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Empath Violet embarks on a new and desperate mission to find her missing lover.

Violet’s happy family is shattered when Athanor Griffin vanishes. The formidable Grand Master might have teleported anywhere in the galaxy. Violet strives to find her psychic partner, while looking after their baby and fulfilling his duties on the Council. Her frantic search uncovers a new threat to galactic civilization along with resurgence of the infamous Ixioth slavers. The Council dithers in response to her call for action, and even her former allies believe the Griffin is dead. She must risk her son, her psi-powers, and her life to rescue her beloved mate in the hope they can unite to fight the menace.
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VIOLET SAT IN THE NURSERY of the Griffin’s Eyrie, rocking her baby son in her arms and crooning a lullaby. Little Varan smiled at her. At nine months old, the jet black of his short hair rivaled his father’s. His blue-green eyes were solemn, his eyelids drifting lower as he grew sleepy.  

The orange cat, Rascal, a furry weight across her shoulders, purred his loud, “Love you, love you.” 

The two fluffies curled at her feet like a pair of oversized bunny slippers. Dilly and Dally had identical white noses and long silky fur, although Dilly had conspicuous white patches on her brown flanks. Their alien minds mumbled a contented refrain, “Sleep, happy sleep, sleep happy.”  

Her usual entourage of bedtime assistants, except for Athanor, her beloved psychic partner. They had exchanged vows and rings at a formal ceremony, and now, she held their son. Violet hummed to little Varan, alert for his father to pop in at any moment. Athanor was travelling on diplomatic affairs for the Grand Masters’ Council. He teleported home almost every day, arriving at odd hours, depending on the event and planetary cycles at his target. Often, she accompanied him, leaving Varan in the Jackson’s care. But this morning, their little son had been fretful, and she had stayed home to soothe him. 

She glanced out the nursery window and smiled at the gorgeous scenery. Low on the horizon beyond the orchard, the sun sparkled on the turquoise waves of the ocean. She loved the Griffin’s Eyrie, the beautiful planet where Athanor had built his castle, and her home for almost two years. After Varan fell asleep, she could tackle her tasks. She ought to check the reports from the drones in orbit around her planets, her share of the booty from ousting the conspirators on the Council. Unlike their opponents, she complied with the formal goals of the Council to foster peace and recruit new sapient entities into the Galactic Congress. 

Judging the time with the precision of habit, she laid her sleeping son in the crib, kissed his mop of dark hair, and tucked the blanket with the blue griffin around him. Varan sighed, but did not wake. The two fluffies hopped over the rail and snuggled in beside the little boy. She brushed her fingers over their long silky fur. Displaced from her shoulders, Rascal rubbed against her bare legs and mewed for his share of attention. 

Now their son was asleep, she allowed her love for Athanor to rise to the forefront of her mind. Her formidable partner had spent the past month visiting members of the Galactic Congress. He worked tirelessly to advocate peace and encourage psychics, determined to rectify the past failures of the Council. To most people’s surprise, he was a devoted father, playing with his little son for hours. His telekinetic skills were invaluable. He could flick a finger to clean the baby with a psi breeze. At times, he looked after Varan while she chatted with her friends at the Academy. She admired his kindness as much as his strength of purpose and astute mind. Two years ago, she had feared she would never find a man who would love her in spite of her ability to read emotions. Now her worries seemed foolish. Athanor enjoyed their psychic link, and he could block her probe if he wished.  

“Violet!” Athanor’s mental cry pierced her thoughts. 

Pain stabbed her temples. 

Varan wailed. 

Rascal yowled. The fluffies uncurled and twitched their little noses in the air. 

Had they heard Athanor or just picked up on her alarm? She couldn’t think clearly with the baby crying. Damping the upsurge of her emotions, she picked up her son and soothed him with a song. Ten minutes later, he quietened and she laid him back on the mattress. His quiet breathing comforted her. The two fluffies curled against his small body. Only the cat was still roused and angry, his tail whipping like an orange flag. He stood on his hind legs and pawed at her thigh. 

The pain had eased. But, something had changed. Violet made a mental sweep through the castle. The only other inhabitants, Zoe and Jamail Jackson, were in the kitchen. Zoe hummed as she cleaned the stovetop. Jamail put down the knife he was sharpening and picked up a mug of beer. Undisturbed by any alarm, the Jacksons were finishing their daily tasks. 

Violet froze in sudden comprehension. Athanor had gone. She had no sense of his mental presence. What had severed their psychic link? 

A sob burst from her lips. Only last night, he had been in this room with her. He had come to see her and their son and stayed overnight before returning to Council Hall in the morning. Later in the day, they had talked via the amethyst he wore on a chain around his neck. Touching her forehead where the matching amethyst was embedded, she reached out mentally. Nothing! She could not sense him. 

Had he met an accident, or... was he dead? She shuddered in horror. What tremendous power could silence a Grand Master in his prime, protected against known hazards? 

Violet dashed to the library with the cat bounding at her side. Standing on tiptoes, she pulled the wire cap from a high shelf, and fitted it on her head. She perched on Athanor’s swivel chair, dangling her feet off the floor and leaning her elbows on the desk, while she focused on the contact reinforced by the cap. Still no thread of his thoughts, not even a dim vision of his environment. She groaned. Nothing would be visible if he had slipped the crystal under his shirt. 

Violet laid the wire cap on the desk. She activated the hologram of the galaxy and frowned at the rotating spiral arms. He could be on any planet or moon. Anywhere within the galaxy. 

Sharing her puzzlement, Rascal jumped onto her lap and meowed. She stroked him absentmindedly, while she pondered the problem. Most days, Athanor worked from his office in Council Hall on Terra. He joked he never knew what emergency awaited his attention when he arrived. Who would know his latest travel plans? Amarylla Threeleaf was the most likely to be informed about current diplomatic events. The flower Grand Master often assisted Athanor with Council business. 

Violet rotated her wrist com to expose the miniportal, a device for instantaneous communication across the galaxy. She had received the special com after her acceptance into the ranks of the Grand Masters. Almost nobody besides the Grand Masters had access to this special technology. Nobody, except for their powerful ally, the Black Dragon. With his usual foresight, Athanor had asked Master Smith Stimon to manufacture a miniportal suitable for Ythris.  

Placing a fresh data chip in the com, she composed a short message and spoke aloud into the recorder, “Brightness Amarylla, where did Athanor go today? I fear for his safety.” She tapped the code for the Wistralian Grand Master and transmitted her question. Violet settled back in the capacious chair, hoping for a rapid response. Surely Amarylla would understand that she would not send the message lightly, but had good reason for anxiety. 

Before five minutes had passed, a pillar of pink radiance appeared in the middle of the library. Spinning to a stop, the shimmering pillar resolved into the giant three-petalled flower of Amarylla.  

Violet sprang to her feet and bowed. “Brightness, you are welcome.” 

The scent of roses wafted across the room, and Amarylla rustled, “Peace, friend Violet. Brightness deemed your query urgent.” 

“I’m not sure,” Violet admitted. “But, I’ve lost all sense of Athanor. It was sudden, only a few minutes ago.” 

“Brightness tastes your acute senses.” Her petals opened wide and the edges crinkled. “You fear the Griffin drifts into danger.” 

“But where?” Violet shivered. She reached the tip of her forefinger to touch the edge of a rosy petal. “I have to find him. Rescue him if need be.” 

“The Griffin has been touring the main branches of the Galactic Congress.”  

“Our allies, I believed.” Violet did not hide her sarcasm. Athanor had shared with her what he had learned in the Chair’s records. Threat of retaliation by the Council of Grand Masters had prevented interplanetary wars on many occasions. No other group in the galaxy wielded a weapon to match the united powers of the Grand Masters. 

“Allies and enemies,” Amarylla agreed. She fluttered the tips of her petals. “Brightness captured breeze from Griffin not three standard days past. Grand Master Ravaleen, Meilai of Marina, urged his azure presence in her realm.” 

“He told me about Ravaleen’s message. I believe he meant to visit her today if nothing more urgent came up.” Sizzling curls of lilac psi, Violet paced up and down the room. “I must go to AguaSalva. Ravaleen may know where he is. But, I cannot leave our little son untended and unguarded for long periods.” 

“Brightness asks to taste the young bud.” 

Interpreting the plantoid’s oddly phrased request, Violet halted and nodded. “Certainly, you may visit Varan. Come with me.” She walked across the hall into the nursery. Her rootlets scraping the wooden floor, Amarylla glided after her. The baby lay asleep in his crib between the furry balls of Dilly and Dally. 

The flower Grand Master extended the tip of a petal to touch the baby’s head. “Small bud tastes sweet. Brightness foresees son of powerful parents will grow strong.” 

“Varan has little power yet. He can scarcely crawl.” 

“Sip patience. Human buds grow slowly.” 

“Yes.” Violet sighed, “I wish his father were here.” The baby stirred in his sleep. Immediately, she squashed her fears for Athanor, laid a hand on the boy’s arm and crooned to calm him. When he slept soundly again, she turned to Amarylla and whispered, “Let’s move outside so we can speak without disturbing my baby.”  

Returning to the library with Amarylla, Violet shut the door and resumed a businesslike tone. “Brightness Amarylla, I must search for Athanor. Did he leave an itinerary for his tour?” 

“Brightness sipped no news beyond what we exchanged. Chair’s office may offer a scent of his passage.” 

Eager to take action, Violet smiled. “Flashy! We’ll search in Council Hall. I can leave Varan for an hour or two while he sleeps between the fluffies.” 

Amarylla’s leaves rustled, “Entry to the Chair’s office is barred.” 

“He gave me the key. We’ll port together to his door.” Violet touched a fingertip to the edge of a pink petal and tapped the enhancer behind her ear. With the powers she had gained as a Grand Master, she no longer needed to travel via the teleportal cylinders. They flipped into the eerie virtual space of whirling lights. Skimming along the quantum surface of an intersecting universe, they journeyed across the galaxy to Council Hall on Terra. 
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An instant later, they stood outside the Chair’s office. Violet shielded quickly. She had become accustomed to the stark white walls and black tiled floors, although she still felt oppressed by the grim interior of Council Hall. She tossed a stray lock of hair off her face, stepped to the door and pressed the palm of her hand over the lock. The door swung open with a lilac flicker of her psi energy. 

The office was still and cold. Athanor had removed the green jade desk and ornate carved chair of his predecessor, Nathan, Lord of Lightning. Instead, he had installed a plain desk of polished mallan wood and a large leather swivel chair. The shelves held the same stacks of ledgers yellowed with age and faded brown folders holding many years of records. 

Amarylla waved her petals, wafting rose-scented warmth into the air. 

Ignoring the cold, Violet perched on the big chair and frowned at the blank white pad of paper on top of the desk. She pulled the center drawer open. On the right hand side, she found a notebook with a blue cover. Flicking through the pages, she reached the final sheet with notes scrawled in Athanor’s large handwriting. 

She pointed to the name and date at the top of the page. “AguaSalva. According to his notes, he planned to travel to the planet this afternoon and meet with Ravaleen. Surely, she would have sent a message if he had met with an accident.”  

Curious about Athanor’s notes, she flipped to the previous page and read the lines silently, “Request for medical supplies from Aoli. Done. Request to oust killer slugs from Chiaxi. Done. ...” She flipped through pages of tasks he had completed. Placing the notebook on the desk, she rested her elbows on the glossy surface and cupped her chin in her hands. Yes, some ventures she knew about. But, others were new to her. Athanor had not told her about all his tasks. He didn’t grumble about his duties as Chair. 

She blurted, “Amarylla, I didn’t realize how much he did. All these things he did to promote galactic civilization.”  

“Brightness swears the Griffin is the best Council Chair in generations.” 

“He did all these important tasks while protecting me from every worry since I was tending to our child.” She stared at the pink petals. “We must find Athanor. The galaxy needs his leadership. Our son needs his father, and I need my dear partner.” 

“Brightness scented the Griffin’s visit to the Meilai of Marina. What of his future ventures?” 

Looking down at Athanor’s notes, Violet said, “The next item on his list is appraising the security measures at the portal station on Aman-el. They are hosts for the formal meeting of the Maanaan and Yelliast leaders to sign their peace treaty.”  

“Their war claimed many lives. The peace treaty must be signed.” 

“Yes, Athanor worked long hours with both sides to negotiate their ceasefire and reach a peace agreement. He believed the Council should take responsibility since their first accord was disrupted by the failure of the portals.”  

Amarylla’s petals fluttered. “Griffin’s absence from the meeting will be proclaimed a deadly insult by the two parties.” 

“Voids!” Violet frowned. “We can’t allow them to begin another war.” She traced the dates in Athanor’s notes. “The peace conference will be held in seven Terran days.” Projecting optimism in spite of her doubts, she said, “Surely we’ll have found Athanor well before then.”  

“Brightness wafts success.” 

Frowning in concentration, Violet considered the options. “First, I’ll visit the Meilai on AguaSalva. There’s no indication he completed this item of business. If he traveled there, Ravaleen may have news of his next destination. Will you go to Aman-el, Brightness, and assess their security precautions?”  

Unfurling her pink petals, the flower Grand Master agreed, “In dry season, Brightness represents the Council Chair.” 

“Take Lira,” Violet suggested. “Your Aman-ellan pawn has acute instincts for danger.” 

“Agreed. Waft message if Griffin found.” 

“Instantly,” she promised and waved goodbye. Before she traveled to Ravaleen’s island residence, she wanted to check what Athanor had taken from the castle. 
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Chapter 2
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WHEN VIOLET EMERGED in the bedroom, the nursery was quiet. She glanced out the window. The sunset stained the mountain peaks in rosy pink and glistened over the distant ocean. The crescent of one blue moon brightened in the darkening azure sky. She had the whole night to visit AquaSalva before Varan awoke. Focusing on her task, she opened Athanor’s wardrobe and searched his rack of clothes. She counted his ceremonial robes for Council affairs and the casual ones he wore around the castle. His formal robes were all present. She deduced he had not gone on a diplomatic mission. 

She pulled the robes aside and found his survival suit hanging in the corner. Why had he left the suit? After their experience with the dreadful black matter that absorbed their psychic energy even proud Athanor had learned to be cautious. The depths of the sea were perilous for humans without a psi shield. Surely, he would wear the protective suit under his robes or his regular clothes for a visit to the ocean planet. By now her initial panic had subsided and Violet gave a mental shrug. Perhaps her worries were unfounded. What else might explain Athanor’s absence? If he were absorbed in an intriguing task, he might easily lose track of the time. Or else, he could lose the amethyst if the chain broke accidently. 

Puzzled, yet determined to interrogate Ravaleen, she walked across the castle into the wing occupied by the Jacksons. They were in the kitchen. Her cheeks pink from the exertion, Zoe bent over the sink, scrubbing the pots clean. 

Jamail sat with his elbows on the table and a mug of ale clasped in his swarthy hands. He glanced up as she entered. “Good evening, Miss Violet.”  

Pausing in her task, Zoe asked, “Is the little baby sleeping?” 

“Yes. Varan is asleep.” She smiled at Zoe. “I have to take a short trip. Will you look in on my son? I’ll be back before daybreak.” She did not mention the purpose of her trip. If she did not trace Athanor, they would learn the bad news soon enough.  

Zoe beamed. “Yes, Miss Violet. I’ll check on the dear boy before we go to bed.” 

Jamail compressed his brows in concern at the unusual request, but he said nothing. 

“Good night, I’ll see you tomorrow,” Violet said in a cheerful tone and hurried back to the bedroom. 

With her son safe in the care of Zoe and Jamail, Violet considered her mission. Grand Master Ravaleen lived on the marine planet of AguaSalva where they had repelled an alien invasion. Knowing the hazards of the oceans, she rummaged in her closet for her survival gear. She donned the snug black suit, and clipped a laser and an underwater breather on her belt. 

Tilting her head to gaze in the mirror, she wrinkled her nose at her practical outfit. The beautiful Ravaleen, Meilai of Marina, wore elegant gowns of shimmering green silk. With a curl of amusement, Violet decided to flaunt her status as a Grand Master. She donned a high-necked dress of purple silk over her black survival suit and tucked her hair into a lacy cap. The loose folds of the skirt concealed the weapon and water gear on her belt. Violet chuckled. Ravaleen would attribute any extra plumpness to the aftermath of her pregnancy. 

Violet slipped into the nursery and blew a kiss to her sleeping son. Stepping back into the bedroom, she teleported to the Island of Palva, Grand Master Ravaleen’s home on AguaSalva. 

Spinning along the changeable eddies of the void, she puzzled over Athanor’s silence. He would have called her via their resonating amethysts if he had a reason to postpone his return. She deduced he must have considered his journey routine, or else an emergency had claimed his attention. 

She emerged on the beach of white pebbles near the pavilion favored by the Meilai. The warm air and gentle swish of emerald waves against the stones soothed her frayed spirits. Overhead, the sun gleamed in a sky of palest turquoise. 

Firming her psi shield, she walked toward the Meilai’s airy pavilion with its roof of palm fronds. Two blue-skinned guards stood at the entrance, clasping long spears. Recognizing her, they knelt and bowed in respectful greeting. 

One guard said, “Welcome to the Isle of Palva, Violet Griffin. The Meilai awaits you.”  He gestured for her to proceed into the pavilion.  

“Thank you.” She smiled at the bare-chested guards and walked inside. 

The pavilion roof covered an inlet of the sea. Waves lapped at the wooden docks on three sides of the open building. At the far end, the Meilai reclined on a lounge. She wore a silky gown of emerald green and a silver tiara bound her turquoise tresses. Two blue-skinned attendants waved fans to cool their elegant queen. 

The Meilai sat erect, and warbled in her melodious voice, “You are welcome, Grand Master Violet.” 

Violet inclined her head. “Greetings, gracious Grand Master Ravaleen. I have come in answer to your call.” 

Ravaleen rearranged her gauzy skirts. “I sent for the Griffin Grand Master, our brilliant Chair.” 

“Alas, the Griffin is missing,” Violet murmured. “Did he visit here today?” 

“Missing?” An emerald spark of alarm flared in Ravaleen’s eyes. “How can this be? He wields superior powers.” 

“We don’t know what happened.” Violet frowned. “I hoped you might know where he went. His next destination.”  

Ravaleen shook her turquoise tresses. “No. The Griffin never answered my plea.” 

Disappointment hit Violet. She glowered at the surging green waves of the ocean and breathed a silent groan. A minute later, she looked at the Meilai and asked, “Why did you call for the Griffin?”  

“I passed on a message carried by our translator, Bollerol.” She waved a languid hand at the water. “A message from the strange leviathan living in the ocean deeps. The one who shakes the seas and governs the storms.” 

“Flatipus?” 

“That one. Flatipus requested the presence of the Griffin Grand Master.”  

“Flashy! I’ll visit Flatipus.” Violet sent a mental hail to the huge creature residing on the seabed, “Friend Flatipus, do you hear me?” 

“Kind little Violet, talk with Flatipus.” 

Water rippled in the center of the inlet, and the orange Bollerol swam into view, trailing its five tentacle limbs. Its orange head rose above the surface, revealing five small eyes around a tubular mouth. Bollerol slid two arms onto the platform and fluted, “Greetings, fair Meilai. Greetings, Violet, speaker to mariners. Do you come in answer to Bollerol’s message?”  

“I do.” 

“Bollerol will whistle for Callama to carry you across the waters.”  

Violet bent on one knee and touched the tip of one orange tentacle. “Thank you for your thoughtful offer, Bollerol. I have no need of Callama’s sail today.” 

Her voice quivering in distaste, Ravaleen said, “You will teleport into the lightless depths of the ocean?”  

“Yes. I know where to go.” Violet emitted a tiny psi curl of amusement. 

“Before you leave, Grand Master Violet, will you do a favor for me.” 

“If I can. What is the favor?” 

“Place your healing hands on an ailing man, one of my near kin.”  

“Of course. Lead me to the patient.” Violet sent an excuse, “Flatipus, I’ll come shortly. A sick man needs my help.” 

“Your kindness is renowned.” The Meilai glided across the white pebbles, her gauzy emerald skirts shimmering in the sunlight. 

Calling farewell to Bollerol, Violet followed Ravaleen through the palm trees. The Meilai led her into a hut with a conical roof thatched with palm fronds. She stepped inside and gestured at the rear. A man lay on a mat, his wrinkled face as pallid as his faded blue hair. 

Sensing his sickness, Violet knelt by the man. His eyes were squeezed shut and lines of pain etched his brow. She probed within his withered body for the source of disease. Microbes floated through his veins and festered in his abdomen. Grateful for her psi powers, she seared the microbes and rinsed his blood clean. 

The man gave a long sighing breath and his face relaxed into painless sleep.  

Glancing up at the turquoise haired Meilai, Violet said, “He will recover.” 

Tears dropped from Ravaleen’s emerald eyes, and Violet sensed her surge of hope. 

Ravaleen placed her delicate fingers on the man’s forehead. “He will live. I am in your debt, Violet Griffin.” 

“Who is he?” Violet asked, unwilling to disturb the privacy of Ravaleen’s mind. 

The sparkling green eyes lit on Violet, and the Meilai warbled, “He is my son.” 

“Voids!” Violet squashed her exclamation of shock. “How sad! A son without psychic power.” 

Emitting a gentle breath of green psi, Ravaleen sang, “By the Great Mother’s grace, your son will thrive in power.” 

“Thank you.” Violet bowed to the unfortunate mother. In all probability, Ravaleen would outlive her son by many years. Curiosity stabbed, but Violet forbore to question the Grand Master. How had she found a man able to withstand her psi emissions and father her child? Instead of prying further, she said, “I’m happy to help. Farewell for the present, I must travel to the sea bottom and speak with Flatipus.” 

“Be assured, I will send word if any hint washes to my ears of the Griffin.” Ravaleen waved her fingers toward the wide green ocean. “May success come to your endeavors, generous Violet.”  

Violet generated a waterproof shield and focused on the distant submarine valley where Flatipus lived. She spun into the void, traveling the short distance to the next quadrant of the ocean planet. 

She arrived on the low ridge surrounding the hollow occupied by the gigantic creature. Dark water swished around her. She generated a sphere of light. Purple fronds of fan sponges waved at her feet and startled tubeworms retracted into their cases. Particles of sand shifted on the border of the depression. An arc of flexible tentacles emerged and undulated toward her. 

“Little Violet, you came alone to see lonely Flatipus?” 

She explained, “The Griffin has disappeared. He was due to visit this planet in answer to your request, so I ported here in hope of finding him.” 

“Griffin did not visit. Flatipus sensed nothing of his power.” 

Violet sighed. “Then, I must look for him elsewhere.” 

“Friend Violet is sad?” 

“Yes, I’m sad. I miss my dear life mate and our son needs his father.” 

“A small entity born of your union?” 

“Yes. Our son is named Varan.” She touched the tip of the tentacle hovering over her head, and asked, “Why did you call for the Griffin?” 

“Flatipus called for linked Griffins. One or the other matters little. You hear more clearly than grim Griffin.” 

“Flashy! I’m here and listening.” 

“Flatipus has good news and bad news.” 

“Start with the good,” she suggested. 

“Griffins told of Council. Poor Flatipus too big to join Council.” 

“True. Your psychic powers are great, and we nominated you for membership on the Council. Unfortunately, we cannot proceed with the examination or the initiation ordeal. Most of the Grand Masters cannot breathe underwater, and they are too wary to venture into the black depths. We have no chamber large enough to hold you for the examination. Nor can we transport you without an immense expenditure of energy.” 

“Many problems. Flatipus heard your words on your last visit.” Its tendrils writhed in synchrony, sending ripples through the water. 

She detected a thread of triumph in the huge creature. “Have you found a solution, Flatipus?” 

“Swim to the east rim of Flatipus.” Flatipus did not wait for her to act. Strong tendrils coiled around Violet’s arms and legs. They raised her off the seabed and passed her on to the next tentacles in the gigantic ring around the circle of the leviathan’s flat body. She relaxed and let Flatipus carry her to its target. It deposited her on the eastern ridge. Its long tendrils curved inward to the center of its great body. “Look.”  

A small lump rose above the layer of sand covering Flatipus. A globular shape fringed with tiny tentacles. 

“Flashy! A miniature Flatipus.” Violet chuckled.  

“Little Violet understands. Tiny Flatibud grows from flesh of Flatipus. Holds essence of Flatipus.” 

“An excellent solution.” Elated at finding a way to place their huge ally on the Council, Violet flung out her arms and transmitted feelings of friendship to the baby entity. “New friend Flatibud can travel to the Council meeting for examination of psychic potency.” 

“Flatibud grows slowly. Cannot yet swim free.” 

“Send a message to the Meilai Ravaleen when Flatibud is ready.” Filtering oxygen from the water into her lungs, Violet thought of her own baby asleep in his crib. “Soon I must return to my little bud.”  

The ring of tendrils writhed in agitation. “Flatipus has bad news.” 

Sealing off her own concerns, she said, “Tell me.” 

“Big noises far south on island. Sad cries. Bad people hurt poor people.” 

“Not Umloa’s brood of amoeboids?” 

“Different strangers. Ground shakes on shore of Southern Ocean.” 

“Show me what you saw,” she asked. “Create a mental impression.” She touched the nearest tendril with her finger to enhance their psychic exchange. Probing into the giant’s mind, she waited for an image to form. No vision came. Instead, she heard a rumble of thunder, an explosive boom, and piteous cries. Merciless hatred from alien minds and bitter despair from others, fading into nothing. “You felt an explosion,” she said. “And, the emotions of the perpetrators and the victims.” 

The tip of a tendril prodded her hand. “Flatipus detected first explosions twelve tides ago. New booms came within the last tide. Poor people cry. Listen!” 

She followed his psi arrow and winced at the influx of hopeless misery. “Ravaleen must learn of this bad news. I fear her people are under assault by an enemy.” 

“Bright green Meilai never travels far south.” 

“She will.” Violet firmed her chin. “I’ll drag her with me to investigate.” She stroked the dimpled surface of the tactile tendril. “Stay linked while I fetch the Meilai, and guide me to the site.” 

“Flatipus will wait for your call.” 

In a picosecond, Violet traversed the void to the Isle of Palva. Her feet touched the pebbled shore, and she strengthened her psi shield to protect the unpowered inhabitants. Detecting Ravaleen with her aged son, Violet hurried up the beach to the hut. She pulled aside the fronds over the entrance and peered inside. 

The beautiful Grand Master sat on a low stool by her son’s bed. The old man lay still, although his eyes were open. The Meilai glanced at the door and her eyes flashed emerald. “Back so soon?” she sang. 

“Flatipus gave me bad news. If I am interpreting its description correctly, your people have been attacked on an island in the Southern Ocean. Flatipus felt a series of explosions over the past five or six days. Later, it sensed two groups of people, oppressors and their victims, judging by their differing emotions.” 

Ravaleen’s green lips parted in surprise. Her voice lacked melody, “I rarely sail so far south.”  

“You must set a watch over the whole planet. Did you punish the slavers employed by Umloa?” 

“We captured the big ships and imprisoned the leaders. Every full moon, my guards set sail and patrol the Northern Ocean.”  

“It’s not sufficient. You need more guards and more frequent patrols of both hemispheres.” 

“Grand Master Violet, you scold like the gruff Griffin.” 

“Voids! I must learn to act like him.” She emitted amethyst flames. “Ravaleen, you and I, will go to the island in the south and rescue your people at the site of explosions.” 

Ravaleen brushed back her turquoise tresses and cried, “How? I do not know the place?” 

“Follow my lead. Flatipus will guide me to the southern island.” Violet offered her hand to the reluctant Meilai. 

“Teleport together?” Ravaleen crossed her arms in distaste and green psi mist coiled around her head. 

Violet raised her eyes to the ceiling of palm fronds. Barely muting her sarcasm, she said, “Someone is persecuting your people. Is it too much to ask you to teleport beside me?” 

The white haired man stirred and whispered, “Help them, mother.” 

Sending silent thanks to the Meilai’s son, Violet nodded at the emerald-eyed Grand Master. “Come with me. Once, we fought side by side against Umloa. Two can prevail where one would lose the battle.”  

The Meilai whirled into a green pillar. When the pillar ceased spinning, she emerged with a new set of clothes. Instead of her silky gown, she wore her huntress outfit of green jerkin and leggings. She held a bow in one hand and a quiver of arrows hung over her shoulder. She held out her gloved hand. “We will port together.” 

Without leaving time for second thoughts, Violet grasped the Meilai’s hand and seized the thread of direction from Flatipus. The two women tapped their enhancers in concert. They flipped into the vortexes, crossing swiftly to the Southern Ocean. 
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Chapter 3
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THEY EMERGED ON A BEACH of tawny sand. Fragments of shell littered the shore from the tideline above the lapping waves to the base of the craggy cliffs further inland. A line of people trudged toward a spaceship, poised ready for blastoff. Six-legged aliens with glossy black carapaces scuttled alongside the line of thin, hunched figures, the blue-hued inhabitants of the islands.  

Shielding quickly, Violet flung a cloak of invisibility over herself and Ravaleen. Her swift action worked as far as she could tell. No one looked at them or raised an alarm. A small figure caught her attention by the dazed torment of her mind and wobbly legs. The scrawny girl stumbled and fell. The nearest alien lashed an energy whip at the cringing child. Whimpering, the girl scrambled back into the line. Her pain and misery seared into Violet, hardening her resolve to save them.  

“What are they?” Ravaleen whispered, tilting her dainty chin at the slave masters. The aliens had a humped carapace like a beetle, six red eyes, and vicious claws on their forelimbs. 

“Voids!” Violet swore. “I’ve seen their hellish kin in Athanor’s memories. They’re Ixioth slavers.” 

Her tone rising in fury, Ravaleen hissed, “Kill them!” 

“Wait,” Violet urged. “We must stop the spaceship. The holds are full of miserable slaves. Your people snatched from your domain. If we kill the slavers, the ship’s crew will take alarm and lift off with their wretched cargo.” 

“You cripple the ship. My power is inadequate for such a task.” 

“I’ll try. You stall those guards.” Shutting her eyes, Violet probed inside the ship. She veered away from the steel cold minds of the Ixioths and searched for the ship’s propulsion system. If only she had Athanor’s skill at detecting metals, sensing inanimate objects was not her forte. Swinging her mental probe from the raised prow to the base of the ship, she located a pulsing source of energy. Nearby, two Ixioths were intent on stoking the drive. 

“Flatipus,” she called, “I need your help to smash the foe.” 

The huge sea creature offered, “Flatipus can rock the island.”  

“No. You will hurt the innocent as well as the guilty. I wish to harness your power for a delicate operation.” 

“What?” 

“Funnel your psi energy to me. I’ll focus our combined beam on the ship’s drive.” The tremendous power of the gigantic creature surged into her. Engorged with psi energy, Violet staggered a step backward. Gathering her amplified power into a psi weapon, she speared into the drive. She raised a barricade around the roiling fuel and expelled the heat into the ocean. The ship shuddered on its base, but did not topple. 

“Ease your output,” she sent to Flatipus. The excess energy withdrew, leaving her weaker and tired. 

Opening her eyes, she told Ravaleen, “The ship is stranded. Let’s free the slaves.” 

The Meilai drew her bow and shouted, “The stings of Artemis will destroy you!” She raced forward, shooting arrows and firing emerald rays from her blazing eyes. 

Violet stood her ground, and attempted a dual role with her remaining energy. She broadcast motivation for the slaves to escape their captors, while repelling Ixioths with short, lethal bursts of psi energy. Her encouraging empathy worked better than anticipated. Some blue-skinned natives fled into the dunes, while others stayed and fought. Her heart swelled with pride as two men in ragged tunics strangled an Ixioth with its own whip. 

In three minutes, the battle had ended. One Ixioth scurried up the ramp onto the scuttled ship. The others lay dead or dying, legs twitching, and green fluids oozing from their wounds. The natives gathered in small groups, the stronger ones supporting the weaker. They cheered the huntress Ravaleen, the overt source of their rescue. 

The Meilai inclined her lovely head in gracious acknowledgement. 

Gasps and groans recalled Violet’s attention to the ship. An Ixioth had entered the cargo hold and dragged one of the small captives into a side room. She felt the prick as the Ixioth bit into the slave’s wrist and siphoned blood into its mouth. She sensed the beetling alien’s enjoyment of its victim’s life blood. Sickened and revolted, she stabbed into its brain and slew the Ixioth. The victim’s weak struggles faded into surprised relief, and the slave crawled away from the dead insectoid.  

“What is the matter? Are you ill?” Ravaleen called. 

“The ship. The Ixioths feed on their slaves. I’ll stop the voidal beasts.”  Detecting Ixioths in the upper section of the ship, Violet ported inside. 

Two of the insectoids crouched at a central console, transmitting a message. They turned to face her, the facets of their compound eyes glinting red. 

Dissolving her shield, Violet exposed them to her raw psi power. They keeled over, legs scrabbling for purchase on the metal flooring. In a millisecond, they lay still. She frowned at the console. Where had they sent the message? Insight lit. This ship was ready to launch into space, yet the drive was unsuitable for interstellar flight. The rocket was merely a ferry to transport the unwilling passengers to another, more powerful vessel. 

She stared at the six screens arranged above the console. Five showed different sections of the land around the ship. The sixth pointed up to the sky. The pale amber crescent of a moon gleamed in the center of the screen. She guessed the Ixioths’ interstellar transport was concealed behind the moon. Thrusting a mental probe into the sky, she detected the distant trace of their cold vicious minds.  

The quiet despair of the imprisoned slaves flooded into her mind. She must free them. Swinging down the ladders, she reached the door to the cargo bay. 

At the same moment, Ravaleen burst through the entry hatch at the side. She had abandoned her bow and arrows, and grasped a long blade instead. “Where are they?” she cried, brandishing the sword. 

“I’ve dealt with the crew. But, there’s worse.” She jerked her chin at the cargo door. “First, free the slaves.” 

Beaming emerald fire, the Meilai seared the bolt on the metal door. Violet caught the door before it fell onto the captives and shoved it to the floor. 

Inside the hold, the prisoners huddled against the rear wall. Their eyes widened at the vision of the green-clad huntress. 

“You are free,” Ravaleen sang. “Come out if you can walk.” 

A toothless old man staggered to the door. “Who be ye, beautiful lady?”  

“Behold your Meilai,” Ravaleen warbled, her cheeks glowing green with pleasure. 

Amused by the emerald Grand Master’s love of praise, Violet interrupted. “We’ve no time to chat. The Ixioths’ mother ship hovers behind the moon.” 

Eyes blazing green, Ravaleen turned to face her. Blocking her words from the people in the hold, she sang, “A ship full of slavers? We need help.” 

“Flashy!” In full agreement, Violet sent a question to their huge submarine ally. “Flatipus will you help us? Can you rock the moon?” 

“Moon? What is moon?” Flatipus asked.  

Sensing its confusion, Violet explained, “Oh. This planet has two moons. The bright balls that sail across the night sky.” 

“Night is the cold time?” 

“Yes. The moons hold little heat.” Gigantic Flatipus remained puzzled. She sighed, recognizing its sensory limitations. It relied on taste and hearing, and had little sense of sight. Pursing her lips, she sent, “Our aggressors have a ship in the sky.” 

“Flatipus hears weak signs of life.” 

Ravaleen said, “Do not delay. Summon Grand Master Threeleaf.” 

“I’ll call her. Move these wretches onto the shore and meet me on the bridge.” Violet flipped to the cockpit and stared up at the moon. She longed to return to the Griffin’s Eyrie and her baby boy. Instead, she sighed and scrawled a note to Amarylla. After sending the message in the miniportal on her wrist com, she sat on the floor and leaned her head against the console. She waited for the response, resting to conserve her diminished energy. 

But, inaction rankled. She could not rely on Amarylla to solve every difficulty. Surely she could reach the mother ship unaided. What would Athanor do? No, she decided, that was the wrong question. She did not share his skills. She must employ her own talents and tools. Her sword! The next instant, the sword of Tyr blazed in her fist.  

Revitalized by the sword’s power, Violet sent a probe through the damaged ship on the beach. One Ixioth still lived. She ported to the wounded insectoid. It had collapsed in an alcove of the engine room. It lay on its back, barely conscious, dull red compound eyes staring at the ceiling. Ignoring the green slime dribbling from its orifices, she knelt beside it and held her hand over its shiny black head. She sent a deceptive thought into its fuzzy brain, “Your comrades await you on the mother ship.”  

Her trick worked. The dying creature envisioned the interior of a larger ship and the greetings of its kindred. Seizing the image, she called to Flatipus, “Lend me your energy.” 

Boosted by her link with Flatipus, she shot through the void and popped into a hot, stinking cabin occupied by six Ixioths. Amethyst flames flared along the blade of her sword. She darted in a circle, slashing at the cruel insectoids. A microsecond later, six expiring Ixioths hit the cabin floor. 

Flatipus sent a faint query from the distant ocean, “Where are you, little Violet?” 

“On a spacecraft by the moon.” She fanned a probe across the ship to locate any live entities. No captives, only another five Ixioths. Flipping onto the bridge, she gazed at the screens, ignoring the alarmed squawks of the crew. One screen displayed the cratered surface of the nearby moon, three pointed into space, and the final two showed the blue marbled planet of AguaSalva. She recognized the outline of the Southern Ocean. A flashing red dot marked the spaceship on the island she had left. 

She scowled at the cowering Ixioths. Her goal at hand, she let them live. Instead, she pointed the sword tip and melted the ship’s controls with amethyst fire. The ship would drift in orbit, dragged inexorably by the gravitational pull onto the moon.  

Her mission accomplished, she drew on the psi energy of Flatipus and ported to the crippled spacecraft on the island. 

Ravaleen blinked at her. “Where
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