It will work now. I fixed the broken connections.” 

Thanks to Athanor’s telekinesis skills they had potable water and a source of electricity. The Grand Master gestured to the broken walls. “Let’s see what else we can salvage.” 

They split up to scour the rubble for anything worth saving. 
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Chapter 2
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EYES NARROWED IN CONCENTRATION, Violet traced the lines of the toppled walls to locate the original rooms. Her goal was Athanor’s bedroom where she hoped to find the pack with her spare clothes, while he needed clothes to replace his tattered robe. A piteous meow matched a mental cry for help. She paused, her hands on a waist-high section of broken wall.

“Rascal!” she called, and her thought winged to Athanor, “Your cat is alive and trapped under the blocks.” 

He walked over. “Where is Rascal?” 

“In a damp place full of mice,” she translated the mental image from the cat. 

“The cellar,” Jamail said, overhearing as he passed with a load of cooking pots. 

She linked minds with the Grand Master and they located the cat crouched in a low space. With a flare of power, Athanor ported the orange cat into his arms. 

Rascal purred loudly, “Good! Good!” and rubbed his head against Athanor’s neck. His fur was matted and dried blood caked one side of his head. Violet examined the cat and discovered only a shallow scrape on his head. 

Stroking the friendly animal, Athanor said, “The Jacksons came to my castle because of this outspoken cat. Some day when we have leisure, I’ll tell you the story.” Flicks of psi energy from his fingers cleaned Rascal’s fur. He handed the purring cat to Violet. “Take him to Zoe. I’m sure she can find some food.” 

Violet smiled. Under his harsh features and gruff voice, Athanor hid a kind heart. 

Rascal understood his master’s words. Meowing, “Food!” he jumped out of Violet’s arms and trotted towards Zoe with his tail held high. Violet strolled after the cat, while Athanor wandered in the opposite direction. When Rascal reached Zoe, he rubbed his back against her legs, purring happily. 

“He’s alive!” Zoe cried, rejoicing at every sign of her old comfortable life.  

Returning to her search, Violet navigated by the crumpled walls beyond the pool to what she estimated was his bedroom. She recognized the upended frame of his large bed, which she had shared for a single night. Now, the bed was unusable, with the frame snapped in two and chunks ripped from the mattress by the Red Queen’s blast. Scattered white curls of feathers marked the trajectory of the explosion. 

Violet shook her head at the wet mess in his bedroom. Splashes of water from the pool had soaked everything within a few paces and clumps of sodden clothes trailed from the shattered remains of his wardrobe. Stepping closer, Violet caught sight of a familiar strap looped over a fallen bedpost. With a cry of elation, she pounced on the backpack filled with her precious belongings. Digging inside, she found her spare clothes and the nutrient bars. They were clean and dry, protected by the tough outer fabric of her travel bag. 

She shrugged the pack over her shoulders and carried a stack of Athanor’s clothes to the area where the Jacksons were piling their salvaged items. They had dug out pots and pans from the old kitchen and other miscellaneous items for preparing meals. Violet showed the clothes to Zoe. 

Lifting one of the Grand Master’s silk robes, Zoe sighed at the mud stains. She exchanged a glance with Violet, and said, “I’ll wash his clothes in the stream.” 

Violet nodded, “He’ll need to change out of the blood stained robe he wore in the dungeon.” Returning to the wrecked walls, she scavenged among the stones for Athanor’s books and com chips.

Two hours later, Violet found Athanor sitting on a broken wall, his chin cupped in his hands. His dark face held a brooding expression. “What are you pondering about?” she asked him quietly, placing a hand on his shoulder. 

He glanced at her. “I must take action! The Red Queen has hated me for many years. For too long I have been merely a passive observer, reluctant to take a stand against her aggression. Morrigu has broken the Council rules for the last time. My kidnapping and wanton destruction of my property beg for retribution.” 

She rubbed his shoulders in silent sympathy and he reached up to caress her hand. He murmured, “Don’t worry, Violet. I won’t brood on the loss of my castle. Hades, it would take forever to locate every one of my possessions. Not the best use of my powers.” 

Violet nodded in agreement. “We’ve got the essentials to survive.” She ran her fingers over his firm biceps, enjoying the tingle of psi power, and elicited his smile. 

He squeezed her arm. “Give me a little time to devise my game plan.” 

“I’ll help the Jacksons. Jamail has built a fire pit for cooking and Zoe is preparing a meal. You must come to eat when the food is ready.” 

Violet wandered back to the temporary camp constructed by Jamail and his wife. They had cleared stones from a space in front of a low wall acting as a windbreak. Jamail sat on a stone block, turning the spit to roast two chickens over the fire. Violet sniffed the enticing aroma and her stomach rumbled. She hadn’t eaten since yesterday when they had tea and cake in Mother Tingu’s cottage after the fight to rescue Athanor. A few feet away, Zoe washed vegetables in a bowl retrieved from the wreckage of her kitchen. 

The peaceful domestic scene warmed Violet’s heart. This enterprising couple could make anywhere feel like home. 

“How’s the Master?” Jamail asked, his gruff manner concealing his anxiety. 

Violet reassured him, “He’s planning his strategy.” 

“Good! He never likes to sit idle for long,” he replied with genuine satisfaction. 

“He’ll embroil us in some troublesome venture,” Zoe grumbled, drying her hands in her apron. 

“Well, I’ve promised to help him. If he plans to attack our enemies among the Grand Masters, it’s my goal also,” Violet said stoutly. 

After searching in the rubble for much of the day, the caretaker couple had gathered piles of salvage. They had accumulated heaps of clothes and bedding as well as kitchen goods. A large wooden chest held a stack of hand weapons from diverse cultures. Another chest contained jewelry and ornaments, while a third box was full of com chips. Jamail had scavenged two of the stone griffins. They stood forlornly next to the chests, only slightly chipped by the explosion.

“The chickens are ready. It’s time to call Master Athanor, Miss Hunter,” Jamail said. 

“Please call me Violet. We’re on an equal footing here.” She sent the mind call to Athanor, “Come and eat with us!”  

After a brief pause, as if she had interrupted his calculations, his reply winged into her mind, “I’m coming.” 

Violet watched him stroll toward them, idly flicking pebbles against the broken walls. She walked to meet him, anxious to forestall any reemergence of his black mood. He had shielded his thoughts, possibly due to focusing on his strategy rather than deliberately excluding her. 

As she drew closer, his mind opened to her, “Don’t worry about me, anxious pawn. I have survived worse disasters.” She sensed a coil of jubilation through his weariness. When she reached him, he quirked his dark brows and said, “My game is planned! I’ll pry our enemies from their lairs.” 

“First, we’ll eat,” she reminded him. 

“Are you hungry again, little pawn?” he said with a tolerant smile. 

She raised her eyebrows, “Well, I haven’t eaten since yesterday evening in Mother Tingu’s cottage. I’m sure you should eat too.” 

“You’re right. I must recover my strength.” 

Joining the Jacksons, they sat cross legged on the ground or perched on stone blocks, and dined on chicken and salad leaves picked from the garden. No one spoke. The only sound was the chirping of small birds in the trees. For a brief moment, their loss slipped to the back of their minds and they enjoyed the picnic. 

* * *
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When they had eaten, Athanor looked at the Jacksons. “Jamail and Zoe,” he said. “I’ll be away for a few days. Give me a list of your requirements, merely the basics for the two of you. Don’t be concerned for my needs.”  

Violet glanced at him in surprise. She asked, “Where are you going?” 

He brushed his knuckles across her cheek and quirked his eyebrow. “I plan to visit the Council Hall on Terra. You, my little pawn, will accompany me.” 

Zoe piped up, a smile in her brown eyes, “We won’t starve. We’ve got the barrels of flour and rounds of cheese in the cellar and we can clear the stones from the garden.” She gestured at the rows of vegetables. “The plants are fine.” 

“Begging your pardon, Master Athanor,” Jamail said earnestly. “We’ve been lucky with the weather so far. The dry spell won’t last.” He nodded towards the gloomy clouds scudding above the mountain peaks. “A thunderstorm’s coming, and the rain will damage the goods we salvaged.”  

The Grand Master said, “I would be remiss to leave you without a weatherproof shelter.” He gestured at the tumbled blocks from his castle walls. “We have abundant building materials.” Rubbing his hands together in preparation, he ordered, “Stay back, I’ll employ full power.” 

The Jacksons moved twenty paces away to the wall at the back of the garden. Violet noted they judged the distance very accurately. 

Striding across the ruins, the Grand Master stopped on a section of tiled floor. He cleared the fallen blocks to make a rectangle of space. He swiveled slowly, pointing at one block after another and porting them to the edges of the cleared area. 

Violet watched in fascination. The walls rose slowly, block by block, until he had constructed three sides of a shelter. He partially enclosed the fourth side to leave an opening for a door, and placed a sheet of metal over the top as a roof. Then, he shook his fingers, as if they ached, and remarked, “Merely a temporary shelter for the present. If all goes well, I’ll return in a few days and erect a more substantial house for you.”

Athanor’s mind hazed and Violet leaped to his side. He shook his head, dismissing her concern and muttered, “Blasted power’s low. I’ll need time to recharge.” 

Taking Violet’s hand, he strolled into the orchard and sat on a weathered bench in the shade of an apple tree. He leaned back with a sigh. Sensing his exhaustion, Violet massaged his shoulders. 

She asked quietly, “What is your plan?” 

Brushing a loose strand of hair from her face, he said, “My plan will proceed in stages. I’ll force our opponents to react, and then I’ll counterattack.” 

Violet tugged his long hair playfully, “You’re not answering my question.” 

Blue light flickered in his eyes and he growled, “My strategy is like a game of chess. I shall make the first move by making an official complaint to the Council and demand restitution for the attack on me. The next move depends on their reaction. I have devised subsequent moves to cover several possible scenarios.” 

Psi-pressure buffeted her, but she remained calm, knowing his love of dramatic effects. His voice boomed like distant thunder, “Each step leads further into danger. I’ll drive a wedge into the fake unity of the Council and force them into opposing parties.” 

Ice slid down her spine. Violet shuddered, imagining the ferocity of the Red Queen magnified several-fold by her co-conspirators on the Council. His warning of danger was not an exaggeration. Biting her lip, she asked, “How many of the Grand Masters do you count among your enemies?”

His eyes flashed. “Not all of them, my perceptive pawn.” 

She grinned at him, “Athanor, I believe you have adopted the quest proposed by Mother Tingu.”  

“Yes, we must identify the Grand Masters who work to destroy galactic civilization, and encourage the better ones to unify against them. Do not imagine the task will be easy.”

“What is my role in your game?” 

He patted her hand, “You will support me with your acute empathy.” 

She said in a small, shaky voice, “Where do we start?” 

“At the Space Academy,” he growled. 

Violet cringed at her painful memories of the confusion of emotions from the crowds on the campus. She muttered, “I’d like to visit the Academy with you, although it’s not my favorite place. Terra has too many people spouting too many feelings for my comfort as an empath.”  

He caught her hands and caressed the palms. “Nor do I enjoy visiting the Academy. I must expend energy on tight shields to prevent exposing ordinary people to my lethal psi power. Neither of us can be truly comfortable in a crowd. Yet, my scheme begins with a formal appeal to the Council.” 

She frowned, uncertain of their relationship with the new intimacy of the mental link. 

Answering her unspoken question, he growled with a rumble of menace, “I’m your Grand Master and you are still my pawn and bound to obey me. Your contract is for one year of service.” Trickling psi power, he rubbed his finger over her steel collar bearing the two sapphires that matched his blue eyes. 

Glaring at him, she protested, “Is this another mission or a break?” She quoted from the official contract, “A rest period of at least two weeks is allocated between consecutive missions.”

Violet looked up and he kissed her. “Delightful pawn, I refuse to permit you a break from me.” Psi power zinged between them, flooding her body with warmth. 

“All right,” she sighed, reluctant to leave his arms. “What shall I take?” She frowned, counting up her scant possessions, the armor and Sword of Tyr, and her backpack of emergency supplies. 

“Take your pack. My plan involves travel to several planets. The sword will be safer here.” He pointed at the hillside. “Hide the sword and armor in the cavity above the spring. I’ll fetch them when needed.” 

She found the hole and pushed her weaponry deep inside. When she turned back, Athanor was stripping off his torn blue robe to reveal his well-muscled, brown chest. Violet flushed, and his mouth twitched into a smile. Amplified by their psychic linkage, his desire mirrored hers. The rays of his eyes swept appreciatively over her slender figure. Then, he pulled on his travel clothes, the black leather jacket and the belt with the griffin buckle. 

“We’ll go immediately, lest I fall into complacency and fix a mattress for us under the stars.” His thoughts sent a warm tingle into her. 

“Complacency! Is that what you call it?” she yelped, yanking at the lapels of his jacket. 

He winked, and his grim hawk face morphed into the bland features and short curly hair of his disguise, Taranis. “Minx! Time flies.” He wrapped an arm around her waist and tapped the enhancer behind his ear. They ported into the vortices of the void. Theoretically, teleportation was instantaneous and occurred by skimming along the arcs of intersecting universes. In Violet’s perception, they spiraled through an eerie silence filled with aural coils in colors extending beyond the visible spectrum.  
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Chapter 3
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THEY EMERGED INSIDE a secluded thicket of trees in the botanical gardens at the Terran Space Academy. Sheltered amid the bushes, Violet took a single breath of the musty air and cringed at the influx of a myriad of minds. She shielded quickly. The Grand Master muted his power and the eerie light vanished from his eyes. 

Glancing up at his face, Violet sent, “I miss your real face with the blue glow in your eyes.” 

“The psi shield is a necessary evil for a Grand Master in public places. I can’t have people collapsing when they come within a few paces of me.” 

Violet led Athanor to the house outside the botanical gardens where she rented a room. She ran up the stairs, eager to see her room again. Her palm print opened the door and she stepped inside. She halted with a gasp of dismay. The place was a shambles. Her small table and chair upended, her bedding in a messy tangle, and her meager possessions scattered over the room. 

At her next step, broken glass crunched under her boot. Looking down, she saw fragments of her best china with the gold rims and decorative violet flowers. Her mother had given her the china set when she joined the Academy. Suddenly overwhelmed by the vandalism, Violet covered her mouth with her hands. “Voids!” she groaned. 

Athanor’s voice was harsh, “By thunder, I see Morrigu was here. Vindictive witch!” Slipping his arm around her shoulders, he murmured into her hair, “Now you know how I feel.”

Tears swept into Violet’s eyes. “I had so little. Has she destroyed everything I owned?” 

“The furniture isn’t damaged. I think she tossed a quick blast in her haste to pursue you.” He set an upturned chair on its legs and hung his jacket on the back. “I’ll help you clear up.” She mopped her eyes. He had lost more than she had ever owned. Now, they both had losses to avenge. 

Heavy footsteps clumped on the stairs and Violet stepped back to the door. Her landlady paused at the top, out of breath and wheezing from the climb. When she recovered, Mrs. Adams called, “Miss Violet, whatever happened to your room? When I saw the mess, I thought you’d been snatched away by robbers, or those queer old Grand Masters from Council Hall. I’d have to advertise for another lodger.” 

“I had to leave in a hurry,” Violet said in apology, steeling herself for an interrogation. “You shouldn’t have worried. My rent is paid every month, even when I’m away on a mission.” 

“Who’ve you got there?” Mrs. Adams said with a shrewd glance at Athanor’s formidable figure. 

Violet grinned and told the truth, “Mr. Griffin is my employer. He wanted to see where I live.” 

Mrs. Adams pursed her lips in disapproval, although her response was mild. “Well, dearie, it’s your life. I don’t bother my renters, unless they’re over noisy. I’ll leave you to show him around.” The landlady shook her head and stumped down the stairs, possibly with the wrong impression of her lodger. 

“Oh voids!” Violet groaned. “What does she think of us?”

“Never mind, she won’t disturb us,” Athanor said. He maintained a cynical detachment from the foibles of humanity. 

Now that they were alone, his bland face relaxed into his natural features. Violet smiled with approval. She much preferred his true visage, despite the fierce expression created by his hook of a nose and thick black brows.  

He quirked an eyebrow and asked, “Why have you chosen to live in this one tiny room? Surely your credits from completing the missions successfully enable you to rent a larger place?”  

Bristling at his criticism, Violet shrugged. “I’m sorry the room is too small for your taste. Remember, I’m only on Terra for two weeks between my missions. The privacy and quiet location are more important to me than the size of the room.”  

A wry smile flickered on his grim face and he waved a hand at the jumble of her belongings. “Permit me to rearrange your furniture, my lovely employee! This space will suffice for the present, while I make the first move in my game.” Athanor set to work, shifting items by telekinesis. He arranged the furniture to the original positions he saw in her mental image. Violet picked up her scattered possessions. She stuffed her clothes back into the drawers and shoved the loose com chips into a box. Athanor flicked his fingers and conjured the chips into a neat stack. 

“You’re very handy to have about the house, making everything tidy,” she teased. “Without you, I would have sat down and cried.” 

“It is easier than repairing my castle,” he said, adding a sober note, while he swept the fragments of glass into a bin. “Your bed is too small, but we will manage for the short time we’re at the Academy.” His tone was disparaging. 

Violet suppressed the initial retort on her lips. He didn’t need to be reminded that his large bed had been smashed in the destruction of his castle and they had slept on the ground last night. He had chosen to stay in her small room. 

* * *
[image: image]


When the room was rearranged and cleared of clutter, Violet gazed around her compact apartment with satisfaction. In her opinion, the best feature was the large window overlooking the botanical gardens. She had the usual kitchen alcove and hygiene cylinder next to a wall of built-in cabinets and drawers for storage. Her scanty furniture consisted of a bed, a table that doubled as a desk, two small chairs, and an armchair she had rescued from the trash. 

Searching through the cabinets, Violet found little to eat. As usual, she had forgotten to stock up on food before she left on her mission. She prepared coffee in the tiny kitchen. Three paces away, Athanor lounged in the armchair with his eyes closed, weary after exerting psi power all day. Even in repose, the Grand Master looked formidable, a dark figure with the face of a predator. An unlikely visitor in her small room! How had one of the most powerful entities in the galaxy landed in her humble abode, half-asleep and hogging the only comfortable chair? A chair unsuited for his large frame so that his long legs stretched across the carpet. 

Harry, her boyfriend when she was at the Academy, had slouched in the same armchair. Veiling her thoughts, she compared her two lovers. She had split amicably with Harry when he joined Space Corps, knowing his survey tours would take him away from Terra for months or even years. Now, his slim boyish figure held little attraction for her. Violet preferred Athanor’s lean brown body and the spicy tingle of his psi power. She loved the warmth of their mental link. Best of all, Athanor accepted her psychic abilities. Harry would be horrified to learn of her unnatural empathy.  

Gazing at Athanor, Violet sensed his tiredness covered deep grief at his loss of the castle and his valued possessions. She handed him coffee and a nutrient bar, and quipped brightly, “Best Martian produce and standard fare for poor Terrans. Sorry, it’s all I’ve got.” He made no comment, perhaps resigned to experiencing the life of an ordinary person. 

Violet sat at the small table, activated her com and scanned the messages accumulated during her absence on the other side of the galaxy. The com signals traveled at the speed of light and were impractical at any distance further than Mars. She discarded the majority as worthless ads. Her pawn friends were away on their missions, judging by the lack of calls. Among the few remaining messages was one from her friend, Tessa, which she read with interest. 

“Athanor,” she cried, “My friend Tessa has invited me to her engagement party. I’m shocked to hear she has a fiancé. We were good friends at the Academy. Why, we met every day until we graduated three months ago. She was dating one of the other pawns. Last time we met, she was crying because Gary never returned from his mission. Tessa believed he was killed by his Grand Master. He had a ruby in his pawn’s collar, and I guessed the Red Queen murdered him. Now, Tessa’s engaged to a Professor Phineas Wilmot. Quick work since I never heard of him before.” 

“You forget how much can occur in a few days,” he said, quirking an eyebrow. 

Violet smiled at him and agreed, “Flashy, it’s true. So much has changed since I left for my last mission. It seems years ago.” When she first became a pawn, she never would have imagined her Grand Master lolling on her chair. All she had known was his griffin avatar with the flashy blue eyes and gruff voice. 
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