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    Everyone has secrets. But some people will risk the galaxy to protect theirs. 
 
      
 
    When starship shaman Jaya Romanov and her new mate partner, galactic bounty hunter and robot wolf shifter, Vulf Trent, saved the galaxy from the deadly actions of a determined geriatric terrorist, they forgot that old Earth truism: no good deed goes unpunished. 
 
    Now, the galaxy is exploding with unexpected aliens, greedy politicians—well, that’s normal enough, it’s what the politicians will attempt that is worrying—and a radically new aspect to sha energy that has the potential to change everything. 
 
    And then there’s the mystery of Jaya’s father…who is he? Some big secrets are lurking in Jaya’s past, and to save those she loves, she’ll be forced to risk the galaxy in a shoot ’em up, take-no-prisoners rescue because sometimes there’s no fighting your destiny. 
 
    Fortunately, Vulf is always ready for a fight! 
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The stone walls of the Star Guild Shaman Academy shuddered. I recognized the pattern. Boom-boom-b-b-b-boom! A student had attempted a shield shaping and lost control of it. It happened in combat class. Shields siphoned a lot of sha energy, sufficient that a strong shaman could protect against physical as well as energetic attack. However, if the shaman lost control of their shield, then all the energy seething through it exploded outward. The combat arena, itself, was shielded to contain that chaotic energy, but powerful student shamans occasionally overwhelmed the protective shield, and then, the Academy shook.  
 
    I envied the students. Their lessons might be violent and unpredictable, but I was stuck in an endless meeting with the most important—or, at least, the most self-important—people on the planet of San Juan. 
 
    The Global Government had sent a third of its parliamentary members and the five Land Mass Governments had sent two representatives each, plus support staff. The Academy’s large conference room was bursting at the seams with people wearing business suits and smirks.  
 
    Tomorrow, they’d be gone—all except the President of San Juan and his Interplanetary Alliance Minister. Unfortunately, they’d be replaced by representatives from seven of the human planets in Galaxy Proper, the official union of sentient species, of which humanity was the newest member.  
 
    “Earthquake?” The Islands Chief Negotiator gripped the edge of the large wooden table, ready to dive beneath it. A number of islands on San Juan were volcanic in origin, and islanders were drilled in earthquake emergency procedure. 
 
    “No, and no need for concern. Some of our junior students are practicing sha energy combat.” Winona Hayden smiled coolly. 
 
    I eyed her with sudden suspicion. Over the past three weeks, the chancellor of the Academy had revealed herself to be a wily political operator. Her patrician face and expensive grooming hid a sharp mind that was constantly observing, calculating odds, and readjusting her strategy. Had she scheduled the junior students to run sha shield drills at this time hoping for exactly this result? When the walls of the impressive building that currently enclosed them shook, government ministers were forced to confront the reality of shamanic power. 
 
    Whatever Winona’s intent, I took it as a win that none of the ministers, or their staff, looked in my direction when reminded of the power shamans wielded. I had done my best to appear unremarkable. I’d swapped my starship shaman uniform of utility suit and boots for an off-the-rack dark blue jacket and straight skirt teamed with a white blouse. My long black hair was swept up in a knot, and I wore black court shoes with pantyhose. Pantyhose. Yuk. But it was worth the discomfort. I blended in with the administration staff. 
 
    I sat in a corner of the conference room with a data recorder on my knee and one hand pressed back behind me against the stone wall. Six generations ago, the Academy’s founder, Clarence Bloodstone, had created the Academy’s central building in one massive sha action. The stone walls were, in fact, a single solid piece of stone, and included the roof, interior walls and ceilings. He’d modeled the building on his notion of what Earth’s abandoned Oxford University had looked like, and he’d succeeded well enough in creating something that humans found reassuringly familiar, yet awe-inspiring. Ordinary human labor had filled in the woodwork and windows of the building, and furnished the rooms with hard-wearing furniture, like the bentwood chair I currently sat on. 
 
    With my hand pressed to the stone wall, it was a simple matter to drain the resonating sha energy from it. The subtle vibrations that had set everyone’s teeth on edge ceased. 
 
    Winona flashed me a smile. “Thank you, Ms. Romanov.” 
 
    And with that one comment, she demolished my attempt to remain unnoticed. Everyone turned to stare at me. 
 
    I looked back, purposely unfocusing my gaze so that no one’s expression was clear to me. In the three weeks since I’d saved the Meitj trading planet Shaidoc from obliteration, I’d endured too many terrified and suspicious stares to suffer any more. Worse, though, were the people who assessed me for how they could use me. Winona was the first, but others were queuing up. In fact, that was the purpose of this meeting. I was humanity’s new trump card for negotiating an improvement in our position within Galaxy Proper. 
 
    And that was something I needed to consider. Did humanity deserve to move up from barely-tolerated newcomer to a full member of Galaxy Proper with two representatives in its parliament? Could we handle the powershift, the responsibilities as well as the rights, that would go with such a change? It was only seven generations since we’d evacuated Earth, having rendered it uninhabitable in a nuclear winter after more than a century of environmental vandalism and increasingly vicious wars as we fought over diminishing natural resources. If Galaxy Proper hadn’t streamlined admission procedures for inducting humanity into the union, we would have annihilated ourselves as a species. Galaxy Proper, especially its kinder, more socially-conscious members like the Meitj and mLa’an, had saved us when we couldn’t save ourselves. 
 
    Part of me felt that even after seven generations, we still hadn’t paid our debt. 
 
    Ironically, it was literal debt, rather than the metaphorical debt I mused on, that motivated this meeting of human leaders and their minions. When our ancestors evacuated Earth, they’d had very little.  
 
    Galaxy Proper had provided the starships to ferry out a couple of billion of us along with the plant and animal life we’d need to seed other planets with the life forms necessary to establish ecosystems to sustain us longer term. In return, humanity’s new government—which was truly new, since Galaxy Proper hadn’t allowed anyone associated with the governments and corporations that had destroyed Earth to serve in a leadership role off-Earth—had signed the Charter of Galactic Union that bound humanity to observe the union’s laws and regulations, and to commit to a gradual and negotiated crawl toward full membership. 
 
    As a gift of goodwill, and because millions of people had to go somewhere, Galaxy Proper had surrendered the semi-terraformed Sidhe planet Utopia to the first generation of galactic humanity. Its residents were still paying off the mortgage on it. Residents of the other six planets humanity had spread out to were doing the same for their planets at less discounted rates. And then there was San Juan, the planet we were currently on. Shamans had won the best of all rates for planetary purchase under a rent-to-buy scheme from the Meitj who’d been holding the terraformed but uninhabited planet before humanity moved in. It was humanity who renamed it San Juan. And it was humanity who now wanted to renegotiate its many and varied contracts, as well as its membership status, in Galaxy Proper. 
 
    “Before we get ahead of ourselves,” the President of San Juan’s Global Government began. “What is to stop Galaxy Proper from simply executing Jaya Romanov?” 
 
    I kept breathing as my home planet’s very important people debated the likelihood of my continued existence and how far they could push Galaxy Proper before its parliament pushed back. 
 
    Given that I was in the room, and Galaxy Proper wasn’t, I thought the politicians ought to be asking how far they could push me before I simply left. So far a mixture of guilt and lingering loyalty to the Star Guild Shaman Academy which had been my home for eighteen of my twenty six years kept me in my seat. A preference for avoiding the limelight kept me silent. 
 
    For all the power shamans wielded when we manipulated sha energy, and the fact that Winona had just demonstrated that power when the junior students set the Academy’s walls shaking, the meeting treated me as a puppet or a pawn that answered to them. 
 
    I didn’t. 
 
    I was my own person. Or I had been. 
 
    The tension in my jaw and down my spine relaxed as I thought of Vulf. I was no longer alone. I shared a brand new, terrifying and exhilarating mate bond with Vulf Trent. 
 
    We’d kept our mate bond a secret, but everyone who’d seen the video of Vulf’s rescue of me in Meitj space off Naidoc three weeks ago knew that we had a relationship. A man didn’t shift into an inorganic robot wolf and risk near-certain death in interstellar space for a woman who meant nothing to him. 
 
    Actually, we didn’t know how Vulf had shifted into a robot wolf. 
 
    Since humanity’s evacuation of Earth, the shifter clans had been unable to shift. Werewolves like Vulf, along with werebears, weretigers, and so on, hadn’t been able to assume their animal forms. The best guess had been that separation from Earth had irrevocably separated them from their shifter-selves.  
 
    Vulf’s robot wolf form destroyed that hypothesis, but opened up new questions. It was partly in search of answers to those questions that I stayed on San Juan. Whenever I could evade Winona’s endless political maneuvering, I haunted the Academy’s research center in the West Wing. The research scientists were fascinated by Vulf’s robot wolf form and repeatedly studied the video of him racing across Naidoc’s capital city and launching himself from its space dock in his four-footed form. They grumbled that the video didn’t cover the moment of his shift from human to robot wolf, and argued that they needed to witness his shift for themselves. They had to be present to monitor the flow of sha energy as he shifted between forms if they were to understand how it worked and replicate it. 
 
    Replication was the issue. 
 
    For seven generations shifters had been unable to shift. Now they could, potentially. Vulf was their hope. But could I, and other shamans, replicate the altered flow of sha energy to initiate their shifts? 
 
    Vulf had first shifted into his robot wolf form on Earth, the shift coinciding with a sha energy explosion, a do-or-die event, and our mate bond fighting to establish itself and burning with mating heat. If all of those factors were essential to the shift, then other shifters were out of luck.  
 
    However, there was a secondary question. If by some miracle the alteration in sha energy flow was replicable, would other shifters be as accepting as Vulf of shifting into a non-organic, robotic form? 
 
    It seemed likely that they would. 
 
    As soon as the video of his robot wolf racing through Naidoc had hit the galactic communications network, the shifter clans’ nearest pirate battle group had turned as one for Naidoc, wanting answers, wanting hope. Yes, pirate battle group. After humanity evacuated Earth, the shifters had been restless, their inability to shift spiking their already tense relationship with authority. Within two generations they’d gone their separate way and established themselves as space pirates. 
 
    Much feared pirates. 
 
    For the Meitj, having barely survived a galactic terrorist event designed to obliterate the planet Shaidoc and create a black hole in its place, thereby obliterating the neighboring planet of Naidoc along with it, the last thing they needed was an invading pirate horde. So they’d implored Vulf to head them off. 
 
    Vulf and I had exchanged a final, desperate kiss, and separated. He had his duty to his people, and I had a duty to mine. Although, stuck in the crowded conference room, I could feel my bonds of loyalty to the Academy fraying.  
 
    I missed Vulf. 
 
    Apparently, I’d also missed the meeting drawing to its close. A scraping of chairs and a shuffling of feet, coughs and a babble of chatter, alerted me that I was free! 
 
    Or I would have been free, but my distraction cost me. 
 
    The meeting had broken up, but that only meant that its key players were at liberty to concentrate on me. 
 
    Winona led the President over to me. They stopped too close, invading my personal space in a way that if I stood, I’d be in the President’s face. In effect, they trapped me in my chair. 
 
    “Ms. Romanov.” President Hoffer’s smile stretched his lips, but failed to reach his dark brown eyes. “Walk with me?” The invitation was an order. 
 
    I considered my options. Outside the door waited the President’s two bodyguards. Inside the room was a chaos of people. It was the second consideration that decided me. Walking with the President gave me an excuse to leave and an easy passage out. 
 
    “Of course.” I stood. 
 
    The President retreated a step and swiveled. 
 
    The crowd opened up a path for us to the door.  
 
    “We won’t be needing you, Winona.” The President didn’t even look at Chancellor Hayden as he dismissed her. 
 
    I did, and saw the cold fury in her gaze.  
 
    She had excellent control, though. The fury only showed for an instant. Then she nodded, her silvering fair hair swinging in its sleek bob, and turned away to join the nearest group of gossiping politicians. 
 
    “The relationship between humanity and shamans has always been a special one on San Juan,” President Hoffer began smoothly as his bodyguards fell in behind us, and we strolled down the corridor toward the front of the building.  
 
    I clicked my teeth together to keep my jaw from dropping open. Had he really just implied that shamans were something different, something not quite human? Shamans didn’t have a “special relationship” with humanity. We were part of it. 
 
    President Hoffer’s practiced politician’s voice rolled unctuously on. “People on other planets don’t understand the unique pressures shamans operate under or the limits of your power.” 
 
    This time I had no trouble staying silent. There was a threatening note underlying his urbane speech, and I wanted to learn where he thought he was guiding this conversation. His office and Winona had worked closely together for the last fortnight, culminating in today’s meeting and tomorrow’s interstellar humanity conference. Yet now, he’d ditched her to subtly threaten me. Was she aware of his threats? 
 
    Hearing him mention “the limits of your power” reminded me that disrupters, the one form of technology capable of disconnecting a shaman from his or her shamanic talent, had been developed here on San Juan. I had thought it mere coincidence; that the planet’s scientists showed an especial interest in shamans because we were one of them. What if it was more ominous? What if they sought to control us? 
 
    They’d be in for a shock, then. I’d already destroyed one disrupter. It was an unexpected ability, a consequence of my non-standard shamanic practice of “playing” with sha energy, that had enabled me to do so. I hadn’t shared my technique for destroying disrupters with the research shamans. It hadn’t even occurred to me to do so. The habit of hiding the extent of my power and its idiosyncrasies was a long-standing one. Tomorrow I’d push through that reluctance. If trouble was coming, my fellow shamans needed to be prepared. 
 
    Unaware that his speech had had the opposite of its intended effect on me—I wasn’t scared, I was angry—the President continued. “Shamans require allies.” 
 
    What the heck did he think Winona was doing with her relentless cycle of meetings if not cementing alliances? I might be a political novice, but I understood that her personal ambitions to leverage the power of her position as the chancellor of the Star Guild Shaman Academy required her to do so from solid foundations. 
 
     “Alliances are strongest when both allies gain something from them.” Now he was educating me on political game playing. “Humanity deserves full member status of Galaxy Proper. We are established across seven planets.” 
 
    Eight, actually. But respectable humans refused to count Corsairs, the pirate planet governed by the shifter clans. 
 
    “What you did to save Shaidoc…” The President halted just before the corridor opened to the foyer of the central hall. Above him hung a portrait of the Academy’s founder.  
 
    Immortalized on canvas, Clarence Bloodstone looked tired. He’d been an old man when his portrait was painted. His gray hair and beard were almost white, his dark skin nearly black around his eyes. But there’d been resolution in his face. Being evacuated from Earth, discovering that his shamanic talent was valued in the galaxy, identifying and organizing other shamans, and establishing the Academy had been a lifetime of heroic endeavor. Had he also had to fight political battles? 
 
    Undoubtedly. 
 
    I could do no less, although I was woefully unprepared. At least I knew I was outclassed. It made the decision as to what strategy to take an easy one. I stayed silent. 
 
    As a politician, President Hoffer had never found a silence he didn’t want to fill. “The galaxy is now aware just how powerful a shaman can be. You are a weapon, Ms. Romanov. A shield for humanity, and its sword. What you must remember is that a weapon is only as good as the person who wields it. You need guidance to use your power effectively. This is humanity’s chance to stand equal with the aliens of the galaxy.” He put so much distaste on the word aliens that it sounded like a curse. 
 
    “Those ‘aliens’ saved us.” A man strode from the foyer into the corridor, approaching us with a bull-dozing stride that I recognized as instantly as I did his voice. 
 
    His voice. 
 
    My mind betrayed me and sent me back twenty years to when I’d waited eagerly to hear his voice, had run to meet him at the door, and had pestered him trustingly to play sha energy games with me. My treacherous mind skipped back to a time when I’d called him Uncle Alex. 
 
    “Shaman Justice,” the President snapped out Alex Ballantyne’s title and offered no other greeting. 
 
    Behind us, the presidential bodyguards moved to full alert. I wondered if they had disrupters as well as guns hidden beneath their jackets. They wouldn’t have time to use them. Alex Ballantyne was fast. 
 
    He’d barely aged. Like shifters, shamans lived longer than ordinary humans. He looked to be in his late thirties, although he’d be nearly sixty now. 
 
    “President Hoffer.” Alex matched the President’s non-greeting, but his gaze remained locked on me. “Jaya.” 
 
    “Hello, Alex.” I refused to call him Mr. Ballantyne, and he’d revoked my right to call him uncle eighteen years ago. 
 
    “Ms. Romanov,” the President demanded my attention. “Dinner, tonight. Eight o’clock.” 
 
    “She won’t be able to attend,” Alex said. “Shamanic duties.” 
 
    Like what? But as annoyed as I was at his refusal on my behalf of the President’s command invitation, I didn’t want to endure the dinner. “I’m sorry, Mr. President.” 
 
    He glared at Alex, and strode out to the foyer. A bodyguard lengthened his stride, circled him, and checked for threats. 
 
    Alex and I weren’t alone, but for a moment there was no one near us. “We need to talk, Jaya,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Everyone’s been talking at me for three weeks. Why not you, too?” I went to pull at my ponytail as I did when agitated, and remembered too late that my hair was tightly coiled in a knot. I lowered my arms, feeling silly, and regretting that I’d displayed my nervousness. “All right. When and where?” 
 
    “My room. Now.” 
 
    We crossed the foyer to the West Wing in silence. The faculty had rooms in the South Tower, and although Alex as a Shaman Justice wasn’t technically Academy faculty, they kept a room for him. With only two Shaman Justices in the galaxy, and their service to Galaxy Proper the most important condition of humanity’s Charter of Galactic Union, Alex got special treatment. 
 
    It seemed that special treatment didn’t include dusting or otherwise cleaning his room. 
 
    “One moment.” He stopped me at the door, sending a wisp of sha energy to gather up the dust and billow it out the window. He left the window open afterwards. A cool wind blew in carrying the wood smoke and chill of a late fall day. It was refreshing after the crowded conference room. 
 
    The room had a desk, but Alex gestured me to one of two armchairs and took the other. Apart from the desk and chairs, there was a row of cupboards along the wall behind the desk. That was it. There were no pictures or desk ornaments. Nothing to personalize the space. I sat facing the window, able to see the gray clouds massing over the forest. He sat and stared at me.  
 
    I knew how he looked from memory. He was broad and stocky, his brown hair holding an auburn tinge and freckles splattered across a nose he’d broken while playing rugby and left to heal crooked. These days I matched him for height. His fingers were unexpectedly long and slender. He’d used to play the violin, calling it a fiddle, which had always made Celine smile and tease him that he overplayed the folksiness. Back then, he’d smiled easily. 
 
    “Michael’s stuck with a wormhole glitching in Weta Sector. It’s swallowed a dozen starships and he’s working on getting them out. That left me.” He fell silent. 
 
    Unwillingly, I acceded to his unspoken demand and looked at him. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jaya,” he said in a rough voice. 
 
    “Yeah.” The apology was eighteen years too late, and you know what? When it came right down to it, an apology wasn’t enough. 
 
    “One of the Shaman Justices had to talk with you. The things you did…I couldn’t have shut down a wraith from half a galaxy away, let alone seven of them. You saved the Meitj, and you impressed them.” 
 
    I knew that. The Meitj had expressed their gratitude both in the immediate aftermath of the foiled terrorist attack, and later, via their representatives, here at the Academy. Winona hadn’t just been meeting with humans over the last three weeks. 
 
    “You’ve always been powerful,” Alex said. 
 
    “Is that why you took me in?” I asked him. I shouldn’t have. I should have drawn a line in the sand and insisted on keeping the discussion impersonal. A discussion about my power was fine. I discussed it with the research shamans. A discussion about what was so wrong with me that everyone I knew either left me or used me? That wasn’t a safe discussion to have. 
 
    And it wasn’t true. Not anymore. Vulf loved me just for me.  
 
    I wished that he was here. 
 
    “Celine…” Alex’s voice didn’t crack on his dead wife’s name. “Celine couldn’t have children.” 
 
    I’d learned that fact later, after she’d died, when it was too late to ask her if she’d have ignored me if she’d had her own children. When I recalled Celine, there were memories of hugs and laughter. She’d been a shaman, too, but her power had been slight; just enough to play sha games with me and to work as a researcher at the Academy. 
 
    I’d been abandoned to the Academy at the age of three. It had been done anonymously; my grandfather contacting me secretly years later to admit it had been his doing. Surrendering me to strangers and leaving me without any sense of who I was or where I came from had been only the first of Ivan’s many betrayals. It had been his terrorist attack against the Meitj that I’d thwarted three weeks ago. He was their prisoner, now. Imprisoned for life. 
 
    And I was his granddaughter. Irrationally or not, I felt I had to atone for his sins, or more truly, I believed that I had to prove that his murderous and obsessive inclinations didn’t taint me. We shared more than our blood. He was an unregistered shaman, and I was a shaman who hid much of my talent for working with sha energy. What I could with sha energy was like nothing the Academy taught. 
 
    The five years I’d spent since graduation working as a starship shaman and collecting sha energy for my experiments had been unostentatiously satisfying. Being the only shaman for hundreds of clicks, deep in interstellar space, had given me the freedom to simply be myself.  
 
    All that had changed. 
 
    Alex’s arrival was merely the official expression of those changes. I could guess why he was here. Vulf and I had even discussed the likelihood. The Academy mightn’t know the full extent of my talent, but they’d registered enough to have marked me as a likely Shaman Justice. I’d had five years of freedom. But the other two that I’d counted on, to make up seven years of self-discovery, had been blasted out of existence by my display of formidable shamanic talent to save Shaidoc. 
 
    “Celine thought of you as her daughter,” Alex said. “In every way but blood, you were hers. She would have loved you if you had no shamanic talent, but the fact that you did gave us priority for fostering you. We could help you to understand and control your early-developing talent.” 
 
    He cleared his throat, cleared it again, stood, and walked to the window. “You were like a daughter to me, too.” He stared out the window rather than look at me. 
 
    So many responses to that ran through my mind. Disbelief. Anger. Sorrow. If I’d been truly his daughter, would he have left me behind? 
 
    “When Celine died, I broke,” he said. “I functioned. As a Shaman Justice I probably even improved. I had no distractions. But as a person, all I could see was the gap where Celine should have been. Every time I saw you.” He drew a deep breath and turned around so that I could read his expression. He stood rigidly, like a man on trial. Regret shimmered in his hazel eyes. “You were so perfect, Jaya. You still are. Beautiful and caring. A strong person. Always determined to do the right thing. Celine would have been proud of you, and it killed me to see you and know that she was missing out on your life, on all the important milestones.” 
 
    “So you decided to miss them, too?” My sarcastic response failed to hide my emotions. A shaking voice will give you away every time. 
 
    He returned to his chair, dropping into it and leaning forward. “I’m an emotional coward, Jaya. You should hate me, despise me. But never, ever believe that my abandonment was any reflection on you.” 
 
    I shook my head, over-whelmed. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I should have explained myself to you years ago, but avoidance becomes a habit. You built your own life, one without me. I had—have—no right to crash it with my emotional needs. But someone has to walk you through what it means to be a Shaman Justice. The Meitj have already expressed a desire for you to assume the role and assist the Galactic Court. You deserve to know what you’d be agreeing to.” 
 
    “And if I refuse to be a Shaman Justice?” I wasn’t being difficult. I wanted to know how honest he’d be with me. 
 
    “It’ll be difficult. The Academy will put pressure on you, sufficient that you’ll find yourself uncomfortable here and avoiding it, and likely, most shamans. A major reason for the Academy’s founding was to train up shamans for the role of Shaman Justice. We give Galaxy Proper the best of the best to fulfil our commitment under the Charter of Galactic Union. You are the best, Jaya.” 
 
    He put his hands on the arms of his chair and pushed up. “That said, you can refuse. The position of Shaman Justice carries substantial pressure. You can end up responsible for countless lives…something you experienced with the wraiths threatening Shaidoc. A Shaman Justice must be a willing volunteer. A willing, informed volunteer.” 
 
    “President Hoffer wants me to serve him, not the Galactic Court.” 
 
    “The Galactic Court is more honest,” Alex said bluntly.  
 
    I didn’t disagree, but I needed time alone: time to consider everything he’d told me and determine my options. “I appreciate your offer to instruct me on the realities of life as a Shaman Justice. It’s been a…challenging day, and tomorrow Winona wants me to sit in on the meeting of planetary presidents. They intend to petition Galaxy Proper to admit humanity as full members.” I wasn’t sure if he was aware of the latest political games. 
 
    He nodded. “Can you give me an hour before the meeting starts?” He was a Shaman Justice with a thousand and one demands on his time, and he was letting me set the schedule. 
 
    “We could meet for breakfast, if that suits you?” I waited for his agreement. “There’s a coffee shop near my apartment.” I gave him the address. “Is seven o’clock too early?” 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    I had my hand on the door, almost gone. 
 
    “Thank you, Jaya.” 
 
    I stepped through and closed the door firmly behind me. The tension I’d been controlling burst free and set me shuddering. My past and my future had collided in one man: Alex Ballantyne. My teeth chattered in a particularly convulsive shiver. I didn’t want anyone to see me like this, so I stumbled into the nearest bathroom and closed myself inside a cubicle. 
 
    One of the tricks of sha energy manipulation that my grandfather had taught me was the creation of pocket dimensions. They were useful, if not always reliable, personal storage systems. The problem was that you couldn’t be sure that what you put in there would be retrievable. I opened mine, reached in, and pulled out a utility suit in dull blue, boots and socks. I stripped off my sensible don’t-look-at-me conference clothes, threw them into the pocket dimension and sealed it. Then I dressed quickly. By the time I’d knotted my boots, the familiar uniform of a starship shaman had calmed me. 
 
    The mile and a bit walk from the Academy to my apartment in town would burn off the remainder of my adrenaline, especially if I took it at a jog. I disciplined myself to walk out of the tower and down the driveway that curved around a giant oak that a botanist shaman had coaxed to appear centuries old. In colonizing San Juan and other planets, shamans specializing in terraforming planets had accelerated the lifecycles of plants to establish robust ecosystems. 
 
    When I reached the bridge that crossed the Rubicon River and joined the Academy to the town of Independence, popularly known as Indy, I started to jog. 
 
    I’d never thought I’d be grateful to reach my apartment overlooking the river. I’d bought it four years ago to reassure the Academy that while I was a starship shaman without close ties to family or friends, I wasn’t untethered, and hence, a risk to be monitored. Buying an apartment for such reasons, even with the generous terms of the mortgage the Academy offered me as a graduate, meant I’d always vaguely resented it. 
 
    Now, as the door locked behind me, it felt like a refuge. 
 
    “House, show Vulf’s latest recording,” I directed the apartment’s housekeeping system. His familiar face appeared on the viewscreen in front of the short sofa. “Pause.” I touched his face. I ached to touch him for real. More than anything, I wanted him to hold me. “Vulf, I miss you.” 
 
    He was nine days fast travel away in the Dragon Sector on the pirate planet of Corsairs. Our communication was via recorded messages, and even then, we couldn’t speak openly. As Vulf had warned me before we separated on Naidoc, we’d gained a scary amount of attention and with that would go covert surveillance. In short, whatever we sent over the communications network would be monitored. 
 
    “House, resume play.” 
 
    On screen, Vulf’s recorded image moved. His sexy, growly voice was rough. “I love you, Jaya.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” But if I became a Shaman Justice could we make our relationship work? 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    My closest friends at the Academy had scattered after graduation. Most served as starship shamans, as I had. Lily had chosen to specialize in terraforming planets, and had taken up her lifetime role on a planet the Sidhe held in the Psy Sector. Guiding sha energy into new planetary patterns and gently sustaining the altered flows until they embedded tended to bind a shaman to a planet. Her life and sha became entwined with that of the planet. Two other friends were working on sha weapons development and healing respectively. 
 
    Just because my close friends were absent didn’t mean I knew no one. The staff at the Academy were largely unchanged after five years. Matron still ruled the dorms where the students slept. She had taken responsibility for me after Celine’s death and Alex’s departure. Rather than find me a second foster family, the Academy had accepted me at a younger than usual age as a student.  
 
    Usually shamanic talent revealed itself at puberty, around the age of twelve. On Earth, shamanic talent hadn’t been understood, and when it had woken at puberty, people had panicked. Instead of helping the young shamans to master their talent, the children had been labelled freaks, and their gift mislabeled as poltergeist activity and suppressed. 
 
    On San Juan, in more enlightened times, I entered the school aged eight and unable to recall a time when I hadn’t played with sha energy. The older students hadn’t been unkind, but it had been impossible to juggle sharing shamanic lessons with them where I already possessed the control of sha energy that they were still to learn, with ordinary schoolwork where I was naturally four years behind them. Fortunately, private tutoring advanced me sufficiently that within two years I could join a new intake of students on equal terms in schoolwork, and by then, I’d learned how to disguise the extent of my shamanic abilities. I made friends. 
 
     Matron ensured that I learned manners, stayed healthy and, she hoped, felt some kind of emotional connection to the Academy. She thought of me as “that poor little foundling”.  
 
    All of which explains why, when I saw Matron accompany Alex into the coffee shop for his and my breakfast meeting, I felt shoved off balance again. For this difficult meeting, I didn’t need Matron’s pity or her insistence that I respond emotionally to her. 
 
    Matron, Fatima Hawi, was Alex’s age, but she wasn’t a shaman, so she actually looked her sixty years. She’d dyed her hair a dark brown and wore make-up, but there was no disguising the softening of her body or the wrinkling of her neck and hands. She defined herself by her maternal identity, claiming that she was a “second mother” to the students. Many students agreed. I never had. Matron was someone I endured. 
 
    “Good morning, Jaya,” she said brightly. “No, no, don’t get up.” 
 
    I hadn’t attempted to; merely regarding them with a polite smile. “Good morning.” 
 
    “I’m not staying,” Matron continued, speaking over Alex’s quiet greeting. “I was leaving the Academy at the same time as Alex, popping out for some pastries as a treat for the first years, so of course I stopped to give him a lift.” She leaned in to whisper. “I’m double-parked, so I must dash. However, I wanted to remind you that if you need me, my door is always open.” She looked to squeeze my hand, a habit of hers, but I’d tucked my hands under the table. She hovered. 
 
    She wouldn’t leave till I’d thanked her for interfering, so I forced the words out.  
 
    She beamed. “Of course, of course. You are one of my most successful children.” She patted my shoulder, and finally, left. 
 
    “Sorry,” Alex said briefly, apparently to the menu board that hung on the back wall. 
 
    “You know, when you took off after Celine’s death, I was landed with her.” My remark was rude, and just spoke itself. 
 
    It also served to break the ice.  
 
    He grinned quickly and ruefully. He was also wise enough not to comment. 
 
    I could imagine how deftly Matron had snagged her chance to intrude. Gossip flew around the Academy, and she was the hub of that rumor network. News that Alex had made one of his rare visits to the Academy and met with me would have created a rampaging curiosity in her. A moment’s thought would have suggested that he was here to speak with me about the question of my becoming a Shaman Justice, but she would have wanted to see for herself my emotional reaction. 
 
    This morning I’d accepted that the only person I was kidding with my hope of avoiding attention was myself. So I’d given up dressing to blend in with the administration staff. I wore a charcoal-gray utility suit and black boots, adding a splash of color by tying a narrow scarf around my ponytail. The red and turquoise silk drifted to my shoulders. 
 
    A waitress served us with quick efficiency, swooping in as soon as the door closed behind Matron. In the two weeks that I’d been eating here, I’d made a point of tipping generously.  
 
    On the Academy’s side of the river, forest to the north west and pastures suited to dairy cattle naturally encouraged forestry and dairy farming. On this side of the river, the town of Independence was surrounded by market gardens growing a range of vegetables and, further to the east, fields of wheat and oats. The coffee shop, like other restaurants in town, benefited from access to high quality raw ingredients. 
 
    I ordered apple pancakes. 
 
    Alex ordered a full breakfast of bacon, eggs and fried bread. If Matron had seen it, she’d have lectured him—“for his own good”—on healthy eating. 
 
    We both had coffee, imported from the islands where it flourished on the volcanic soil. 
 
    “The Galactic Court,” Alex began abruptly. “Is more subtle than the public realizes, and more complicated than the Academy teaches. Brolga, one of the judges, has adapted the old Earth saying about justice being blind. She says that if justice is blind, mercy must see everything. The Galactic Court envisions itself as the caretaker for Galaxy Proper.” 
 
    I ate my apple pancakes, thickly dusted with cinnamon sugar, absently as I listened to Alex’s insider’s view of the Galactic Court. I had to remind myself that he wasn’t giving me his unfiltered opinion. Just like everyone else on San Juan, he was manipulating me for his own purpose.  
 
    Given that humanity’s Charter of Galactic Union committed us to providing a minimum of two Shaman Justices to serve the Galactic Court, the Academy carefully educated its students on the court’s importance and the basics of its operation. One hundred and fifty judges ruled on interplanetary civil and criminal trials. Double that number worked in the field as mediators. The media and general public concentrated on the judges. The Academy taught us that it was the mediators who Shaman Justices chiefly assisted since they were the court officials who ventured into the field. 
 
    Alex revealed the extent of that assistance. “A quarter of the mediators work on cases that never become public. They’re the advance guard.” 
 
    “Pardon?” Advance guard sounded remarkably warlike. 
 
    “They seek out problems, unravelling knots at the first tangle. The Galactic Court has one artificial intelligence for every six mediators, and the AIs continually surveille, extrapolate, and run scenarios. They bring problems to the mediators for active investigation. Sometimes those investigations require a Shaman Justice.” 
 
    I played dumb. “To examine the sha energy?” 
 
    It turned out Alex was, unsurprisingly, better than me at a sardonic turn of phrase. “To handle specific complexities.” 
 
    And then he broadsided me. “Like the Ceph.” 
 
    “You know?” I whispered. Then, with dawning anger. “For how long?” 
 
    “I learned of their existence after you did. Winona contacted me over secure communications—quantum and sha entanglement. It’s something Dan’s been working on. She outlined what happened on Naidoc and leading up to it. The extent of your shamanic talent startled some powerful people.” 
 
    I registered the warning in his last sentence, but I remained focused on my anger. “Does the court know that the Meitj have held the Ceph, an entire species, in stasis on the Ceph’s home world for forty two millennia?” 
 
    Alex met my gaze. “Brolga, the judge I quoted earlier, is Meitj. She knows. She sought me out.” 
 
    I took a sip of coffee, buying myself time to calm down and think. I replaced the nearly empty cup in its saucer. “What do you want from me? No, wait. What does the Galactic Court want from me? You’re their messenger boy, aren’t you? You’re not here because of loyalty to the Academy or to me.” 
 
    “I care about you, Jaya.” 
 
    “No.” I refused to listen to his evasions.  
 
    He sighed and looked down at his plate. When he looked up, all emotion had blanked from his expression. 
 
    A chill ran through me. This was the real man, the Shaman Justice who’d walked away from me as a child.  
 
    “When your grandfather discovered the existence of the Ceph he became obsessed.” 
 
    Bitterly, I recognized the same guilt stick that Winona beat me with. Ivan was my grandfather. I felt a need to both repair what he had damaged and separate myself from his dangerous insanity. Alex would try to use Ivan and my complicated emotions against me. 
 
    “Ivan’s reckless actions would have caused more than a black hole and the death of millions in the Meitj solar system. The whole galaxy would have plunged into chaos.” 
 
    “I stopped him, remember?” 
 
    “You did. None of the court’s AIs had anticipated Ivan’s discovery of the Ceph’s existence, or rather, his response. Other people venture into the forbidden Ceph Sector occasionally.” Alex might have only recently learned of the Ceph’s existence and imprisonment, but someone had briefed him, possibly the Meitj judge, Brolga. “Usually it is a starship captain exploring for gain or trying to hide and desperate enough to risk the dangers of the Ceph Sector.” 
 
    “Are the intruders mind-wiped?” I asked. It was something the most powerful healer shamans could achieve. Specific memories could be removed. Such interventions were rare and only done after months of counselling and the person’s informed consent. All other mind-wipes in the galaxy stole as much personality as they did memory. They were a disgusting violation. 
 
    There was an insult in my question, but also a deeper, urgent curiosity that I needed answered. If the Galactic Court ordered mind-wipes to hide the secret of the Ceph, how could its judges, mediators and AIs be trusted? 
 
    How could I trust Alex’s answer? 
 
    Some of the secure underpinnings of my life were shaking. The criminal and civil courts of the Galactic Court were meant to provide a framework in which Galaxy Proper citizens could work out evolving notions of justice and broader morality. In discussing the court’s role, the Academy taught us that while principles are constant, the context and understanding of them change their interpretation. 
 
    But some things weren’t up for interpretation. 
 
    Beneath the table, my hands curled into tense fists, fingernails digging into my palms. I wanted to believe Alex. I wanted to believe in the purpose and actions of the Galactic Court. For years I’d lived with, and avoided the knowledge, that I’d likely end by serving it as a Shaman Justice. But this was bigger than a personal sense of betrayal. The entire galaxy relied on the court meeting its mission. 
 
    Its goal could never change because that goal was life. Ultimately, every Galactic Court decision, whether it was for immediate justice or for longer-term considerations of mercy, had to support life. 
 
    “The court punishes mind-wiping. It does not order it,” Alex said, coldly. He’d taken offence at the question. 
 
    I was just as angry—that I’d had to ask the question. “Then how come the Ceph haven’t, at minimum, leaked into public consciousness as a galactic myth?” 
 
    “Physical barriers of meteorite storms and other space hazards keep everyone from the Ceph’s home planet. Ivan sensed the sha energy barrier and his own rampant curiosity caused him to investigate. Only a shaman could sense the sha barrier.” 
 
    And there’d been no shamans traversing the galaxy until humanity joined Galaxy Proper. 
 
    Moreover, those of us who now existed were registered. Ivan was a rare unregistered rogue shaman talent. At least, the Academy assumed shamans couldn’t hide their talent. The Academy would have to rethink that assumption, given Ivan’s activities and the fact that I’d hidden the extent of my talent right under their noses growing up here. 
 
    But the immediately vital point was that the Galactic Court hadn’t needed to order mind-wipes to keep the Ceph a secret. It had taken a shaman to sense them. “I apologize,” I said to Alex. I’d offended him by suggesting that the court would act less than honorably. That he’d taken offense was interesting, though. It emphasized how closely he identified himself with it. 
 
    He swiped payment for our meal on the table’s reader. 
 
    I stood.  
 
    “Do you know what interests me,” he said as we exited the coffee shop. “I brought up that first Ivan, then you, had acted in ways that the AIs hadn’t anticipated, and you focused on the Ceph and the possibility of mind-wipes. That’s not the usual reaction.” 
 
    I frowned at him even as I side-stepped a jogger. Sarcasm might be the lowest form of wit—Matron tended to reprimand with aphorisms, and they still clung years later—but I indulged in it, anyway. “How many people have you told about the Ceph?” I wasn’t concerned that anyone might overhear my indiscreet comment. I’d noticed the privacy bubble Alex erected back in the coffee shop and which stretched to enclose us as we walked to the Academy. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter the topic. When people hear about the central role AIs play in the Galactic Court’s operation, it’s what they focus on. But you…AIs don’t bother you, do they? Is that because of the time you spent on Vulf Trent’s mLa’an starship? I believe it houses an AI. Were you comfortable dealing with it?” 
 
    “Ahab—the starship’s artificial intelligence,” I corrected myself. Ahab’s nickname wasn’t mine to share. “Saved my life after Ivan kidnapped me on Naidoc.” 
 
    “Being compelled to feel gratitude is not the same as accepting an artificial intelligence as an individual. AIs are designed to protect organic sentient species.” 
 
    I couldn’t work out what response Alex was fishing for. It seemed a non-issue to me. Ahab was a sentient individual. Anyone who encountered him had to realize that truth. “Ivan is also an organic sentient, and he had the mLa’an override codes to compel Ah—the starship’s artificial intelligence—to serve him. The AI saved me because he’s my friend.” I believed it. I also believed that Ahab had saved me because I was Vulf’s mate. My importance to Ahab’s closest human friend made me important to Ahab. 
 
    Alex strode along with his hands in the pockets of his blue utility suit. “Interesting. Humans have little contact with true artificial intelligences. The majority of their contact is with sophisticated software that mimics sentient interaction. True AIs have made the jump from logic codes to self-awareness and acceptance that actions have consequences. They aren’t yet citizens of Galaxy Proper, but the process has started to gain them full membership.” 
 
    “Which is what humanity’s leaders want,” I pointed out. 
 
    He made a noncommittal sound that could have been agreement, except for the edge of cynicism. Which is a polite way to say, he grunted.  
 
    We’d reached the bridge and its impressive span across the Rubicon River. The Academy had been built high on a bluff where the wide and turbulent river narrowed briefly. The town had sprang up on the opposite bank; near but separate. History related that Clarence Bloodstone had rested a day after using sha energy to create the central hall of the Academy, then he’d used the same shamanic talent for working stone to shape the bridge. Every time I crossed the bridge on foot, I touched the parapet nearest me. I did so now. It was a sign of respect to the first galactic shamans and all that they’d achieved, as well as a way of reminding myself that I belonged to their tradition. 
 
    The turbulent water flowing beneath the bridge carried a surge of sha energy with it, intoxicatingly wild. That flow was one of the reasons the Academy was sited where it was. The powerful river helped to clear the buildup of shaped and re-shaped sha energy that came with training so many student shamans in such a relatively small area. 
 
    Perhaps crossing Clarence Bloodstone’s bridge also reminded Alex of what we owed those who’d come before us. But he gave it a different spin, one that emphasized our role outside of humanity. “As Shaman Justices we’re useful beyond our shamanic talent. Being human, part of a species new to Galaxy Proper, we are neutral through ignorance. We lack millennia-old grievances and alliances shaping our actions. The mediators’ undiscussed role is to stop trouble before it starts. Not all trouble. Conflict is healthy. But things like what your grandfather attempted are impossibly dangerous. Shaman Justices serve both overtly and in secret to keep the peace.” 
 
    We’d reached the apex of the bridge. Our pace increased as we descended. Or perhaps I walked faster in an attempt to outrun my anger. The problem was that I was more than angry. “So Shaman Justices exist to shuffle everyone along according to some master plan? We’re good little sheepdogs, trusting in the benevolence of the shepherds?” 
 
    “And in our own judgement, yes.” 
 
    Alex’s stark assent to my sarcastic challenge halted me as I stepped off the bridge onto the hard-packed dirt footpath. 
 
    “Think on it, Jaya.” He veered off, taking a minor path that led to the farm at the rear of the Academy. The farm enabled students to learn how to manipulate sha energy to assist in raising healthy animals and plants. 
 
    I resumed walking slowly, staying on the main path to the central hall. I wasn’t sure what Alex wanted me to consider, but his departure suggested he’d delivered the message he’d intended. Was it about me accepting the role as a third Shaman Justice? Or was it a broader issue? He’d said that Shaman Justices served the mediators to halt problems before they blossomed. There were certainly problems here at the Academy. 
 
    I looked at the array of official vehicles and the ordered security presence. Representatives from humanity’s official planets were arriving in a steady stream over the bridge and along the driveway. Bodyguards watched me approach, their expressions flat. If I intended to bring trouble, they had blasters and—I sent out a tendril of sha energy to investigate—two disrupters primed to trigger. 
 
    Evidently, President Hoffer wasn’t the only human willing to obliquely threaten his shamanic hosts. 
 
    I glanced at the Academy’s weapons master. Dan Carson stood unobtrusively at a distance, a tall, gray-haired man with shrewd brown eyes and a rugged face. He’d drilled me in offensive and defensive maneuvers as a student, including shielding in the combat arena, but I’d never taken his optional classes in sha energy weapons development. Nonetheless, when he caught my eye, he nodded, and I crossed over to him. He was one of the most respected shamans at the Academy and far more powerful than Winona. If he’d ever indicated an interest in the chancellorship, shamans would have elected him in her place in a heartbeat.  
 
    “They have disrupters,” I murmured. 
 
    “And they all recognize you.” 
 
    His information startled me. “The guards, not just the politicians?” I double-checked. 
 
    “Both. I observed them watching for someone. That was you.” 
 
    I turned around, noting how many gazes slid away. My skin crawled. In the best of circumstances, I preferred to go unnoticed. This was not the best of times. “Maybe they’ve heard the rumor that I might be the next Shaman Justice?” 
 
    “Count on it,” he said with grim warning. 
 
    I nodded jerkily and continued on inside. Rather than head for the conference room, I took a labyrinthine route to the Archives at the rear of the central hall and hid there till two minutes before the meeting was scheduled to begin. The eclectic collection of objects as well as texts hid my personal sha signature from anyone cursorily scanning for me. The Archives’ location also meant that at a brisk walk, I reached the conference room with a second to spare. 
 
    People turned to stare at me, but Winona tapped her official speaker’s gong and the meeting began. 
 
    Once introductions and preliminary speeches were complete, the meeting started over the same ground as the San Juan-specific meeting of yesterday: I was a weapon/card they could play. How could they use me? What was to stop the rest of the galaxy from simply killing me to remove my shamanic talent from humanity’s control? 
 
    This time, Winona had an answer. “The Meitj have declared Ms. Romanov protected. Their assassins are legendary and do not stop with a single victim, but take out the victim’s family, friends, and, on occasion, home city.” 
 
    The Meitj were a compassionate and peace-loving species, but they’d had millennia of interspecies galactic exchanges in which to learn how such peace had, at times, to be won and defended. 
 
    I hadn’t realized they’d extended that protection to me. 
 
    “The Meitj are aliens. They have their own priorities and purposes which are unlikely to align with humanity’s.” President Hoffer smoothed his suit. “We would like to be sure Ms. Romanov is protected.” 
 
    Whereas I’d felt a glow of warmth at learning of the Meitj’s declaration of support, President Hoffer’s response elicited nothing but suspicion. The president of San Juan was not one of my supporters. Obviously, if I died, he’d lose a vital element in his attempt to gain humanity full membership of Galaxy Proper. That might explain his words. But there was something more, something I was missing. 
 
    I rubbed my fingers together, dancing sparks of sha energy between them, as I worried over what my political naivety hid from me. 
 
    When Winona struck the gong, signaling a break for lunch, I ignored the rules of ordinary courtesy and wrapped the sha energy that I’d been playing with around me so that I “disappeared” from view for the non-shamans in the room. However, that made me invisible, not undetectable. If I brushed against them in the crowded doorway they’d feel the contact. 
 
    I sidled over to a window, opened it, and jumped down from the second floor, using a weaving of sha energy to cushion my fall. Then I jogged over to the forest path, releasing my invisible sha bubble once I was under cover of the trees. 
 
    The forest had the invigorating urgency of fall. The growing season had ended, harvest was over, and everything readied itself for the stillness of winter. This was the season of last chances. 
 
    I plunged off the path and scrambled over a fallen tree and a jumble of rocks, till I found a tiny clearing I remembered from my time as a student. The midday sun, being directly overhead, reached the rough circle of grass and rock, and the air smelled of pine and damp earth. I sat down, pulling a nutrition bar and a bottle of water out of my pocket dimension, and eating as I took the opportunity of silence and solitude to think. 
 
    Except that my brain refused to settle on any one line of thought. It skipped from questions about who the current mediators of the Galactic Court were, which ones worked on secret projects, how the AIs interfaced with them, how Ahab felt about the possibility of full recognition of his people as a species, whether people would try to kill me for exercising the full extent of my talent (or what they believed to be its full extent), and at what point my lingering sense of loyalty to the Academy would end? The Academy’s research shamans hadn’t told me anything useful about Vulf’s shift from man to robot wolf and back, and without that personal incentive of learning from them for Vulf’s sake, the question of me staying on was mine alone. 
 
    By the time I returned to the conference room, I’d worked myself into a greater state of agitation and indecision than when I’d sneaked out of it. 
 
    Perhaps if the very important people at the meeting had bothered to imagine themselves in my shoes they wouldn’t have made the drastic mistake they committed when the meeting resumed. 
 
    Winona broke from protocol for one sotto voce comment. “Jaya, you should have attended the lunch, not slipped away.” 
 
    As it was, I sat dumbstruck as I listened to the decision the leaders of interstellar humanity had made in my absence, concerning me. 
 
    “For Ms. Romanov’s protection.” President Hoffer was their spokesperson. “A bodyguard shall accompany her at all times. It is our condition for her acceptance of the role as Shaman Justice.” 
 
    “I haven’t decided whether I’ll be a Shaman Justice,” I blurted out. 
 
    “Of course you will. You have no choice, girl,” Phillip Song, President of Planet Gemini, said. 
 
    No choice? 
 
    President Hoffer beckoned his two bodyguards forward from their position by the door. 
 
    Both produced disrupters from inside their jackets. 
 
    The other three shamans in the room flinched, although Winona looked angry as well as resigned. I glanced at her. Of them all, she alone knew, because I’d told her, along with the Meitj Emperor, that I could destroy a disrupter. She didn’t know that at the time I’d done so I’d been significantly calmer and not racing bullies’ trigger fingers. Nonetheless, she shook her head fractionally. 
 
    Message received. Now was not the time, in her view, to reveal that aspect of my abilities. 
 
    Humanity’s elected leaders had decided that my “bodyguards” were to be my prison guards. In their minds, I was an asset to be controlled. 
 
    Their short-sighted self-satisfaction baffled me. If I agreed to become a Shaman Justice, the leaders of humanity could posture all they wanted about “protecting” me. The Galactic Court would never let guards with conflicting loyalties accompany me on my missions. Alex’s revelations of this morning made that clear. But even without the Galactic Court acting, did the leaders expect that I and other shamans would submit to them? 
 
    And if you don’t, a small voice whispered in my mind. President Hoffer warned you about this yesterday? 
 
    What? He did? 
 
    Are you human or are you other? that annoying small voice that was also me recalled President Hoffer’s threat.  
 
    What I did now, how I responded to the leaders’ escalation to control me with the threat of force, would have implications for all shamans’ relationships with their wider communities. Were shamans part of humanity or separate? 
 
    Fortunately, the presidential bodyguards weren’t accustomed to dealing with shamans, or perhaps they underestimated me. 
 
    Vulf would have run the disrupter as soon as the threat to control me via it was made. That the two bodyguards chose to posture rather than act was my opportunity. 
 
    I sent out two concentrated lashes of sha energy and the disrupters tore from the bodyguards’ hands and flew to mine. 
 
    “If I was easy to control, the Galactic Court wouldn’t want me,” I said. Then I vanished. 
 
    I employed the same sha bubble of invisibility that I’d used to escape at lunch, but this time everyone in the room noticed me vanishing. 
 
    The result was uproar. 
 
    The bodyguards hesitated. I might have taken their disrupters, but they still had blasters. However, firing blasters in a conference room filled with heads of state would result in a swift ride to the unemployment office. 
 
    I took the few seconds advantage I had and jumped out the window. This time, instead of heading for the forest, I kept the sha bubble around me and ran east-north-east. The Academy’s sports grounds gave way to fields, and then, to open pasture. 
 
    Any trained shaman would have been able to track the sha energy flaring from my bubble of invisibility. It reshaped light to hide me from physical sight, but in terms of sha energy, it was a metaphorical spotlight. If any shamans were tracking me—and I wouldn’t put it past Alex as a Shaman Justice—they would have to wonder what I intended. There was nothing in front of me.  
 
    A farmhouse occupied the north side of the next valley, but I didn’t head for it. A rock shifted under my left boot. I went down on one knee, dropping the disrupters. I didn’t bother picking them back up. I could feel my destination. 
 
    A few weeks ago aboard Vulf’s starship, the Orion, I’d told him and Ahab that I had a portal set up on San Juan, near the Academy. Until Ivan had used a portal to escape us, and Vulf had asked if I had any portals established through the galaxy, I’d forgotten its existence. I’d created it as a training exercise when I was a student. Portals took a substantial amount of sha energy to create, but once in place, they remained in existence for decades, possibly longer. A shaman created a portal coded to his or her energy signature. Then, when needed, a portal could be opened instantly.  
 
    Portals were one-shot, instantaneous transport across space. Even better for my purposes, it was nigh on impossible to determine where one had led. In effect, they self-destructed after use. 
 
    It wasn’t that I remembered the rock formation, an odd five-sided hollow, in which my portal lay dormant so much as that the portal’s subtle sha energy pattern called to me. I jumped into the hollow, concentrated on the exit location I required, and activated the portal. 
 
    In the absence of any clear notion of what I wanted to do, I opted to run away. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The portal opened in a narrow country lane outside a modest wooden gate. A goat regarded me with great curiosity from high in the branches of a chestnut tree. It nibbled a leaf, then maa-aaa’d at me. 
 
    I stared at it as I panted, trying to catch my breath after the cross-country run followed by me hurtling through the portal. The air smelled of spring wildflowers and although I had no idea which direction was which, the angle of the sun and something in the soft quality of it suggested mid-afternoon. There was a lazy sound of bees in the flowering hedgerow and the chirps and song of many birds.  
 
    Apparently, I’d portalled into a bucolic idyll. There was even a family of ducks, the parents white and grey, the ducklings yellow balls of fluff, waddling near a sky-blue pond. 
 
    A wooden farmhouse with a gray shingled roof and bright red door stood on a slight rise. A barn and smaller sheds peeped out from behind it. Two horses stood in a side yard. When the goat bleated again, and leapt to the ground, the horses ignored it, continuing to graze. 
 
    I didn’t have the option of ignoring the goat. It frisked toward me. 
 
    Lessons in animal husbandry had not been my favorite as a student shaman, but I knew enough to recognize the goat as a youngster. It was curious rather than aggressive, so I let it approach, sniff my hand, and gently butt my hip. 
 
    “No,” a female voice ordered from behind me. 
 
    The goat retreated with a guilty toss of its head. 
 
    “We’re trying to teach her to be gentle. What is cute in a kid is trouble in an adult.” The middle-aged woman paused. “That’s true for people, too.” She wiped her hands down the sides of her jeans before extending her right hand. “I’m Laura Trent.” 
 
    I gulped. Laura Trent was Vulf’s mother’s name. I was face-to-face with his mom! I clasped her hand firmly, feeling the answering strength in her grip. “Jaya Romanov.” 
 
    “I thought you were!” Laura released my hand, but only to pull me into an enthusiastic hug. With her sudden grin, she looked very much like her daughter, Edith, whom I’d met aboard a pirate starship. They were both blonde women of average height with powerful builds. I was taller, but they would knock me over in a second in a physical fight. Unless I was sneaky. 
 
    Just at the moment I was out of breath again, but for a good reason. There was no doubting Laura’s delight at my visit.  
 
    She squeezed me a final time, then released me. “But how did you get here?” She looked around for a vehicle. 
 
    “I portalled in. I’m sorry I didn’t give you any notice.” 
 
    In an instant, Laura changed from happy, prospective mother-in-law to a soldier on guard. She scanned the countryside, assessing it for threats. “Trouble?” 
 
    “Not for you and yours,” I hastened to reassure her. “They won’t trace me—” 
 
    “You are part of me and mine. You’re family, Jaya. Vulf’s mate. Now, what do you need? He’ll want to hear from you. He’s in the city at the moment.” She opened the gate. 
 
    I shook myself out of the momentary stupor resulting from being so emphatically claimed. “There’s no immediate threat. I would like to talk with Vulf. Will he be returning here?” From his recorded messages I knew he split his time between his parents’ homestead and his starship, docked high above the planet Corsairs. 
 
    “He will if you message him.” Laura shot me an amused look as she wrangled the goat into a wire-fenced yard. 
 
    “I think my communicator has been hacked, so I disposed of it.” I’d tossed it into my pocket dimension. Nothing and no one could trace it in the pocket dimension, and maybe one day I’d be able to either oust the spyware on it or, at a minimum, clean-copy my contacts list. If the pocket dimension didn’t eat it. 
 
    “You can borrow mine. It’s secure. As pirates, we take that sort of thing seriously. The last thing we need are nosy governments and competitors eavesdropping.” Ignoring the goat’s protesting bleats, Laura closed the gate to its yard, rattled it once to check it was secure, then walked with me up to the house. Daffodils and jonquils lined the path. The porch sat five steps high and a row of roses lined up against it, their new leaves holding a reddish tinge. The thorns were mostly hidden. 
 
    I wiped my feet on the straw mat that had “welcome” burned into it, before following Laura’s example and entering the house with my boots on.  
 
    The red front door opened into a long room that appeared to run the width of the house, and it was a wide house. The ceiling was high and painted white between exposed wooden beams. I couldn’t identify the golden-toned timber, but it also served as flooring. A darker wood, likely oak, had been used to make the vast table to my left and the ten chairs that surrounded it. To my right, comfortable sofas and armchairs for lounging around in were placed in two groups. The first faced a central fireplace, logs laid ready for ignition. The second grouping focused on a viewscreen. Curtains in a storm cloud blue color with a weave of lighter shades framed the tall windows along the front and sides.  
 
    “One guaranteed secure communicator.” Laura collected the gadget from the mantelpiece, unlocked it with a fingerprint scan and voice command, and threw it to me. “I’ll be in the kitchen.” She pushed through a doorway to the back of the house, presumably to the kitchen. 
 
    I selected Vulf’s name from the front screen list of contacts. I could message him or call him. No contest!  
 
    “Hi, Mom.” 
 
    Hearing his voice made my knees wobbly. I leaned against the dining table. “Actually, it’s Jaya. Hi, Vulf.” 
 
    “Jaya.” Emotion deepened his already low voice.  
 
    I heard a note of yearning to rival how I felt. “I missed you.” 
 
    “Stargirl.” His pet name for me said everything. “But what happened that you’re using Mom’s communicator?” 
 
    “I’m okay. I portalled here, to your parents’ homestead, on an impulse, and I didn’t want anyone tracking me via my communicator. So Laura lent me hers to call you.” 
 
    He saw through my evasive response to the urgency of what I’d done. “I’ll be home in an hour.”  
 
    “What is it?” Another deep male voice came distantly through the communicator.  
 
    Vulf spoke quietly, obviously answering the man. “Jaya’s with Mom at the homestead.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Is that your dad?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. We’re at the Conclave. Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    I was now. In fact, safe on Corsairs and having heard Vulf’s voice, the urgency that had driven me into fleeing San Juan felt exaggerated. “I panicked.” 
 
    “About what? You don’t panic. Who threatened you?” His tone promised dire things for those responsible. 
 
    “Can we talk about it when you get here? You need to concentrate on driving.” People on Corsairs used electric vehicles on their roads, and took their more leisurely journeys—or cargo loads—via waterways. Vulf would be driving back from the city. 
 
    “Dad’s driving. It’s his car.” 
 
    Just talking with Vulf was making me stronger, more myself. I walked to the window and looked out. The goat was on its hind legs, trying to chew open the gate latch. “I’d prefer to talk in person. It’s not urgent, Vulf. Honestly. And there’s no threat to your family.” 
 
    “You are family,” Vulf said. 
 
    “Damn right.” That was the distant voice of his dad, Thor Trent. 
 
    “All right,” Vulf conceded. “We’ll talk when I get home. I’ll comm Ahab that you’re here. I have a spare communicator onboard the Orion. He’ll set it up for you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Vulf.” I wasn’t sure if his dad could hear my side of the conversation. I decided it didn’t matter. “I love you.” 
 
    “Love you, too, Stargirl.” 
 
    We disconnected and I went in search of Laura. “Vulf and Thor will be here in an hour.” 
 
    “Thor will get another speeding ticket.” She sounded resigned. Then she grinned at me. “He’ll argue with the traffic wardens’ office later and will probably get it retracted on the grounds that he was hurrying home to meet his son’s new mate, just arrived. Mates are important to shifters,” she added hesitantly, as if unsure about reminding me of the family’s shifter status. 
 
    The process of getting to know one another and finding common ground was not an easy one. Would it have helped if Vulf was present for my first meeting with his mother or would he have made things even more complicated? I was wary and hopeful and aware that Laura was part of my life, now. We had decades of family gatherings before us… 
 
    I smiled. I’d never had a family. “My father is a shifter. I don’t know who he is, but Vulf said there’s a database I could consult.” Laura began nodding. “Only it would tell my father before it told me about our blood tie.” 
 
    “We’ll hack it for you,” Laura said, immediately contradicting her earlier assertion that communications on Corsairs were secure. But perhaps databases were fair game? The unwritten rules of a buccaneering society weren’t clear to me. 
 
    “I think I’ll follow protocol,” I said. “I’ve had time on San Juan to think about it. Whoever my father is, it won’t matter to me, and I think Vulf will be okay with it. But for my father…learning about my existence could disrupt his current life. I need to know who he is, but I’ll leave it to him as to whether he acknowledges me.” 
 
    “He’ll want you, Jaya. Children are everything to shifters.” She handed me a mug of coffee. “I have cake? Cookies?” 
 
    “Just the coffee is fine. It smells good.” I took a sip. “Vulf had this blend on the Orion.” 
 
    Laura smiled. “A family favorite. A second cousin has a coffee plantation on the Far Isles. Let’s sit on the porch. We can watch the world go by.” 
 
    I’d been so focused on Laura that I hadn’t looked out the windows. The barn and other outbuildings behind the house were arranged to allow a clear view from the house down to a wide river. On it, a barge progressed at a stately pace, unidentified barrels stacked high and lashed in place. A small boat nipped around it, speeding upstream.  
 
    “Travelling by boat is valued on Corsairs,” she said. “People often dock for an hour or so to have a chat, but I’ll lower the flag. No flag tells people the family wants privacy. We won’t be bothered.” 
 
    We sat on rockers on the back porch. Hanging baskets lined the railing, sturdy seedlings promising a floral show in a few weeks. A gray and white cat prowled around a corner of the barn, saw Laura and stalked toward us, leaping onto her lap. “Smoke will warm up to you,” she said. “Then he’ll jump onto your knee and shed fur.” She laughed as she dusted fur from her fingers after stroking the cat. “About your heritage…” 
 
    “You won’t offend me,” I said when she hesitated. 
 
    “It’s not that. Vulf might have told you, or he might want to be the one to tell you, but the fact that you think your father might not acknowledge you makes me think you don’t know, and you should.” After that confusing, tangled sentence Laura tsked at herself. She stopped the slight rocking motion of her chair. The cat leapt down, sitting in a patch of sunlight to groom itself. “The Conclave is Corsairs government. It also rules on the actions of pirate fleets in space. The clan leaders—there are eight of them—are supplemented by five directly elected representatives. Together, they form the ruling government, and in turn, are supported by an army of experts, officials and self-important blowhards. Even a pirate planet can’t escape the curse that is bureaucracy.” 
 
    I’d had an overload of government today. I nodded that I understood and for Laura to continue. 
 
    She laced her fingers together and took a resolute breath. “When the robot wolf racing through Naidoc’s space dock and hurling himself at the Orion was identified as Vulf, the Conclave and all of Corsairs plus the pirate fleet had a collective fit. What you and Vulf achieved with his shift has changed everything for us, Jaya. We have hope, again. Hope that we’ll be able to shift and run as our animal selves.” 
 
    “Does it bother anyone that the shift is into an inorganic form?” I asked. I feared that the wild heart of shifters might resent or even fear a robotic form; that they might refuse it. Initially, they’d been over the moon at the thought of shifting, any kind of shifting. But once they’d had time to think, had that changed? Vulf’s brief recorded messages hadn’t provided much detail of his reception when he arrived back on Corsairs. I understood that he’d been wary of spies accessing anything he shared with me, but the lack of information fed my anxiety. 
 
    “Even three generations ago people might have felt like that. They might have been angry and afraid of shifting into a robot,” Laura admitted. “But now…people are grateful, giddy with the possibility. Vulf survived radiation. He could survive poison in his shifted form. People can see the opportunities of an inorganic second form. And that makes you, the shaman who initiated Vulf’s shift, hot property. The man who can claim you as daughter will shout that fact to the stars.” 
 
    The concern in her eyes elicited a weird emotion in me, a kind of baffled gratitude that existed on the fringes of a deeper shock. She cares. She hadn’t just claimed me as family. She meant it. I took an equal leap of faith and answered her openness with my own. “What if I can’t repeat Vulf’s shift?” 
 
    “Whatever happens, there’ll be criticism and people trying to use you.” 
 
    Laura’s pragmatic response resonated with me. I smiled wryly at her. “I’ve just fled that experience at the Academy—the Star Guild Shaman Academy.” 
 
    She nodded that she’d gotten the reference without my explanation. “Don’t run from us. Shifters are noisy and conniving and no better than anyone else, but we’re also loyal. We don’t run. We fight. You won’t be alone unless you choose to be. If there’s a fight, we’ll be beside you.” 
 
    “Will it come to a fight? The fact that Vulf and I are together, a shifter and a shaman, with him perhaps the sole shifter capable of shifting?” 
 
    “You’re worried about envy breeding resentment.” Laura relaxed in her chair, rocking slightly. “No.” She smiled. “As a society, we respect strength. Vulf is my son so it’ll sound as if I’m bragging, but he was already one of the strongest of his generation. Only a strong character could have resisted the pressure to join the pirate fleet and instead succeeded as a lone bounty hunter. Now he has you. You’re a unique mated pair, shaman and shifter. You’ll make your own place in our society, whatever happens regarding others shifting or not into robot forms.” 
 
    Her confidence that I had a place here was rock solid. However, my experiences of the day had left me raw, my skepticism a thin cover for the wounds of disillusionment and betrayal I’d suffered at the Academy. I’d thought I had a place there, and I’d ended up fleeing it. I let the subject drop. There was nothing either of us could do to anticipate the future; just be prepared. 
 
    Apart from the cat, the barns and sheds appeared empty of life, but the far side of the river held a herd of rust-colored cattle grazing placidly, and human voices drifted from the passing boats. There was life, only it was happening at a distance. Some of that was physical distance, but some was my attitude. I kept retreating into my own thoughts, going over the happenings of the day, beginning with Matron’s intrusion at breakfast. What had she known or guessed about the interstellar human governments’ intentions with regard to me? What had Alex, backed by the Galactic Court’s artificial intelligences, calculated would happen? Why hadn’t anyone warned me that humanity’s leaders would seek to control me, going far beyond simply using me as a bargaining chip in negotiating full membership of Galaxy Proper? 
 
    Or had Alex’s meeting with me been intended to prepare me for our governments’ actions? 
 
    “Jaya?” Vulf shouted. He ran through the house and out to the back porch, sweeping me into his arms. 
 
    I buried my face in his shoulder and imitated a boa constrictor, wrapping myself around him.  
 
    We didn’t move or say anything for the longest time. 
 
    Maybe our silence and holding each other said everything. 
 
    When I finally remembered his parents’ presence, I looked around, and Laura was gone. We had the porch to ourselves, although we were visible from the river.  
 
    Vulf didn’t care. 
 
    And once he kissed me, nor did I.  
 
    <I have a cabin, a quarter mile back toward the woods.> 
 
    My lips froze. We’d had so little time together after our mate bond formed that I’d forgotten how intimate telepathy was. <Vulf.> 
 
    He groaned. <I can feel everything I mean to you when you ’path my name.> 
 
    It made sense. Names were more than a sound. They were a summary for a collection of identifying factors, including how a person felt about another. Given how intensely I’d missed Vulf and longed for him, his name would carry all of my love and yearning. 
 
    <Jaya.> His kiss had been passionate before, but now it was devouring. 
 
    I melted into him, overwhelmed by the avalanche of his emotions as he ’pathed my name: desire, worry for me, protective instincts, possessiveness, tenderness, emotions without name, but all centered on loving me. I was lost to everything but Vulf. 
 
    He retained a smidgen more control. He pulled back fractionally and spoke rather than used telepathy. “You can tell me how you came to be here so suddenly while we hike to the cabin.” 
 
    I was already two steps down the porch, following him willingly—I’d follow him anywhere—when I stopped.  
 
    Our linked hands tugged as he kept going for an instant. Then he swung around to face me. With me a couple of steps higher, I looked down at him. “Your parents…” 
 
    He grinned, a slash of masculine amusement. “They’ll understand.” 
 
    I refused to be embarrassed. “No, I mean I think they need to hear my story, too.”  
 
    He sobered, his eyes searching mine.  
 
    “Your mom made me feel welcome.” I walked down the two steps to stand level with him and so that I could put my free arm around him. 
 
    He released my other hand to wrap me up in a loose hug.  
 
    Laura had been trying to tell me something important. I might have missed it—it was so far outside my personal experience—but waiting for Vulf had given me time to think. Vulf’s family wanted to include me as their own. I needed to demonstrate the same trust. Families, the good ones anyway, shared their troubles as well as their joys. If I didn’t shut them out, they’d be there for me. 
 
    “I’m not used to being part of a family, Vulf. I want to do this right. Your parents want to help us, and I want to show them that I respect that, that I like it. I don’t know.” I moved my hands restlessly over his back, unable to find the words to express what I meant. <I want to be part of your family.>  
 
    He squeezed me a second before turning me to face back up the steps. “You’re right. Either Mom or Dad has gone with me to every Conclave meeting about shifting into my robot wolf form. They care, and if you’re willing to share what’s been happening at the Academy, they’ll keep your confidences, and they’ll help.” 
 
    We walked in the back door and, finding the kitchen empty, continued on to the vast front room. 
 
    Laura and Thor sat talking at the large table. Thor stood when he saw me. He was as tall as Vulf and only fractionally less muscled; a big, imposing man. 
 
    “Dad, this is my mate, Jaya.” Vulf gave me a push. <Hug Dad. Shifters touch, but he’ll wait for you to show you’re okay with it.> 
 
    I knew that shifters needed touch. Laura had hugged me without asking. I appreciated that Thor waited, but…that put the pressure on me. “Hi, Mr. Trent?” 
 
    “Thor,” he rumbled, his voice deep. 
 
    “Thor.” I rounded the corner of the table, stretched up and hugged him. 
 
    When Alex left after Celine’s death, I’d pretty much blocked out memories of him and how easily our little, temporary family, had shared affection. So when Thor hugged me with a father’s protective embrace, tempering his strength, my eyes went a little misty, especially when he rumbled a greeting. 
 
    “Welcome home, daughter.” 
 
    I sniffed. 
 
    Vulf put an arm around my shoulders and his free hand on one of his dad’s massive shoulders.  
 
    Laura jumped up from her chair and tried to wrap us all in a group hug. “Thor always says the right thing. Few words, but always the important ones.” 
 
    As much as I’d have loved time alone with Vulf, we’d made the right choice to join his parents first. 
 
    We returned to the kitchen and sat around while Laura put out cakes and cookies, and heated up small savory tarts, all while brewing a pot of the herbal tea shifters served to family. Usually it was served at night, after dinner, but it was comforting now.  
 
    A simple blood test during childhood had alerted me to the fact that my father was an unknown shifter, and as a result I’d learned what I could of their culture and society. That still left me with significant gaps in my understanding since they were a tight knit group, suspicious of strangers. 
 
    Over tea, I summed up the situation at the Academy fairly quickly: the research shamans’ failure to deliver any insights into Vulf’s shift into robot form; their interest in the extent of my shamanic talent and how I’d taken out seven wraiths from half a galaxy away; and finally, humanity’s leaders’ desire to use me as a bargaining chip for renegotiating humanity’s position in Galaxy Proper to the level of full membership.  
 
    Vulf, Laura and Thor listened attentively. So far I hadn’t mentioned anything to justify my sudden appearance on Corsairs. 
 
    I turned my half-empty cup of tea slowly between my hands. “The leaders of humanity’s planetary governments met today at the Academy. They reached a consensus that simply using my shamanic talent and potential as a third Shaman Justice wouldn’t properly exploit my capabilities. They see me as a weapon.” The words stuck in my throat. I swallowed a sip of tea. 
 
    Vulf sat beside me, his shoulder brushing mine, his foot against my foot. He placed his cup down on its saucer with a precision that spoke of controlled rage. 
 
    Thor sat at the head of the table with Laura on his right and me on his left, sandwiched between him and Vulf. “What would they have you do?” 
 
    “They didn’t say. I was more concerned with the attitude underlying how they sought to control me.” 
 
    Vulf jerked in his chair. 
 
    His parents eyed him quickly before refocusing on me. 
 
    I needed to finish this fast. Vulf needed all the information so that his protective instincts would calm down. I wasn’t in danger, not here and now. “The leaders concluded that I needed what they called bodyguards. The men were in the room with me. They produced disrupters.” 
 
    “Guards, not bodyguards,” Thor said. 
 
    I put a hand on Vulf’s thigh. He was rigid with fury. 
 
    “In the Academy?” Laura asked, horrified. She obviously understood that disrupters were weapons specifically designed to disconnect a shaman from sha energy, and hence, from exercising their shamanic talent. Bringing disrupters into the Academy was a blatant insult, if not something more, to humanity’s shamans. 
 
    I nodded. “I read the threat to control me as a threat against all shamans. I decided not to wait around. I took away the disrupters and left. I had a portal set up a few miles away from the Academy. It was a leftover from my student years there. I hadn’t expected to need it. To be clear.” I looked at Vulf. “No one hurt me.” 
 
    “They threatened you.” The icy blue eyes of his wolf studied me, his fierce gaze searching mine for hidden hurts. 
 
    “They gave me an excuse to leave and join you. Only…” I paused as Vulf moved, standing and pulling me up so that he held me flush against him. “I don’t know what the politicians might order to try and get me back under their control.” I twisted to look apologetically at Laura and Thor. “I don’t think there’ll be trouble for at least a day. They need to confirm where I am. They’ll probably guess that I portalled to Vulf.” 
 
    “Corsairs doesn’t give up its own,” Laura said. “I can pass the word that various governments are after you. We hold off the Galactic Police, and that multi-species force includes far more powerful beings than humans. Don’t worry about your safety on Corsairs.” 
 
    Vulf growled. “Unless the interplanetary human governments convince some shamans to serve them and portal forces onto Corsairs.” 
 
    Laura’s eyes widened. “Would they?” 
 
    I shrugged, ashamed that I couldn’t automatically deny that other shamans might attack me. The last few weeks had shaken my sense of a secure, predictable world. Even unstable, dangerous wormholes had rules that I could rely on when I navigated them. But people’s behavior, that was mysterious and unaccountable. “I can’t guarantee they won’t.” 
 
    Vulf growled. “Pass the word that everyone is to carry blasters, and the rule is to shoot first and ask questions later. Does Uncle Eli still have a disrupter, Dad?” 
 
    Thor glanced at me. 
 
    “I don’t mind if you operate a disrupter near me,” I said, but I shivered. Disrupters prevented a shaman from accessing sha energy. I’d experienced the weirdness of being without sha when Vulf used a disrupter on me at our first meeting. But the effect of blaster shots on a shaman was worse. We seemed especially sensitive to the electric field put out by a blaster, and would convulse and, varying by shaman, suffer excruciating nerve pain. 
 
    I understood that with a shaman’s powers, ordinary people couldn’t risk questioning the shaman’s intentions before blasting them. Surprise was the best tactic to use against us. Plus, there was the fact that no shaman should simply portal onto Corsairs. The pirate planet had a reputation for repelling intruders. Still, Vulf was being this ruthless to protect me. 
 
    “Eli has a disrupter,” Thor said. “I’ll ask him and Abigail to stay alert. If we need it, he’ll bring it over.” 
 
    “Eli and Abigail live twelve miles upriver,” Laura added an explanation for my sake. “They’d be here in minutes.” Certainly before the effects of a blaster shot wore off. 
 
    I nodded, and continued patting Vulf’s chest unthinkingly, just little fingertip touches of reassurance and connection. “I’m not sure how long I’ll stay on Corsairs.” 
 
    He trapped my hand against his chest. “When you leave it’ll be on the Orion, with me.” 
 
    I smiled. <I wouldn’t consider anything else.> Out loud, I said, “I was actually thinking that I’d like to submit my blood for DNA matching in your database as soon as I can. I’d like to know who my father is before I leave.” 
 
    “Oh, it won’t take long to match your DNA,” Laura said. “I have a sequencer here. We’re an heirloom farm. Maintaining ancient crops and livestock includes checking DNA before we acquire new stock. The sequencer is in the office. All you need to do is stick your finger in. It’ll prick it and send the results to the database. We’ll specify that your father has twenty hours for notification—an emergency match—and then, regardless of his reaction, you’ll learn his name tomorrow evening.” 
 
    I caught my breath at how quickly the process would work. 
 
    Thor, however, rumbled into protest, halting Laura with her hand on a side door from the kitchen. “What do you mean ‘regardless of his reaction’? The man will want to meet his daughter.” He frowned at me, a concerned frown. “Are you ready for that?” 
 
    “Jaya was worried her father won’t want to acknowledge her,” Laura said. 
 
    Thor made a sound of shock. 
 
    <I’m here.> Vulf rubbed my arm. We’d ended our embrace so that I could follow Laura to the office, but now Vulf was right behind me, lending me his strength. 
 
    “The sooner Jaya submits her blood sample, the sooner the suspense ends for her,” Laura said. 
 
    That got the two men moving. 
 
    I didn’t need any urging to follow Laura, although I was grateful for Vulf’s presence. The actual process was as simple as Laura had described, but once she’d sent the sequenced DNA to the database, we all stood for a moment, staring blankly at the “data received” confirmation message on the screen. 
 
    “Mom? Dad? Vulf?” a woman shouted. 
 
    “Edith!” Laura smiled. 
 
    “I asked her to bring the spare communicator from my starship for Jaya,” Vulf said. 
 
    Edith found us as we returned to the kitchen from the office. She hugged everyone enthusiastically before remembering the communicator. She still wore her uniform, a utility suit in a red so dark it was nearly black. “Aunt Bree wasn’t going to give me shore leave, until Cyrus interrupted us. Aunt Bree gets wild when he does that. He hacks the ship’s PA system. He told her to let me go. I think he’s guessed you’re here, Jaya. I have to return to the Capricorn in the morning.” 
 
    Fortunately, I’d been aboard the Capricorn, the massive pirate ship Edith served on, and I understood that “Aunt Bree” was the captain of the ship. Cyrus was less easily classified. He was the ship’s Chief Intelligence Officer, but I suspected he served a similar role for the whole of the pirate fleet and Corsairs, itself. Certainly, Edith’s artless story was proof that the old man outranked Captain Bree Darnell on her own ship. 
 
    I accepted the communicator from her and stepped back a pace so that I could run through the authorization prompts that Ahab had set up to key the communicator to me. 
 
    A picture of the Orion flashed up onscreen as the communicator unlocked. “Good evening, Jaya.” 
 
    “Hello, Ahab.” I’d spoken the complete truth when I told Alex that Ahab, the AI embodied in Vulf’s starship, was my friend. “It’s good to hear you. I’m with Vulf’s family, at the moment.” I wanted to explain why I couldn’t chat, but then I had another thought. “Thor, Laura, would you mind if I left the communicator on so that Ahab could be part of the conversation?” 
 
    Laura blinked. 
 
    Thor didn’t hesitate. “You consider him a friend, as does Vulf. Ahab is welcome at our table.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Trent.” Ahab raised the volume on the communicator. 
 
    Amusement flowed through my bond with Vulf.  
 
    <Do you mind?> I asked belatedly. 
 
    <No. Ahab will enjoy being part of the family.> 
 
    Part of the family. <Tell him that, that he’s part of the family,> I urged. 
 
    Vulf smiled down at me. “Welcome to the family, Ahab.” 
 
    Laura glanced at him, startled, and Edith stared, wide-eyed between my communicator and Vulf. But Thor nodded once, like a man who understood and accepted something important. In this instance, it was the fact that for Vulf and me Ahab was a friend as valued as family. 
 
    “Family. But you keep that communication line secure, Ahab, understood?” Thor ordered. 
 
    “Absolutely, Mr. Trent.” 
 
    “Good,” Thor rumbled. “Because I understand how Cyrus put two and two together from Vulf’s and my abrupt departure from the Conclave to guess that Jaya was here—in fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if he had a spy in the meeting on San Juan reporting Jaya’s unannounced departure. It’s the man’s job and I respect his dedication. He serves all of Corsairs, and he serves us well. But I will not have him eavesdropping on my family.” For the taciturn Thor, that was quite a speech. 
 
    We nodded, and Ahab gave his verbal assent. 
 
    “I’ll grill steak and corn,” Thor said. Apparently, the previous discussion was closed. The issue now was dinner. 
 
    “Warm pasta salad?” The rising intonation of Laura’s voice made it a question.  
 
    Edith gave her a one-armed hug. “Sounds good, Mom. I’ll peel the tomatoes.” 
 
    “How can I help?” I wanted to be part of things. 
 
    Laura was already filling a large pot with water. “We’ll need basil from the garden and mushrooms. Vulf?” 
 
    He clasped my hand and grinned at me. “Let me show you the cellar.” 
 
    “Leave Ahab here,” Laura said. “He doesn’t need to see what you two get up to in the dark.” Her grin was a lot like her son’s. 
 
    Ahab’s laughter spilled from the communicator.  
 
    I propped it against a fruit bowl filled with red and green apples and golden pears that sat at one end of the kitchen counter. “Be good, Ahab,” I teased. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Vulf collected a basket for the mushrooms from a high shelf in the kitchen and a paring knife from a drawer. We picked the basil first. The herb garden was well-laid out, but not regimented. The herbs seemed happy, bursting with the vigor of spring. The basil was sweet and spicy and left its lingering scent on my fingers. Vulf kissed me in between the rosemary and the angelica. Then he kissed me with utter abandon in the cellar that had been dug beneath a storage shed. Who knew that the musty aroma of mushrooms was an aphrodisiac? 
 
    I’m kidding. All Vulf and I needed was each other. 
 
    But we were under a time constraint. We couldn’t let everyone’s dinner wait on us making love. 
 
    The simple meal was delicious, and special in that everything except the pasta had been grown on the farm and stored through the year. While we ate, Vulf and his parents summarized events at the Conclave over the last week and a half. It had taken Vulf nearly that long to travel from Naidoc to Corsairs since he’d traveled with the Capricorn, and the pirates’ cruiser was far slower than the Orion, a mLa’an designed and built starship. 
 
    “Basically, the Conclave is excited that others might be able to shift, as I do, from human to robot wolf—or whatever animal—and back.” Vulf paused for a bite of steak. “They had me demonstrate the shift multiple times and had our doctors and engineers study me. There were a lot of grumbles, but they understood that the Academy had a claim on you as a shaman.” 
 
    I nodded. “When you messaged me you passed on their request that I come here to Corsairs and attempt to initiate other shifters’ shifts. I’m here, now, and I’m willing to try.” 
 
    “Do you think you can?” Laura asked. 
 
    “I volunteer!” Edith shouted over her mom’s cautious question. 
 
    Edith sat opposite Vulf at the table. 
 
    Laura sat opposite me, and I saw her worried expression. 
 
    “I’m fairly confident that the worst result is that the shift doesn’t happen,” I said. “I watched the way sha energy moved around and through Vulf when he shifted on the Orion. I don’t see any risk of someone becoming stuck midway through a shift.” 
 
    Some of the eager excitement drained from Edith’s expression. “You mean, half-human, half-robot? Like a cyborg?” 
 
    “Nothing quite so neat.” I didn’t want her thinking that a half-shift would be cool. “Nairo Bloodstone, one of the research shamans at the Academy, is a healer. He raised the issue of complications. His advice is that if anything goes wrong, if I have even a hint of resistance in the flow of sha energy, I should reverse it. I won’t push a shift, not without other shamans to provide emergency back-up.” 
 
    “Which you don’t have on Corsairs,” Vulf said thoughtfully. “Are there shamans you would trust with this?” 
 
    “A few friends. Nairo, but he’s busy. Healers are.” Which was a lame excuse. I set down the corn cob I’d been gnawing on. My fingers were salty and buttery. I wiped them on a serviette, concentrating exaggeratedly on the task. “I’m afraid that if I invite my friends here, to help me, there might be negative consequences for them in the interstellar human community.” I looked up and met everyone’s eyes. “I don’t want to—I won’t—put them in danger or jeopardize their standing with the Academy.” 
 
    Surprisingly, it was Ahab who answered my statement. “Vulf shares your protective inclinations. I’ve observed before that he will risk his death to protect those he loves. As a result, I have considered the issue of protecting a person’s kinfolk.” 
 
    I stared at the communicator propped against a cookie jar at the end of the table. 
 
    Ahab continued in his clear voice. “If your kin are children or otherwise legally dependent on you, by which I mean that the laws of Galaxy Proper define them as unable to exercise mature judgement, then a person may unilaterally take action to protect those kin. However, if the kin are mature adults…” 
 
    “They have the right and ability to decide for themselves,” Vulf concluded. “Ahab and I have had this debate before. I would rather protect those I love, but Ahab has gradually argued me to the point where I can theoretically acknowledge that independent adults have the right to choose to risk themselves.” He took a deep breath. “As I do.” 
 
    Laura smiled at him sympathetically, but with rueful humor. “It’s hard, isn’t it? Wait till you become a parent.” Then her face lit up and she looked at me. 
 
    “Mom!” Vulf said in instant protest. 
 
    Edith laughed. 
 
    I blushed. That Laura would delight in being a grandmother was obvious. 
 
    Vulf bought the conversation sternly back to the question of shifting. “Jaya, the Conclave repeatedly raised the question of why I shifted into an inorganic form. Obviously, if my initial shift had been into the form of a normal wolf then in the current conditions of Earth’s nuclear winter I’d be incredibly sick or dead, but it’s safe to shift into an organic wolf now, and I still change into a robot wolf.” 
 
    “It’s puzzled the research shamans at the Academy. For you specifically, Vulf, the logical explanation is that the flow of sha energy that guides your shift has locked into a pattern that produces the robot wolf. It’s like when a shaman terraforms a planet by locking sha energy into new patterns that sustain life on that planet. The sha energy around and in you recognizes the pattern to shift between your human and robot wolf forms.” I hesitated. I could add this bit silently via telepathy, but perhaps his family needed to hear it. “Your wolf seems satisfied to have a robot body, so I wouldn’t want to risk his health by interfering with your sha energy.” 
 
    “Do you speak to Vulf’s wolf?” Surprise and awe made Edith’s voice an half-octave higher. 
 
    Vulf squeezed my thigh beneath the table. “Jaya saw my wolf in my eyes before I shifted. He recognized her as my mate very early. For him, she’s everything. I agree.” 
 
    For a man who didn’t consider himself romantic, he was making my heart overflow. <Vulf.> Everything I felt for him was in his name. 
 
    <Jaya.> His answering love surged through our mate bond. <May I tell them we telepath?> 
 
    “Haven’t you told them already?” I asked, shocked into speech.  
 
    He shook his head, moving his hand from my thigh to rest his arm on the back of my chair. We’d finished eating and were just sitting around.  
 
    “I think I can guess.” Laura looked happy. She stood, preparatory to clearing the table. For an instant she rested her hand on Thor’s broad shoulder. “You’re telepathing.” 
 
    Edith squealed. “That is so cool.” Then she sighed. “I want to find my mate.” 
 
    “Time enough for that,” Thor said gruffly, adding, when I’d have risen to help clean up. “Finish your story on how you explain Vulf’s robot wolf form.” He got up and helped Laura clear the table, while Edith topped up everyone’s cup of tea.  
 
    “Wait one minute. I’ll put the dishwasher on,” Laura said. “Then we’ll go through to the dining room. I lit the fire while the pasta cooked.” 
 
    The spring night was cool enough that the cheerful blaze in the hearth was welcome. I propped Ahab’s communicator—it seemed more his than mine, now; his window to the world—against a cushion on a spare armchair before sitting beside Vulf on a sofa. 
 
    Edith took the other end of the sofa, kicking off her boots and curling her legs under her. 
 
    Laura and Thor had their own armchairs. 
 
    It was good to rest against Vulf. Being alone with him, making love, would be the best. But this was good, too. I stared into the flames that burned steadily. “Before humanity was forced to evacuate Earth, some people believed it had a spirit being. Others simply saw the Earth and all that inhabited it as a powerfully concentrated ecosystem. Both named their perception ‘Gaia’. I wonder if the truth was somewhere between the two ideas, and that Earth’s sha energy is particularly vital, sufficiently so that it enabled shamanic talent to evolve in some humans and a shifter talent in others.” 
 
    I sighed. “I’ve known that I was a half-shifter ever since a blood test in childhood, so I’ve researched your—our—history and traditions. Both shamans and shifters are statistically insignificant aberrations in the human population. But both could arguably be considered guardians of Earth. And this is where my thinking verges on the metaphysical and the Academy would dismiss it for irrationality.” 
 
    “We won’t.” Vulf tucked me even closer.  
 
    “All right.” I took a deep breath. “Since the Evacuation, shifters haven’t been able to shift. The shamans who looked into the issue a few generations ago couldn’t see any tangle in the flow of sha energy in and through you. I read the research notes in the Academy archives. They concluded that there was simply something mysteriously altered in you by leaving Earth, and they moved on to other, more solvable, mysteries. I don’t believe it was well done of them, but…” 
 
    “They had other issues. Establishing humanity in the galaxy was not an easy task,” Laura said. 
 
    I smiled at her, grateful for her forgiveness of my predecessors. “My hypothesis is that both shamans and shifters evolved to protect Earth. Both traditions emphasized a connection to the natural world. We felt it more deeply and so protected it more fiercely. When we left Earth, shamanic talent seemed to surge, but it had to to protect humanity and cement our place in Galaxy Proper. Urgency compelled us to hold onto our talent and to stretch it.” 
 
    The Trent family, my family, watched me intently. 
 
    “I had a lot of time alone on San Juan to think about this,” I said. “When Vulf needed to shift into a wolf to protect me, his mate, even if he wasn’t consciously thinking of shifting, he and I knew that he wouldn’t survive exposure to Earth’s nuclear winter. As my grandfather forced him out of the starship to die, Vulf tried with his most basic, powerful instincts to survive and to save me, and my shamanic talent reached out to him at the same time, slamming sha energy wildly into him. I think that sha energy, which was far more than shamans usually handle, careened through the broken sha patterns of his shift and instantaneously reforged him into something that would answer his and my intense need for his survival. An inorganic, robot wolf.” 
 
    “The sha energy saved Vulf?” Edith’s forehead wrinkled in a confused frown. 
 
    I shook my head. “Sha energy isn’t sentient, but shamans sometimes act so impulsively, working on instinct, that it seems as if the sha energy anticipates our wishes. That can make talking clearly about it difficult. To speak as plainly as I can, I don’t think that the sha energy on Earth, this ancient idea of Gaia, was or is, sentient. However, I do think that Vulf’s shift was a gift of Gaia. Patterns of sha energy that flow in and through shifters were forged on Earth, and had the greatest chance of being re-shaped there.” 
 
    “And now that the sha energy pattern has changed for me, can you or other shamans replicate it for other shifters?” Vulf asked. 
 
    I stared at him, feeling the weight of hope and expectation, my own as much as those watching me. I wanted to be accepted by the shifters, even valued. “I don’t know.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Vulf’s cabin was just inside the woods at the eastern edge of his parents’ fields. We cut across the fields, walking easily in the clear moonlight, the sky bright with stars. The air was cool and Laura had insisted I borrow her jacket to wear over my utility suit. My pocket dimension ought to hold one of my coats, but I liked wearing her jacket. I appreciated the caring it represented. 
 
    Vulf strode along in planetside-wear of raw cotton shirt and dark wool trousers with a sheepskin vest for warmth. 
 
    There were things I hadn’t shared with Vulf’s parents and sister that I had to tell him, but not tonight. Finally, we were alone and I wanted to stop thinking and just feel. So I let the night scents of the land and its gentle sha energy envelop me, while I focused on the man who held my hand and strode so assuredly beside me. My mate. 
 
    At the edge of the woods, I shaped a tiny ribbon of sha energy to bob before us as a softly glowing white light. On Earth, the abundant sha energy had occasionally formed these lights naturally. They’d been called wanderlights, and had terrified and intrigued those who’d seen them. There’d been legends of people who’d followed them, never to be heard of again, or else returning to their families, changed.  
 
    My wanderlight hovered sedately in front of us, allowing me to see where I trod, although Vulf, with his sharper shifter senses, could have safely navigated the woods without it. 
 
    His cabin sat in a small clearing. I sent the wanderlight in a playful whirl around it so that I could see the cabin—and tripped because I was too busy gawking to pay attention to my footing. 
 
    Vulf caught me, laughed and lifted me completely into his arms. “I’ll carry you over the threshold.” 
 
    I forgot my curiosity about the cabin. With his face so close and us apart for too long, kissing him was much more important.  
 
    Somehow he maneuvered us through the narrow doorway, and then, a second doorway into a bedroom with a large, unmade bed. He dropped me onto it and followed me down, and we made love with the scorching, desperate need for one another that we’d suppressed through dinner. 
 
    Later we made love again, our touches lingering and learning what made us shiver with pleasure, surrender with joy or simply go wild. To make love while the person you loved telepathed your name in a frenzy of passion overwhelmed everything. It was sensuality unleashed. It broke me even as it healed me, and I knew I was his; just as I felt his bond to me. This was the shifters’ mate bond at its rawest and truest. 
 
    “Awake?” Vulf’s voice was husky with sleep and other things. 
 
    “Mmm.” I cuddled close, hiding my face in his shoulder, willing for him to tease me awake.  
 
    “Jaya.” He wrapped me up in his arms, almost as if he sought to protect me. 
 
    I woke properly, the beginnings of alarm driving away thoughts of early morning lovemaking. Sunshine, pale with the early light of dawn, streamed in the open window. 
 
    “Mom messaged me,” Vulf said.  
 
    I’d switched off my communicator last night before leaving his parents’ house, but he’d merely muted his. Evidently, he’d woken and checked it. I blinked sleep from my eyes and focused on his expression. 
 
    Concern and determination darkened the blue of his eyes. “Your father’s here.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “I can’t do this.” Halfway to Thor and Laura’s house, I stopped. 
 
    Vulf turned and faced me. He cupped the back of my neck, beneath the fall of my ponytail, his hand warm and steady; the same way he regarded me. “You can do this. You’re strong. But if you don’t want to do this, we leave. You don’t have to meet your father.” His thumb caressed the sensitive skin at the top of my spinal cord. 
 
    Birds sang in the hedgerows and trees, the fading end of the dawn chorus. The river was a placid blue with a silver shimmer to the ripples as a barge sailed past. 
 
    “I didn’t think he’d be so eager to meet me,” I confessed. “You and your family tried to prepare me for how important family is to shifters…I didn’t get it. I thought maybe he’d message me.” 
 
    “If you’d be more comfortable making contact that way, I’ll tell him,” Vulf said. There was no judgement in his gaze, only concern and a determination to make things right for me. 
 
    “He must have dropped everything to come here and meet me. How did he know where I was?” 
 
    “Your father would have worked it out as Cyrus did, adding up my sudden departure from the Conclave yesterday and the fact that we’re mate bonded.” Vulf wrapped his arms around me and drew me into his warmth. “In the world of Corsairs and shifter clans, your father is actually putting your well-being above all else. He could have set a meeting with you anywhere. Instead, he’s come as a guest to my parents’ home, to our clan’s land. He wants you to have all the support of family and home.” 
 
    A thought struck me, and I gripped his shirt. Today he’d dressed as I had, in a utility suit. His was gray. My pocket dimension had lacked any other type of clean clothes. If I stayed on Corsairs, I’d need to go shopping. For now, I wore a dark blue utility suit, my black boots and a terrible case of the jitters. “Vulf, do you know who my father is?” 
 
    A hint of frustration mixed with regret showed in his eyes and tightened his jaw. The emotions flowed through out mate bond, too. “Mom refused to tell me. She says it’s your father’s right…she wouldn’t hide his identity from me if she thought it would hurt you.” Love and certainty replaced his regret at being unable to provide me with my father’s name.  
 
    “I should meet him.” 
 
    Vulf didn’t move.  
 
    I released my grip on his shirt, smoothed it and hugged him. “I will meet my father.” 
 
    He relaxed and returned the hug. He believed it was the right choice, but he’d tried not to influence my decision. He was a good man and an excellent mate. We walked on, hand in hand.  
 
    A couple of people worked in the fields. One carried a bucket, the other a hoe or something similar, balanced against his shoulder. They glanced in our direction and waved. 
 
    “Cousins,” Vulf said. “You’ll meet them later.” 
 
    “I thought this was your parents’ homestead?” 
 
    “It is. But it’s more than a farm. Mom and Dad run it as a haven. Family members who spend their time in space are welcome here to reconnect with nature. My cabin isn’t the only one scattered around. There are five others, and we’ll build another one for Edith when she’s ready. At the moment, she likes to spend her leave under Mom and Dad’s roof, being spoiled.” 
 
    I smiled at that. “They spoil you, too.” I’d seen the way Laura positioned the cookie jar near him. 
 
    He grinned. 
 
    A car was parked at the front of the house, low-slung, red and with a design that screamed “speed”.  
 
    Vulf whistled softly. “A Jekyll Flame. Your dad has expensive tastes in cars.” 
 
    Internal shudders started up deep inside me. The nearer I got to meeting my father, the more I felt like vomiting. 
 
    Vulf put an arm around my waist and basically carried me up the porch steps. “Come on. If you feel this bad, the faster this is done, the better.” 
 
    He didn’t have to answer the door.  
 
    Thor opened it for him. They’d been waiting for us. 
 
    Vulf pushed me inside, but kept an arm around my waist, his chest a solid support behind me when I balked. 
 
    A man as tall as Thor, but a fraction older, with grey beginning to streak his black hair stood near the dining table gripping the back of a chair. His green eyes were startlingly vivid in a lean, strong-boned face. “Jaya.” 
 
    The top of the chair broke under his grip. The sharp crack echoed through the room. 
 
    I ignored it. “Are you…am I…?” 
 
    “I’m your father, Rick Jekyll.” He tossed the broken top rail of the chair onto the table without looking away from me. “I’m a weretiger. I’m sorry.” His voice deepened and hoarsened. “If I’d known you existed I would have been your father. I want to be now.” He stopped abruptly; this stranger, whose blood flowed in my veins.  
 
    Half of my DNA was from him. What more he might be to me than a biological connection I didn’t know, but the intensity in his eyes meant that I mattered to him. The glowing green of his eyes was his tiger, looking out at me. 
 
    “Sonya never told me about you,” Rick whispered. The words were a plea for understanding, for forgiveness.  
 
    Sonya had been my mother. “She died when I was three. I only learned her name a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “You look like her. Brown eyes to melt a man’s heart. Your soul is in your eyes.” He took a shaking breath. “You’re taller than Sonya. More serious. She smiled a lot.” 
 
    Vulf’s arm remained around my waist, holding me up, and I clutched onto it. “Why did you leave her?” 
 
    “We were never together.” If it bothered Rick that he had an audience for his confession, it didn’t show, and he didn’t hesitate in his answers; despite the woman who stood near him, a woman his age and likely his partner.  
 
    I’d spared the woman one glance, taking in her blonde hair and expensive elegance, then my gaze locked on my father. 
 
    “I was an engineer in the fleet then. The pirate fleet, I mean. When we stopped at Faust, I’d catch up with Sonya. She was a singer at a bar on that fringe planet. I didn’t have a woman in every port. I wasn’t Sonya’s mate, I wasn’t her everything, but I was loyal to her. Then one day she sent me a message. In it she said simply that she had someone else. She asked that I stay away from the bar and her so that the new relationship had a chance.” His voice was raggedy with a snarl. “I thought she meant she had a new man, but now I can guess that she meant you. You were the someone else and she kept you from me.” 
 
    “Rick.” The unnamed woman put a hand on his back. 
 
    He closed his eyes, his breathing deepening as he brought himself under control.  
 
    “I’m Maggie Jekyll, Rick’s mate,” she said. “I am very pleased to meet you, Jaya. Rick and I don’t have children and learning of your existence has brought up a lot of emotions.” 
 
    For shifters, children were everything, and if Rick and Maggie hadn’t been able to have children, I had a sense from how much Celine, my foster mother had loved me before her death, how important I’d have been to them. 
 
    “Hi, Maggie,” I said softly. “This is Vulf, my mate.” 
 
    She and Vulf exchanged greetings. 
 
    Rick opened his eyes to briefly acknowledge Vulf before his gaze returned to me. 
 
    Maggie ventured onto the difficult ground that he was avoiding. “The rest of Sonya’s message was to tell Rick to go find his mate. He did, three years later. Me. But if he’d have known she was pregnant, he’d have married Sonya. He’d have been there for you, Jaya.” At the price of Maggie and Rick finding each other. 
 
    From my own experience of my mate bond with Vulf, I knew how much they would have lost if he had stayed with Sonya. 
 
    Rick clasped Maggie’s hand. “I don’t know if Sonya truly wanted me to experience the mate bond or if she simply wanted you all to herself. But that is the past and we can’t ask her.” 
 
    “Perhaps it was a combination of reasons,” Laura suggested. “Come and sit down.” My mother-in-law urged everyone back to the table. 
 
    Vulf sat next to me.  
 
    Edith instantly slid into the empty seat on my other side. She gripped my hand and gave it a sisterly squeeze of encouragement.  
 
    My fingers must have frozen her. I was cold with shock and emotional trauma. 
 
    Laura served hot coffee and sweet pastries. 
 
    Rick didn’t eat. He stared at me from across the table. 
 
    “Does it matter to you that my mate is a wolf?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head, not simply in negation, but as if shaking himself into alertness. “No. I’m happy that you found your mate. I am grateful that his family care for you as their own.” 
 
    “Jaya is ours,” Thor said. 
 
    I glanced at him as he sat at the head of the massive table. From the corner of my eye I saw Rick’s fist clench on the edge of the table. 
 
    “Thank you for agreeing to meet Rick,” Maggie said to me. “I’m not sure how much you know about shifters, Jaya?” She didn’t wait for an answer, but continued in a soothing, musical voice. “Since Earth’s evacuation, we’ve been unable to shift and be our animal selves, and as a result we’ve become hyperconscious of our unseen animals’ identities. It’s made the clans stronger, but also more inward-looking. We stick to our own. Wolf clans are the largest, but there are cats and bear clans, as well as reptiles and herd beasts like bison and horses. On Earth, shifters mating across clans was the norm. I’m a wereleopard,” she added as an afterthought. 
 
    What her talk achieved was time for both Rick and Thor to control themselves. Vulf had come by his alpha status naturally. His dad was just like him: a powerful, protective man. Rick, my father, seemed the same. Maggie covered Rick’s hand with her own, and Laura had risen, on the excuse of topping up coffee cups, and rested her hand on Thor’s shoulder. Both women were calming their mates. 
 
    I glanced at Vulf. <You didn’t bristle like your dad at Rick implying a claim on me?> 
 
    <No power in the universe can change that you’re mine and I’m yours.> 
 
    I leaned against his shoulder in a quick show of affection as I smiled at Thor and Laura. “I like being counted as part of Vulf’s family. You’ve made me feel at home. Belonging isn’t a feeling I’m used to.” 
 
    Rick snarled. His green eyes blazed with fury. Then he was up and out the door, running. Three seconds later there was a thump. 
 
    “Holy hell.” Edith had jumped up to stare out the window. “He punched his car.” 
 
    “Rick’s not violent, Jaya,” Maggie said. Tears choked her voice. “This is difficult for him.” 
 
    I waited for her to go to him. 
 
    Vulf didn’t. He urged me up, out of my chair. “It’s guilt fueling his rage, Stargirl. He needs you to forgive him.” 
 
    I saw Rick through the window. He stood braced with both hands on the low roof of the car. “I don’t blame him for anything. It’s not like he deliberately ignored me.” I hadn’t explained to Vulf or his family that the Shaman Justice who’d spoken with me yesterday had once been my foster father. Perhaps I did have abandonment issues when it came to father figures in my life. 
 
    “If someone had stolen Edith from me,” Thor rumbled. “If she’d had to grow up without me to teach her how to fight or to sit with her at teddy bear tea parties I’d be crazy with grief if I learned one day what I’d missed—and then I’d think of what she’d missed and I’d want to gut someone, and the only person around to blame would be me, for not somehow knowing my daughter existed.” 
 
    “That would be irrational,” I said, my gaze moving from Thor back to Rick. 
 
    “Love is irrational,” Vulf said. 
 
    Love.  
 
    I stared at him. If Rick and I found a way to bridge twenty six years of not knowing one another, could there be love there?  
 
    <Go on.> Vulf nudged me toward the door. 
 
    My first two steps were uncertain, but then I committed myself. I could let things lie with learning my father’s name and my ancestry, or I could struggle with unfamiliar emotions and possibly have a real father. Thor was willing to fill that role…I stood on the bottom step of the porch and stared at Rick. Thor had a daughter. Rick didn’t, and he hurt. He hurt for all the years he hadn’t been part of my life. 
 
    “Dad?” I said tentatively. 
 
    Rick spun around. His green eyes blazed with emotion. He opened his arms in an invitation for a hug. 
 
    Shifters were tactile. Touch was important. I knew all that, but now I knew it of instinct from my bond with Vulf. 
 
    I ran into my dad’s hug and held him as he shook with emotion. We both did. He cried unashamedly, and collected my own tears with a gentle finger. 
 
    Then Vulf was there, supplying me with a handkerchief, while Rick half-turned away, fumbling in a pocket for his own. 
 
    “Ahab, not now.” Vulf had one arm around me, while he held his communicator in the other. Before he could switch it off, Ahab spoke urgently. 
 
    “Jaya’s freedom is threatened.” 
 
    I stiffened and looked up from the handkerchief. 
 
    “How?” Vulf snapped. 
 
    Everyone crowded around to listen to Ahab’s explanation. “President Hoffer of San Juan has reached out to the Conclave offering a guarantee of ten shamans to assist shifters with shifting if they surrender Jaya to the San Juan police who will accompany the shamans to the planet. I assume the shamans will portal into Corsairs as Jaya did.” 
 
    “Would your fellow shamans turn on you?” Edith asked. 
 
    My tears had ceased, my emotions congealing not with fear but anger. “Apparently.” I transferred my gaze from her to her parents, and to Rick and Maggie, who’d come to stand beside him at the car. “My question is, would the Conclave hand me over?” 
 
    Rick snarled. Thor growled. But it was Laura who sent a shudder down my spine. If I was angry, she was coldly furious. 
 
    “They’ll regret even listening to Hoffer’s proposition.” Her usually cornflower-blue eyes now had the same iciness Vulf’s showed when his wolf peeked through. 
 
    Maggie turned and nodded at her. The two women were preparing to go to war. 
 
    “Jaya and I are leaving,” Vulf said. “Ahab, ready the Orion for a fast departure, but don’t make it obvious.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Ahab said. “How soon can you be here?” 
 
    The space dock was connected to the city where the Conclave met, and it had taken Vulf and his dad an hour, speeding, to drive home from there yesterday. 
 
    “Forty five minutes,” Rick said. “Take my car.” 
 
    Vulf glanced at the red sports car. 
 
    “It’s not just the speed.” Maggie produced a scarf from the car and began shrugging out of her bright purple coat. “Everyone expects Rick to speed. The car will help disguise who you are and the emergency. Jaya, wear my coat and wrap the scarf around your hair. Here, I’ll do it. Rick, find your revolting cap for Vulf. He always wears it when I’m not with him,” she added to us, watching me shrug into her coat. “Sunglasses? I don’t have any since I don’t wear them.” 
 
    “I’ll get a pair.” Edith ran inside. 
 
    Maggie tied the scarf over my hair with quick efficiency, then Laura hugged me, then Thor and Rick, and finally, Edith as she handed over a pair of black, thick-framed sunglasses.  
 
    I slid into the passenger seat.  
 
    Vulf began reversing before I’d even buckled my seatbelt. He drove slowly over the rough driveway in the low-slung car, but once we hit the road, he accelerated and the force of it pushed me back against the seat. 
 
    “Ahab, how did you learn of President Hoffer’s treachery?” Vulf asked. “Do you know which Conclave members he targeted with the offer for them to trade Jaya, or did he offer the bargain to all of them?” The way he said “bargain” promised bad things for all involved. 
 
    I agreed totally with his attitude. 
 
    Ahab outlined events swiftly. It turned out that President Hoffer had contacted three of the Conclave’s members. I didn’t know them, but I committed their names to memory, and Vulf requested that Ahab communicate them to his mom. Laura would tackle the political fighting. Whether the shifters involved assented to Hoffer’s proposal or not, there’d be consequences that they’d even considered it. 
 
    “I’ve been monitoring transmissions into Corsairs for anything relating to Jaya,” Ahab said. 
 
    “I thought Corsairs communications were secure?” I protested. 
 
    “On-planet, yes,” Ahab said. “Unless I really want to decrypt something.” 
 
    So, not secure, I concluded. But Ahab was on our side, and he was a fairly unique player in the game: a mLa’an AI. 
 
    Then I remembered that the Galactic Court also employed AIs. That was a conversation I needed to have with Ahab, later. 
 
    The sooner we were aboard the Orion and off-planet the happier I’d be. Just Vulf and me—and Ahab, but he was good at giving us privacy. I needed time to think. 
 
    Vulf slowed marginally as we went through a town, then accelerated. We wove around other vehicles on the road. People were driving into work in the city. As morning rush hours went, it was sedate.  
 
    Corsairs lacked a permanent capital city. Every five years, the Conclave would move to a new city. Offices and housing were transported on barges. About half the support staff moved with the Conclave, but the other half was composed of the city’s permanent residents. The policy was designed to expose the Conclave and the population to one another, and to prevent the capturing of the political process on the planet and across the pirate fleet by any one group. 
 
    “ETA twelve minutes,” Vulf said as he sped through a roundabout, shooting away in the direction of the space dock. Three minutes later, he spun into a parking area. He and I got out. Neither of us looked anything like Rick or Maggie, me especially, but Vulf left the ratty old cap on, and I kept the sunglasses and scarf, although I left the purple coat in the car. It’s odd fit on me would only draw attention. Vulf pocketed the keys. Rick had spares and would collect the car later. 
 
    Vulf walked swiftly, scanning the foyer to the space elevator for trouble, then the elevator itself, and finally, the dock as we strode toward the Orion. 
 
    The whole time I maintained a passive sha energy scan. If there were disrupters in the vicinity, I needed to take them out before they could be used against me. I kept a protective field, invisible but powerful, around Vulf and me. It would stop blaster fire. That was the problem with using blasters against a shaman. If we knew to prepare for them, the weapons were useless—unless a disrupter broke our connection to sha energy first. Lastly, I scanned for shamans with sha weapons. If there were any of those, that would be the worst betrayal: my own kind working actively against me. 
 
    Fortunately, Vulf and I reached the Orion without anyone trying to detain us. 
 
    Once inside the starship, Vulf dropped the borrowed cap on the floor. “Store these to return to Rick and Maggie.” 
 
    A small maintenance robot trundled out, but we didn’t hang around to see it retrieve the cap, or the sunglasses and scarf that I left with it. We climbed up to the main cargo hold, then ran through it and the recreation cabin, down the narrow passage with the captain’s and guest cabins either side, and onto the bridge. 
 
    “Ready for immediate departure,” Ahab said. 
 
    I dropped into the co-pilot’s chair. 
 
    Vulf keyed contact with the space dock’s control center. “This is the Orion. Captain Vulf Trent. Emergency departure.” 
 
    “On what grounds?” 
 
    Vulf keyed off the comm. “Ahab, plot a course for safe, unauthorized departure.” He re-opened the official communication channel. “An emergency departure warning is not a request, Control. Either show us a path out or we’ll take our own.” 
 
    A route through the space around the dock flashed up onscreen. “You’ll have to file a report as to why you—” 
 
    “Watch the news,” Vulf said. “You’ll understand.” He keyed off the communication. “Ahab, emergency launch.” 
 
    The Orion’s sleek mLa’an design lifted from its mooring, flipped one hundred and eighty degrees, and zoomed out. The ship reoriented so that up was up, and not down, while still accelerating. We burned out of the holding space around the space dock—not all starships wanted, or could afford, to pay mooring fees. 
 
    “Go stealth,” Vulf ordered. 
 
    “Aye aye, Captain.” 
 
    “Plot a random course away from Corsairs and watch out for pursuit.” Vulf scowled at the screen. The route marked out for our emergency departure had already vanished. Now the screen showed our increasing distance from Corsairs. 
 
    “Not random,” I said quietly. 
 
    He looked at me, a question in the slight arch of his right eyebrow. 
 
    “Aim for the nearest wormhole. Star map, please, Ahab.” I touched the screen as the star map for the local area, the lawless Dragon Sector, appeared. I flicked it to show options from the first wormhole jump.  
 
    “Do you have somewhere in mind, or just away?” Vulf leaned against the back of my chair, hands settling lightly on my shoulders. He began massaging away the tension knotted in my muscles.  
 
    I paused in sifting through the options. I could plot a course later. The shifter clans had chosen a planet over a day away from the nearest wormhole, and that was in the exceptionally fast mLa’an designed Orion. Others would take nearer two days to reach the wormhole. The distance was to prevent an attacking fleet from jumping in and reaching the pirate planet without warning. 
 
    “The Ceph Sector,” I bluntly named my preferred destination. 
 
    Vulf’s massage continued uninterrupted. “Ahab, open a secure line to Mom’s communicator.” 
 
    I twisted my head to stare at Vulf. “Aren’t you going to say it’s too dangerous or not important?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Why not?” I unbuckled my seatbelt and stood. 
 
    “Because Ivan’s discovery of the Ceph’s existence changed everything. You’re not the only person who’s spent the last three weeks feeling as if they’ve lost control of their life.” He reached for me. 
 
    I tucked myself against him. “You too?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. I’m curious about what Ivan found. What Galaxy Proper is hiding from us.” 
 
    “Us, as in humans, or us, as in all of its citizens?” 
 
    “Both. Also, there’s no one in the Ceph Sector. You’ll be safe there while we decide what we want to do about President Hoffer’s insane idea of using you as a weapon. I could kill him.” He paused at my eep! of protest. Assassinating a head of state was not a good idea. “But we need to know how many people share his views about using shamans as weapons, and what the Academy’s official position regarding Hoffer’s action is. If we lurk in the Ceph Sector for a while—learning what we can about the entombed aliens, which is always wise with potential enemies—that’ll give Cyrus time to assess what’s happening on San Juan, the risk to you, and our options.” 
 
    I bit my lip. “I dropped my communicator into a pocket dimension, so people couldn’t track me via it. I don’t know if Winona, the chancellor of the Academy, has tried. I should get it out and check. Anyone who wants to know where we are will be tracking the Orion, anyway, so using the communicator isn’t an additional risk. I can’t believe Winona—” 
 
    Laura’s voice came over the comm, interrupting us. “Vulf?”  
 
    “Hi, Mom. Jaya and I are safe on the Orion. We’re going to give the Conclave a few weeks to sort itself out before we return to Corsairs.” 
 
    “That long? Sorry. Of course you’ll want time alone. The Conclave should never have made you separate from Jaya when your mate bond was so new. But keep in touch, Vulf, or I’ll worry.” 
 
    “We’ll message you, Laura,” I said. 
 
    Her voice warmed. “It’s good he has you, Jaya. Women are better at staying in communication.” 
 
    “Sexist!” Edith’s distant tease carried over the transmission. “Say hi to them, and tell them we’re hunting the traitors on the Conclave.” 
 
    “We don’t know there were traitors.” Laura sounded harassed. “But if any of them seriously contemplated agreeing to President Hoffer’s terms, I’ll gut them. Metaphorically speaking,” she added unconvincingly. 
 
    Vulf grinned at my expression. “Bye, Mom. Remember that evisceration is messy. Choose an easy site for clean up.” 
 
    I punched his arm. “Bye, Laura. Love to everyone.” The friendly, family phrase felt nearly natural on my tongue. 
 
    “Be safe, children,” Thor’s deep voice rumbled. 
 
    The bridge on the Orion was silent when the transmission ended. 
 
    “How do you leave them, for your job, I mean?” I asked Vulf. “They love you so much.” 
 
    Instead of answering my question, his eyes went the icy-blue of his wolf. “You shouldn’t have been forced to leave Corsairs. It’s your home, now.” 
 
    A tiny jolt went through me. 
 
    “If you want it to be?” For the first time, I heard uncertainty from him. 
 
    “I hadn’t considered. This.” I gestured around us. “The Orion feels like home. I hadn’t considered a planetside base. I would like to be near your parents.” I smiled at him. “I liked your cabin.” 
 
    His usual confidence returned. “I liked you in it—and it’s our cabin.” 
 
    There were so many other issues, but that didn’t mean our personal ones were less important or could be ignored. “Vulf, I need to contribute something. I have savings and I can sell my apartment on San Juan. I know the mLa’an gave you the Orion as a reward for saving the child Saylon from the Freel bandits, so there’s no mortgage on it, but are there upgrades you’d like to make to it or something?” 
 
    “I can’t think of anything.” He stroked a thumb across my left cheekbone. “But if it’s important to you…” He stopped to think, his eyes going distant, and I relaxed into the moment until his attention refocused on me. “Would you be satisfied with contributing money and labor to expanding our cabin on Corsairs?” 
 
    “Expanding it how?” 
 
    “However you want. It’s just two rooms at the moment. Living and bedroom quarters with a bathroom tacked on. It’s one of five basic designs for single occupant dwellings on Corsairs. We should probably dismantle it and begin again. Build a family home. It doesn’t have to be on my family’s land. It doesn’t even have to be on Corsairs.” There were questions in his eyes. 
 
    “Yes, it does! I want us to be near our family.” 
 
    He kissed me. “So, any more problems?” 
 
    A whole raft of them, but they weren’t personal issues. They could wait. I hugged him. “We’re good.” 
 
    “Yes, we are.” An emphatic kiss. “Breakfast.” 
 
    Over breakfast he brought up a change of tack in our hastily-set course of action. “I’d like to make a quick detour before we investigate the Ceph Sector.” 
 
    I looked at him over my coffee mug.  
 
    He ate steadily, crunching toast. Then he gulped some coffee. “I want to stop by Origin.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Origin hosted Galaxy Proper’s key institutions, including the Galactic Court House.  
 
    Two days into Vulf’s and my five day journey to the planet, a transmission from Laura and Thor was closely followed by one from Rick. Both assured us that it was safe for me to return to Corsairs. The Conclave members targeted by President Hoffer to enact what the shifter clans considered treachery against one of their own—namely me—had proven their innocence. They’d had no prior contact with President Hoffer and they’d satisfied our family, plus Cyrus, that there’d been no clandestine mediated contact either. 
 
    In fact, the targeted Conclave members were hopping mad—Laura’s term—at the interstellar human governments that President Hoffer had maneuvered his way into representing. How dare humanity turn on one of its own? 
 
    And if that was the shifters’ attitude toward humanity’s official representatives, what they thought of the Star Guild Shaman Academy that had failed to both protect or ally itself with me was frankly unrepeatable. 
 
    Loyalty was everything to shifters. 
 
    I was discovering that it was everything to me, too. It was the reason I’d agreed to Vulf’s detour. 
 
    He needed to speak with an old friend of the family, Professor Summer. 
 
    I’d met the elderly Meitj academic a few weeks ago at Proper University on Origin, then again at the Meitj Imperial Palace on Naidoc, just before my grandfather blew it up. The things I’d learned there had changed my initial assessment of Professor Summer. I still thought the historian and antiquities expert was one of the smartest people I’d ever met, but now I knew he was politically connected—uncle to the Meitj Emperor—and playing some mysterious long game. 
 
    Vulf had his suspicions about what that long game might be. So we dropped in on the history professor. 
 
    Not that “dropping in” to visit anyone on Origin could be considered casual. Space dock security was as tight as you’d expect for the planet that housed so many vital government institutions. Before we arrived, Vulf messaged Professor Summer, requesting a meeting. The professor agreed and sent his authorization of our visit to space dock security, clearing the way for us to disembark after a standard customs clearance. 
 
    On a human planet I might have been wary of making such a documented arrival when I didn’t know who was after me, but on Origin, humanity had very little power. We were the most junior member of Galaxy Proper and all humans who were on-planet would have been screened. And if a shaman attempted to bypass security and portal in, well, the consequences for that shaman and everyone connected to them wouldn’t be worth the potential chance to nab me. Galaxy Proper defended its hub planet with a policy of responding to infractions of its security protocols with disproportionate force. I was as safe on Origin as I’d be on Corsairs, arguably safer. 
 
    Vulf and I hopped onto an Origin tram. We chose the open carriage since it was a sunny day. The trams that wove through the city always had three carriages. The first was the enclosed carriage with a roof and a wide door and no seats. The second carriage was likewise enclosed, but had bench seating. The third carriage was a simple platform with a rail around it for safety, but otherwise without sides or a roof. There were complexities to providing public transport on a planet that was both home to and hosted a multitude of people with very different body types.  
 
    An Aalg balanced on its curled tail beside Vulf and me in the open carriage. Its many appendages, which could act as both arms and legs, were at rest, folded neatly against its body. By the sedate beige herringbone pattern on its indigo skin, I assumed that it was an older Aalg. The younger ones were keen on self-expression and usually adorned their bodies with slogans and graffiti. Human tattoo artists swooned with envy when they beheld the art form Aalg adolescents made of their large caterpillar-like bodies. This Aalg acknowledged us with a friendly dip of its nearest antenna before returning to studying the passing scenery. 
 
    Holding onto the railing, I leaned around the Aalg to view the Galactic Court at the top of the main boulevard. People of numerous species traversed its steps and ramps. The stone of the building glowed a luminous aqua-blue so pale as to be almost white. Earth had once held stones that color. Opals. The stones would still be there, lying beneath the frozen weight of a nuclear winter. 
 
    Vulf put an arm around my waist. He didn’t say anything and nor did I, but we both watched the court house till it was out of sight. If I became a Shaman Justice, serving the Galactic Court, it would complicate our lives. But so would my refusal of the position. 
 
    The comfortably crowded city opened up to the university grounds. Vulf and I jumped off the tram. Proper University encouraged students, staff and visitors to perambulate its campus; the idea being that walking, or its equivalent, provided the greatest opportunity for encountering each other. Quite apart from its formal teaching, the university existed to facilitate the various member species of Galaxy Proper learning to work together. 
 
    Respect was a core principle of the university. 
 
    Professor Summer waited for us in his office. One of the assumptions you had to make when operating on Origin was that you were under surveillance. The security forces on Origin were proactive in preventing trouble in a place where so many different sentient species mingled, and where vital decisions on Galaxy Proper’s future were made. 
 
    That said, Professor Summer ensured his office was free of surveillance—which wasn’t to say he wouldn’t record his meeting with Vulf and me. 
 
    He met us at the door to his room, comfortably entrenched in his persona as a friendly, harmless, elderly academic. 
 
    A lot of humans called Meitj “bugs”. It wasn’t the most respectful name for an ancient space-faring species that had helped found Galaxy Proper and, more recently, championed humanity’s evacuation from Earth and inclusion in the union. However, the name fit. The Meitj stood roughly human height, but on spindly lower legs. They tended to fold their short middle pair of limbs at their abdomen and use their upper limbs as arms, much like human arms, although the Meitj had an exoskeleton. They were an insectoid species with prominent multi-faceted eyes that glittered in metallic shades. The color of their exoskeletons and the patterns inscribed on them revealed a multitude of information about an individual Meitj for those in the know. Unfortunately, apart from recognizing the blue of those with guard duties or the red of the Emperor, I was clueless. 
 
    Professor Summer’s coloring was the greenish color of old bronze and his eyes shimmered with similar hues. “Come in, come in. Welcome, Vulf, Jaya.” The claws of his middle appendages clasped our hands gently. “Please, be seated.” 
 
    Despite our different body forms, the Meitj office chairs fitted Vulf and me adequately. Physical discomfort wasn’t the reason I squirmed. 
 
    Vulf sat straight and resolute, waiting for Professor Summer to settle in his chair behind the desk. 
 
    Apart from the viewscreen built into the desk’s surface, it held only a single opia flower in a narrow, angular, twisted metal vase. The opia flower, flame-red at its heart with its five petals edged in amethyst, was the Meitj’s iconic flower. They honored it as a symbol of truth and allegiance, of honor fought for and maintained. 
 
    “You requested a meeting, Vulf?” The claws of Professor Summer’s middle appendages gripped each other lightly over his abdomen. His upper appendages rested comfortably on the wooden arms of his chair. 
 
    “I did. I have some…concerns. I consider you a close friend of the family, someone I do not wish to offend.” 
 
    “An honest sharing of your concerns honors me,” Professor Summer said. “To seek to protect me from your questions and emotions would lessen our friendship. Please, speak freely.” 
 
    Vulf nodded. “When Jaya travelled to San Juan to allow the Star Guild Shaman Academy to learn more of how she’d used sha energy to save Naidoc, and earlier to trigger my shift into an inorganic robot wolf form, I would have gone with her if not for the approach of my people’s pirate battle group and their demand to hear firsthand—to observe—my shift. As much as I wanted to go with Jaya, I accepted that the Conclave had a right to the hope that my shift represents, the hope that shifters are no longer trapped in their human forms.” 
 
    Professor Summer inclined his head. “Your people would have understood the sacrifice you made in separating from Jaya so soon after your mate bond formed.” 
 
    “Yes,” Vulf said bluntly. “Many of them would have understood if I’d only stopped briefly to show my shifted form to the Conclave, and then, joined Jaya on San Juan. But I stayed on Corsairs because I realized that there were more issues at play than my people’s hope of rediscovering their animal forms. I needed time to think and to discover what answers my people’s brief post-Evacuation history could provide. Who we are since we left Earth has changed. I hadn’t considered how much until recently.” 
 
    I reached across and clasped his hand. 
 
    People underestimated Vulf. They saw his size and physical power, and overlooked his intelligence. If he hadn’t chosen to be a lone wolf, he’d have made a heck of a pirate captain. He had the ability to see patterns, deduce actions and evaluate consequences that characterized the best strategists. 
 
    His fingers curled around mine. “Humanity’s interstellar government holds seven planets, including San Juan, but excluding Corsairs. As shifters, we’ve prided ourselves on our clans’ ability to establish independence as a pirate fleet and on an independent planet. But is it independence or exclusion? And did we choose it or was it forced on us?” 
 
    “Interesting questions. Important ones,” Professor Summer said. “Your success as a bounty hunter has always rested on a tripod of intelligence, determination and physical ability.” 
 
    Vulf stiffened fractionally, but he stayed focused. We had discussed his suspicions while travelling here. If his suspicions were wrong, he needed to provide the context in which he’d entertained them so that Professor Summer might forgive him. However, if Vulf’s suspicions as to the professor’s interest in Vulf’s family and clan were correct, then we needed to observe the Meitj academic for everything and anything he might reveal as Vulf outlined his suspicions as to the elderly Meitj’s motivation for involving himself in the lives of shifter pirates. 
 
    “But my physical abilities have changed, haven’t they?” Vulf stated the crucial point understatedly. “I can now shift not only into another form, but into an inorganic being. I represent a potential for the shifter clans to be something truly different in the galaxy.” 
 
    It was my turn to pick up the story, a story that Professor Summer knew better than either of us, but one which the Academy and my own personal fascination with shifters’ heritage had taught me. “Other species metamorphosise. Your own people transform at adolescence. The Aalg change two years before they die—if they die of old age, I mean, not accidents. But shifters on Earth transformed back and forth between human and animal forms. Theirs wasn’t a one-way and forever change. They kept their talent secret, wrapping it up as a mythical story, as shamans did with their own unique abilities, but the reality was undeniable for anyone who studied them as the Meitj studied humanity before offering us membership of Galaxy Proper and evacuation from our dying home planet.” 
 
    The elderly academic observed us attentively. “If you are asking for confirmation that the Meitj were aware of shifters’ abilities prior to humanity’s evacuation of Earth, the answer is yes.” He paused, middle claws tapping together quietly. “My grandparents assisted in negotiations for humanity’s emergency entry into Galaxy Proper.” 
 
    “Would those be your imperial grandparents?” I asked. 
 
    Professor Summer inclined his head. The movement drew my attention to the glittering facets of his eyes. They had brightened. “Yes, but my other grandparents, the pair involved in charity work, were the driving force. They believed in the sanctity of life, as I do, and in its wonder.” 
 
    You couldn’t blame a people who saved your species for doing so, whatever their reason for involvement. 
 
    Professor Summer ceased tapping his claws. His exoskeleton didn’t allow him to slump as humans did, but there was an impression of a similar droop in his mood; of a decision reached, for better or worse. “My family observed humanity for many generations. The imperial family, and those in its inner circle by virtue of family ties, has guarded the secret of the Ceph for forty two millennia. It has been an immense duty, one that has shaped us.” 
 
    <Ssh, Jaya,> Vulf warned before I could voice my concerns regarding the Ceph. <He knows what his people have done, what he is part of.> The imprisonment of an entire sentient species: trapping the Ceph in stasis for forty two millennia. 
 
    Professor Summer stared at his desk, at the blank viewscreen embedded in it. “The Ceph were relentless. I have read the secret histories of ancient times. They considered every other species as lesser than them, and their ability to wield sha energy enabled them to conquer solar systems without mercy. They killed and laid waste to planets, taking what they wanted and leaving devastation behind them. Two sentient species went extinct. Those with space-faring capability fled before the advance of the Ceph.” 
 
    He looked up. “The Ceph Theta came to us, to the Meitj, because we and the mLa’an had the most advanced technology as well as political systems that had survived millennia already. The mLa’an refused to have anything to do with Theta, viewing him as a member of the cruel Ceph, but our Emperor saw a chance to save the galaxy. He listened to Theta. The rebel Ceph believed his people couldn’t reach their potential until a power emerged that was strong enough to challenge them, a people that could use sha energy as the Ceph did.” 
 
    We had heard this story from the current Meitj Emperor on Naidoc, with my grandfather objecting strenuously to the Meitj version of history and their justification for entrapping a sentient species in stasis. Ivan’s objections would have carried more weight with me if he hadn’t attempted to destroy a planet and its solar system in pursuit of Ceph freedom, then kidnapped me. Nonetheless, a small part of me, perhaps the lonely child I’d been who’d forged an unequal, secret relationship with Ivan, found that I couldn’t entirely dismiss his challenge to the Meitj’s justification for their actions. 
 
    “The Meitj have searched the galaxy and beyond for any species who could use sha energy as the Ceph did—and we found you. Humanity’s shamans. We watched you for centuries of Earth’s time. We saw you pushed to the fringes of your societies, diminished, ridiculed, unaware of how powerful you could be. Your own people were scared of you and so they reduced your power by convincing you it didn’t exist, or that it was minor, or that you were crazy to feel that there was something more than what your mundane neighbor could perceive.” Professor Summer sounded aggrieved on behalf of my ancestors. 
 
    “But humanity’s behavior taught us to look for who withdrew from your broader society, who was ostracized. And we found the shifter clans. You hid well.” He looked at Vulf. “Of those Meitj who studied Earth’s shamans, most ignored the shifters. My family, however, pursued a theory. If Earth could produce shamans, then your unique ability to shift forms had a high probability of being linked to the same forces that produced shamans. It would be a statistical anomaly for shamans and shifters to be unique to Earth, and yet, not somehow linked.” 
 
    “Well, we’re both human,” Vulf said. 
 
    “Indeed.” Professor Summer tapped the edge of his desk in agreement. “The difficulty my people had in studying Earth was our continuing inability to detect sha energy. Without that, we had to look for possible evidence of its use. Events and changes that couldn’t be explained by the ordinary laws of physics.” 
 
    He stopped. “I am avoiding answering your question, Vulf. This is difficult for me. Intellectually, I knew that this day would come. In fact, I believed that your clan leaders would have challenged me earlier. But friendship has altered us all, and hidden things. From the time my grandparents assisted humanity’s entry into Galaxy Proper, my family has deliberately nurtured our relationship with shifters and shamans.” He barely paused. “For the purposes of ongoing study. For me it became something more. I value my friendship with your family, Vulf.” 
 
    Vulf didn’t soften at the elderly Academic’s evident distress or his reminder of their friendship. “You, all the Meitj, have done a lot for the shifter clans. What I’m wondering is how much you’ve done.” 
 
    Professor Summer opened a desk drawer, extracted a cloth, and passed it over his glittering multi-faceted eyes. “You refer to your isolation?” His voice had a whistling, despairing edge to it. 
 
    Vulf’s hand tightened around mine. He’d guessed the nature and purpose of the Meitj’s involvement with the shifters, but now his respected family friend was confirming it. The story was tough on both of them. On me, too, if I was honest. Did everyone’s goodwill come with strings attached or spring from devious self-interest? I didn’t hold out much hope for Professor Summer’s explanation. 
 
    Nor did the elderly academic. His body language was defensive, something apparent even across species. He stood behind his chair and the claws of his upper appendages gripped it in a clutch-and-release motion. He was perturbed. “I’ve read my grandparents’ notes on humanity’s evacuation of Earth. There was a lot of terror. Humans found my people especially alien. The Sidhe ended up filling the role of Galaxy Proper’s representatives, while the Meitj worked in the background.” 
 
    The Sidhe were much like humans, although the underlying tint of their skin was green rather than the warm tones of humanity, and their ears were pointed. Nonetheless, there was a comforting familiarity to their appearance. Many humans still chose to work with Sidhe rather than other aliens when they ventured beyond humanity’s planets. 
 
    Professor Sidhe released the back of his chair. It swiveled slightly. “The Sidhe were our front men in a number of ways.” 
 
    Vulf leaned forward. “The Sidhe provided the shifter clans with our first starships. They gave us a market for pirate booty. They showed us the ropes for the less legal operations of the galaxy. And they did that on your orders.” It was an accusation. 
 
    “We paid them to.” Professor Sidhe snapped the air with one agitated claw. “My grandparents hadn’t considered—none of the Meitj at the time of Earth’s evacuation—had considered that on leaving Earth shifters might lose their ability to shift. My grandmother suggested that the situation where your ancestors were limited to human form might have been a response to the stress of the Evacuation and of establishing new lives in Galaxy Proper. However, time passed and you still didn’t shift. Those among my people who were observing the shifter clans worried. If you couldn’t shift, and genetic testing couldn’t determine where the original ability to shift was stored in your DNA, then the most efficient way to ensure that shifters’ unique, currently hidden abilities weren’t diluted would be to ensure that you chose partners among yourselves.” 
 
    Vulf stood. “Did the Meitj foster the belief in mate bonds to encourage this inbreeding?” 
 
    “No. No, Vulf.” Professor Summer shook his head. “We were concerned about the future of shifters, but your own clans were frantic. Mate bonds have always been revered by shifters.” He paused. “It must be wonderful to feel so close to your partner.” He tapped his thorax and refocused. “The reality of mate bonds wasn’t cynically exploited to encourage reproduction among yourselves. But your leadership’s decision to stake out an independent existence from the majority of humanity was influenced by such considerations of identity as much as by shifters’ restlessness.” 
 
    “And you made it possible. You, as in, the Meitj.” I could feel the sha energy in the room swirling and coiling with my distress. “Vulf and I talked about this on the journey here. With humanity so new to Galaxy Proper and rushed from Earth in the Evacuation, there’s no way the shifters’ clans could have so swiftly established a successful pirate fleet and a planet if you hadn’t provided behind-the-scenes backing. You facilitated the shifters’ independence, and hence, isolation, from the rest of humanity.” 
 
    Professor Summer passed the cloth over his eyes again. “Yes.” 
 
    “You meddled in our lives.” Vulf’s voice was even. 
 
    I felt his sense of betrayal. 
 
    “Do you consider us lesser creatures?” Vulf asked. 
 
    “Vulf! No.” The professor stretched out his middle appendages in appeal. 
 
    A tiny fraction of the tension holding Vulf rigid relaxed. 
 
    “Your people wanted to go in the direction my people wanted them to go,” Professor Summer implored our understanding and forgiveness. “We helped you, but we didn’t decide for you. I swear it.” 
 
    “Yet you left San Juan to develop as an ordinary human society, despite the shamans at the heart of it,” I said. 
 
    “Oh dear.” Professor Summer folded himself back into his chair. He moved stiffly. “Jaya, the situation of shamans is far more complicated than that of the shifter clans. The shifters could choose their future.” 
 
    Vulf moved close to me, solid and immovable. If he could, he’d shield me from all trouble. 
 
    I wouldn’t let him, but I understood the impulse. I wanted to do the same for him, but all I’d been able to do was be with him as Professor Summer confirmed the outside influence that had helped shape the shifters’ existence in Galaxy Proper.  
 
    Instead of being truly independent, as shifters had proudly believed, they were following a path the Meitj had guided them down. Would the shifters, my family, have chosen that path anyway? 
 
    The professor folded his middle appendages against his body, claws gripped together. “The shifters chose independence from the rest of humanity, and humanity let them. At the risk of offending you further after what you must already consider a betrayal…I think it reflects badly on the majority of humanity that they didn’t try harder to maintain connection with the shifters.” 
 
    “We are pirates,” Vulf said. 
 
    “Buccaneers, recognized under Galaxy Proper laws. The Sidhe set up your Letters of Marque adequately. Humanity should have welcomed the proof you offered that as a species you were not to be disrespected. Indeed, many negotiations would have gone worse for humanity without the reputation of the shifter pirate fleet.” 
 
    Vulf frowned. “Humanity’s governments don’t recognize us, why would we be a threat to anyone who cheated or opposed them?” 
 
    “It is enough that you prove humanity can defend itself and, if it so wishes, attack.” 
 
    “Huh.” Vulf sunk into thought. It was revolutionary to consider that the ignored, and to some extent, despised, shifters served as humanity’s protectors. 
 
    As interesting as the notion was—and as much as people like President Hoffer deserved to have their noses rubbed in that truth, something I was sure Cyrus would do once Vulf reported this conversation—my focus was different. I required more detail on the professor’s insight into shamans’ relationship with broader humanity. After all, that was a major element of my current troubles. Before I could ask, he tapped his claws against the arms of his chair. 
 
    “On Earth, the vast majority of humanity could afford to diminish and ridicule shamans. Or they believed that they could. Perhaps if they’d refrained, Earth may not have been lost to its nuclear winter. Wisdom…” Professor Summer trailed off. “But now is not the time to consider what-might-have-beens. The Charter of Galactic Union makes it abundantly clear that while humanity on the whole is considered worthless, shamans are prized. Envy and frustration eat at your leadership. We hoped that in disposing of the leadership from Earth, new and better government would take its place, but within seven generations, you have the same self-interested game-playing substituting for moral leadership.” 
 
    Well, he wasn’t wrong there. 
 
    Professor Summer made a whistling sound. “Jaya, my dear, everyone must make choices in life. For most of us, those choices may be dire for ourselves, but their impact is limited. For you, the decisions you make have the potential to change Galaxy Proper. None of the Meitj predicted the extent of your shamanic talent. We may have hoped that a shaman such as yourself would emerge at some point…after humanity had grown the ability to accept your power for the wonder that it is would have been preferable. As it is, your species’ ability for catastrophic games of brinkmanship will likely cloud profounder conflicts.” 
 
    He tapped his claws together. “Vulf is rightly suspicious of my people’s meddling in humanity’s affairs. Some theorists believe that the mere act of observation alters events. On balance, I believe—I hope—that the shifter clans in particular have chosen their own path. In the end, all that we can hope to achieve is to be true to ourselves. Shifters have known and practiced that truth for centuries. None of us will ever comprehend all the influences that press upon our lives, but we must choose who we are, what we believe in, and then, give everything to living our decisions.” 
 
    “What if Jaya and I simply left? If we retreated somewhere no one could find us?” 
 
    I stared at Vulf.  
 
    He stared at Professor Summer. 
 
    The elderly Meitj shook his head slowly. “You could, but it would do violence to who you both are. You are warriors.” 
 
    “I’m not,” I objected. 
 
    Scratchy noises reverberated in Professor Summer’s thorax. They were the unfamiliar sound of Meitj laughter. When he spoke again, the sighing, whistling regret in his voice had vanished. He was brisk. “Vulf, I suspect that Cyrus, at least, has entertained similar suspicions to yours as to Meitj meddling in your clans’ affairs. Talk with him. Jaya.” Professor Summer came around the desk and his upper arms extended till he gently rested his claws on my shoulders. “Ignore my dire ramblings. You have your mate and his formidable family standing with you. Choose only to live a good life and be happy.” He moved around me to the door. “Now, I am sorry to hustle you out, but if you stay, I will fall again into the temptation of overwhelming you with my concerns. My nephew has stated on many occasions that more data does not always lead to better decisions. In fact, it may delay and confuse them. So, good-bye.” He clasped Vulf’s hand in his. “And forgive me, please, because I value our friendship.” 
 
    “I will talk with Cyrus,” Vulf said, and it was a promise to attempt forgiveness. 
 
    Professor recognized it as such. “Thank you.” 
 
    He closed the door behind us. 
 
    Vulf and I released deep sighs, simultaneously. I laughed and a wry smile curved his mouth. We were under surveillance wherever we went on Origin, but not even the most advanced Sidhe technology could eavesdrop on a telepathic conversation. 
 
    <He confirmed your suspicions, Vulf, but where do we go from here?> 
 
    <I don’t know. I don’t care about the future of humanity. Harsh, but true. I want you safe. We should talk to Cyrus, not simply about the Meitj involvement in shifter business, but about the political games swirling around you. I never thought I’d regret ignoring politics.>  
 
    We strolled across the walkway suspended above a concert hall and into a secondary dome in the Meitj university building. 
 
    <Winona has been politicking since she and I returned from Naidoc.>  
 
    I’d checked my communicator while on the Orion, and the chancellor had left me a message; short but worrying. “Be careful, Jaya,” she’d said. “Choose wisely.” 
 
    Now here was Professor Summer echoing her as he warned me that I faced major decisions. <Professor Summer visited Winona at the Academy.> 
 
    Vulf stopped. <When?> 
 
    <About a fortnight ago.> I counted on my fingers. <Four days after we returned to the Academy.> 
 
    Vulf resumed walking. <Did he talk to you?> 
 
    <No. It wasn’t just the Meitj who sent a representative to talk with Winona. There was a mLa’an diplomat, a handful of Sidhe business types, a Freel—> 
 
    Vulf growled his disgust. Freels had a bad reputation, and as a bounty hunter, he’d brought a number of them in to face justice. 
 
    We exited the dome into a sunny afternoon. Students of all species were involved in a game of kickball on the wide lawn. 
 
    Nearer to us, Alex lounged against the barrel trunk of a massive cactus. 
 
    <Alex.> I don’t know if I telepathed his name in warning, explanation, shock or something else. I’d told Vulf of Alex’s discussion with me on San Juan, and the history between us. But possibly Vulf got a deeper sense of my emotional response to Alex’s existence in that one telepathic identification of him. 
 
    At any rate, my mate sprang forward and grabbed my one-time foster father by the front of his dark blue utility suit and lifted him high. 
 
    I reached for sha energy, ready to combat anything Alex used against Vulf. 
 
    But the Shaman Justice simply allowed himself to be lifted in the air and shaken. 
 
    The students’ kickball game ceased as they focused on Vulf and Alex. Even without one of them contacting security, with the level of surveillance on this planet, security guards would be here in seconds. 
 
    I pushed out sha energy to sense for the security response. Then decided to be safe rather than sorry, and moved closer to Vulf to enclose a sha shield around us, and by default, around Alex, too. 
 
    “I am Shaman Justice Alex Ballantyne,” Alex said as two Sidhe and a Vaski guard ran around the dome, blasters primed. A Ptero flew in over the heads of the staring students, a blaster in either claw as its leathery wings glided it in fast. The Pteros looked like dinosaur bats with bodies the size of whippets. “There is no danger. Stand down.” 
 
    “Yes, Shaman Justice,” the shorter of the Sidhe said, lowering her blaster. A quick flick of her hand ordered the other guards to do the same. The guards wore headpieces. They’d have been fed identifying information on Alex, as well as on Vulf and me. It was interesting, though, that they accepted Alex’s right to command them. 
 
    If I became a Shaman Justice, they’d obey me, too. 
 
    The female Sidhe guard turned suddenly to look at me. 
 
    Despite the telepathic bond between Vulf and me, I didn’t think the guard had read my mind. Someone had communicated pertinent information about me to the leader of the security guards on the ground—and in the air. The Ptero glided back and forth above the lawn. 
 
    Vulf dropped Alex. 
 
    My former foster parent landed without a stumble. “You can release the sha shield, Jaya.” 
 
    <Wait,> Vulf said in my mind. 
 
    <I will.> I tugged him back a couple of steps from Alex, and reduced the sha bubble to protect just Vulf and me. 
 
    Alex looked at my hand on Vulf’s arm and at the way Vulf positioned himself to stand between Alex and me.  
 
    It was obvious that the security guards meant nothing to Vulf. It was Alex, and the hurt he’d done me, that occupied Vulf’s attention. 
 
    “We need to talk privately,” Alex said. “There’s been an incident at the Academy.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Years ago I’d been on a school trip to the planet Origin. We’d visited Proper University, Parliament House, and the Galactic Court. We’d caught the tram and picnicked on the wharf, enjoying the salt scent of the sea. On that visit, I’d seen the public rooms of the court house. On this visit, with Vulf at my back, I followed Alex behind the scenes, passing a number of cubicles and staff who stared with less than hidden interest at us, until we finally reached his office. 
 
    The door closing behind us was a relief. It cut off the curious gazes. 
 
    Now, it was my turn to indulge my curiosity. 
 
    Unlike the impersonal room he occupied at the Star Guild Shaman Academy, this small office space was crammed with mementoes of his travels. They crowded shelves and even hung from the ceiling. 
 
    I saw Celine’s face in a portrait bust of her on a central shelf. The artist had captured the memory I had of her, the way she smiled as if whoever was with her brought her joy. I began to smile back, a slow, wistful smile—that froze as I saw the framed photo to the side of the bust. 
 
    I glanced quickly at Alex. 
 
    He had paused at the side of his desk, watching me. 
 
    <The photo could be a new addition, placed there to manipulate me,> I ’pathed to Vulf. 
 
    My mate was a straightforward man. He picked up the framed photo. “When was this taken?” 
 
    I recalled the dark gray utility suit with its line of blue along the outer seams. I’d chosen it with such care. It was the suit I wore on my first starship shaman contracted voyage. I’d bought five of them, and new boots. I’d been so excited and hopeful, newly graduated from the Academy. The photograph showed my excitement and resolve. I’d looked happy and eager. 
 
    Alex stared at the photo Vulf held. “Dan took the photo for me. Daniel Carson, the weapons master at the Academy. He’s a friend.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how I felt about being surreptitiously photographed.  
 
    “He was taking photos for a strategy lesson in infiltration. He saw Jaya…and thought of me. So he said.” Alex dropped into his chair behind the desk. “Jaya, Dan says you’re the only mistake I ever made, and that I keep making it.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Vulf growled. 
 
    Alex answered him, but looked at me. “That when you love a person, you should tell them. And you should be there for them.” He sighed and raked a hand through his short brown hair. “I never stopped feeling like your father, Jaya. I just stopped acting like it.” 
 
    “I have a dad, now.” I hadn’t consciously decided to respond. “Thor Trent.” 
 
    <Love you.> The emotions that stormed from Vulf to me were so intense that they were akin to a breath-stealing hug. 
 
    Alex’s face became a blank mask. “And your biological father, Rick Jekyll?” 
 
    The shifter clans would have to revise their security if Alex knew so much about my private life on Corsairs. 
 
    “I’ve met Rick,” I said noncommittally. 
 
    There was a heartbeat of silence in the office before Alex waved a hand at the visitors’ chair in front of his desk. “The incident at the Academy…” 
 
    Apparently, personal time was over. 
 
    Vulf and I sat down. 
 
    Alex activated the viewscreen on his desk. It was positioned at a comfortable reading angle for him, and one difficult for Vulf and I to scrutinize. “I’ve been receiving reports from Dan and a couple of other Academy staff on the situation, as well as reports from the mediator AI monitoring the situation on San Juan. Then there’s the media coverage.” 
 
    A video started rolling on the viewscreen on the far wall. 
 
    “There are soldiers surrounding the Academy?” I stared in mind-blown shock. The uniforms were familiar. “San Juan soldiers? Our own people?” 
 
    Vulf posed a more useful question. “Are they protecting the shamans inside the Academy or holding them prisoner?” 
 
    Alex rubbed the bridge of his nose with the heel of his hand. It was a gesture of annoyed resignation that I’d seen before. It said that he recognized the stupidity of people, and sadly, wasn’t surprised. “The intent is for the army to breach the Academy and gain control of it on behalf of the interstellar human governments. President Hoffer has assumed leadership of the ‘Humanitarian Union’.”  
 
    Vulf snorted. “That’s new.” 
 
    “Yes. It was formed after Jaya’s dramatic departure. Although I suspect that the details of it had already been negotiated. Jaya’s jailbreak simply gave them an excuse to go public with their plans.” 
 
    “But…they’re breaking the Charter of Galactic Union.” Even after President Hoffer’s attempt to control me at the Academy, I couldn’t believe this recklessness. “Humanity isn’t allowed a government that reaches beyond a single planet. Even for the leaders of each planet’s government to get together requires permission from Galaxy Proper’s Trade & Diplomacy Department—and the Academy is the only organization that reliably gets that permission.” My speech slowed as I heard what I was saying. “Those weasels! They used us.” The government ministers had used the Academy’s meetings to assemble and kick off their irresponsible schemes. 
 
    “Yes. Your display of power accelerated a few people’s plans.” Alex swiped his desk screen. The footage on the wall altered to show blue-skinned humanoids in light armor. 
 
    “Freels?” Vulf got up and prowled closer to the viewscreen. “They’re standing inside the circle of human soldiers.” 
 
    “Winona hired them.” 
 
    Vulf’s head snapped around to stare at Alex. “The Chancellor of the Academy hired Freels to defend her students? That was not wise.” 
 
    “It was unwise for many reasons.” Alex switched off the viewscreen. “The Academy faculty and staff are divided as to the best way forward. That is contributing to the current stalemate. The students are safe. Dan and his allies refuse to allow any Freels inside the Academy building.” 
 
    “Children are trapped inside?” Vulf’s protective instincts brought his wolf to the surface. His eyes were icy-blue and furious. “What are you doing about it?” 
 
    “I’m hoping to hitch a ride with you on the Orion to San Juan,” Alex said calmly. 
 
    “Like hell,” Vulf exploded. “Jaya isn’t going anywhere near San Juan. You’re a Shaman Justice. Portal there.” 
 
    “Portals require a significant investment of sha energy to set up. Reaching the Academy isn’t critical enough to justify the use of one, especially since Jaya needs to be there, too.” 
 
    I grabbed Vulf’s arm as his weight rebalanced, preparatory to a lunge; probably across the desk at Alex. “Why do I have to be there?” I knew the answer that felt true to me, but what was Alex’s reasoning? 
 
    “You’ve become a symbol, Jaya. Like it or not, your choices will help define the future of shamans in the galaxy, and of humanity in Galaxy Proper.” 
 
    “Crater snake shit,” Vulf swore. “You don’t get to put that on my mate.” 
 
    “I didn’t. Fate did. The AI has run any number of scenarios. You are the wildcard, Jaya.” 
 
    I released Vulf to fold my arms. “No.” 
 
    Vulf’s gaze went from my folded arms—a gesture that screamed defensiveness and fear—to my face. “We’re leaving.” He bundled me in front of him, heading for the door. 
 
    “I can show you the AI’s scenarios on the journey to San Juan,” Alex said. 
 
    Professor Summer’s warning flashed back to me, along with the whistling regret that had shaded his words. He’d foreseen something of this. He’d told Vulf and me that we would never have all the information, that an informed choice was an illusion—or delusion—but that we had to decide from the truth of who we were. From our hearts. 
 
    Vulf was doing so. All that mattered to him was my safety.  
 
    And because I could trust him to focus on that, it meant I was free to look beyond my fear that symbol or not I couldn’t bear the weight of deciding things for all shamans, let alone all of humanity. I couldn’t see the forces pressing on us or where our decisions would lead, but I could make the right decision here and now. 
 
    I dug in my heels. “We’ll go to San Juan.” 
 
    “Jaya!” Vulf protested. 
 
    “I can’t leave the students surrounded by Freels. I was one of those children, once. They need us to fight for them. Children deserve protection.” 
 
    I knew my mate and the devotion shifters gave their children. It was the one factor that would reach through his fear for me to consider the needs of others. 
 
    Peripherally, I saw Alex wince. He hadn’t sacrificed his peace of mind to protect the child I’d been. 
 
    “All right,” Vulf agreed unwillingly. His hands were warm as he rubbed my upper arms. He turned his head to address Alex. “Send the AI’s scenarios to the Orion.” 
 
    <He needs to come with us.> I pushed against Vulf’s resistance. <He’s a Shaman Justice, Vulf. I can hide behind his reputation. People expect him to be powerful.> If there was still anywhere I, and my power, could hide, it was behind Alex. 
 
    <It won’t all be on you,> Vulf said. <Shamanic power isn’t the only power there is. You said Winona is one of the weaker shamans, yet she heads the Academy. There are other forms of power, other opportunities for action. I’ll be beside you, looking for those opportunities. However, if Alex’s presence might actually help, then we’ll take him with us.> 
 
    I touched his hand in a fleeting, grateful caress. 
 
    Instantly, his hand turned to tangle his fingers with mine. “Shaman Justice, if you intend to hitch a ride on the Orion, we’ll be leaving immediately.” 
 
    “I have a bag packed.” Alex lifted a knapsack from his side of the desk, standing as he did so. He studied us intently. “You two just communicated. There are old stories of shifters telepathing with their mates…” 
 
    Vulf’s response was to flick on his communicator. “Ahab, we’re going to have a passenger. Prepare Bunk C for Alex Ballantyne. Monitor him at all times. Ready the Orion for departure. Thanks.” He pocketed the communicator and addressed Alex. “To me, you’re not a Shaman Justice who deserves respect. When I look at you, I see the bastard who deserted Jaya after her mom died.” He meant Celine, my foster mom. 
 
    Alex’s expression lost its curiosity about Vulf’s and my relationship. Whether the blankness of his expression hid annoyance at Vulf’s attitude, affront that he’d dared mention Celine, or an acknowledgement that he’d earned Vulf’s condemnation was unclear. 
 
    The journey to San Juan was going to be purgatory. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Bunk C, that Vulf had so cryptically referred to in his orders to Ahab, turned out to be one of the four fold-down bunks in the Orion’s upper deck cargo hold, the cargo hold that doubled as a prison. Just looking at it gave me happy shivers. This had been my space when Vulf and I first met. He’d held me prisoner here: the kindest, most baffling jailer a woman could have. Within a couple of days, I’d been upgraded to the guest cabin opposite the captain’s, but it wasn’t mine any longer. Not now that Vulf and I were together. Moreover, Ahab had been renovating while the Orion had been docked at Origin, and the AI had moved fast. 
 
    Inside the captain’s cabin, the desk was gone and with the space that absence provided, the narrow bed had been widened to comfortably accommodate two people. It wasn’t the captain’s cabin anymore. It was ours. 
 
    “I love it.” I leapt at Vulf and he caught me, not seeming to mind when my legs wrapped around his waist and he had to hold my whole weight. 
 
    “You can choose a different color for the walls, the bedding, whatever you want.” He smiled at my excitement. “I just want you with me.” 
 
    Aww. Sweet. “You’ve got me!” I would have kissed him, but he turned his head to one side. 
 
    “Ahab—” 
 
    “I forgot,” I whispered. Ahab was observing my reaction to Vulf’s and my new-look cabin in its beautiful shades of blue-green and pale sand. I’d been told he was with us, where he normally gave us privacy in our cabin. I’d just forgotten. “Thank you, Ahab. No need to discuss colors with you. I love it! You have the best taste.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome, Jaya. I’m vanishing now. Have fun.” Laughter faded, letting us know he’d withdrawn. As the starship’s embedded AI, Ahab was everywhere, but he was also the essence of tact. 
 
    Vulf grinned at me, a very wolfish grin, and kissed me.  
 
    The wider bed was one of his very best ideas, and I made sure to show my appreciation. Since he seemed equally intent on showing me every advantage of the new bed, we had a fabulous time. 
 
    Other people might have worried about transporting a Shaman Justice whom we didn’t exactly trust, but Vulf and I had met while he’d been pursuing my grandfather, a rogue shaman with a huge bounty on him. Vulf knew how to deal with shamans, and so did Ahab. The two were an effective team. 
 
    The journey to San Juan would take just under two days. For humanity, the newest species to join Galaxy Proper, to have a planet so close to Origin seemed impossible, but the route required traversing two wormholes that were marked on star maps as perilous. For most starships, wormholes that rated as perilous were too dangerous to risk entering. However, when a starship shaman guided the jump, the journey was usually safe. Hence, shamans settling on San Juan. 
 
    I’d just have to stay alert. 
 
    Vulf and I finished celebrating our new look cabin and returned to the recreation cabin. There was time for dinner before we reached the first wormhole and I’d worked up an appetite. I grinned at Vulf who’d definitely helped with that. 
 
    He ran a caressing hand down my back.  
 
    <I’m so happy with you,> I told him. 
 
    He positioned me in front of him, so that he could continue with somewhat discreet caresses, while ordering dinner from the food dispenser. “Pot roast, mashed potato and beans?” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Alex said from behind us. 
 
    Vulf’s hand stilled at my waist. 
 
    I ordered three dinners, and stepped away from Vulf to pour us all coffees. I also checked that my sha sensor net remained in place. I didn’t think Alex intended us harm, but the Orion was my home, Vulf was my mate, and Ahab my friend. I wouldn’t risk them by being lazy about precautions. With the sha sensor net in place, I’d know if Alex started gathering sha energy for some purpose. Then I’d have to decide how to respond. 
 
    Dinner might have been awkward, except that Ahab had a topic he could discuss for days: home decorating. In the past his interior design talent had been mostly squashed by Vulf’s disinterest, only finding outlet in his annual Haunted Starship extravaganza when he and Vulf docked the Orion at Corsairs so that children could scramble through it, exploring variously themed rooms that ranged from innocently marvelous for the youngest to terrifyingly fun for the older teens. I knew all this because Ahab had shown me the videos and provided a non-stop commentary. I’d fallen even more in love with Vulf knowing that he’d scheduled his bounty hunting work around this yearly event that Ahab reveled in. 
 
    “Polka dots? On a bed Vulf is going to sleep in?” I threw my arms in the air. Just because I trusted Ahab, didn’t mean I wasn’t going to argue with him. 
 
    “Gray polka dots,” Ahab said with mock solemnity. All of Vulf’s utility suits were a boring, utilitarian gray.  
 
    I laughed and the banter continued. 
 
    Vulf smiled occasionally, content simply being with us. Once we finished eating, we moved to the living area and he sat beside me on the sofa, adjusting himself readily when I cuddled into him. 
 
    Alex sat in an armchair and stared at the viewscreen that was currently in its one-way glass mode, and displayed the black void of space as we travelled through it. Every so often, he’d glance at Vulf and me before refocusing on the view of empty space. It was interesting that he hadn’t retreated to his bunk or into his work. He’d brought a tablet onboard so he could have continued to work. 
 
    “Wormhole entry in nine minutes,” Ahab interrupted his own argument in favor of draping a silk curtain across the entry to Vulf’s and my cabin—never going to happen and the teasing AI knew it—to report on the upcoming jump.  
 
    Vulf would want to be on the bridge for a wormhole jump marked on the star maps as perilous, and although I could guide the Orion through the jump from anywhere onboard, I’d go with him; which would leave Alex alone in the recreation cabin. Well, alone unless he changed his current behavior pattern and actually spoke to Ahab. 
 
    I’d have thought that with the number of AIs that worked for the Galactic Court, Alex would have been comfortable conversing with Ahab, but he wasn’t. 
 
    “Jaya will be guiding the jump with me on the bridge.” Vulf stood and helped me up.  
 
    I didn’t need help, but I shared sufficient shifter instincts to seize every chance to enjoy my mate’s touch. 
 
    “I won’t interfere,” Alex said, tacitly accepting that he wasn’t invited to the bridge. 
 
    The door to the recreation cabin closed behind Vulf and me. 
 
    Ahab lowered his voice. “Alex Ballantyne is scared.” 
 
    “Of the jump?” I asked. Surely Shaman Justices traversed wormholes all the time? 
 
    “No,” Ahab said seriously. “He’s extremely competent, professionally. It’s in his personal life that he’s terrified. I’ll send you what I found on his childhood. In many ways, his is an insecure personality.” 
 
    “Ahab!” I buckled myself into the co-pilot’s chair. “You can’t just dig into a person’s past.” 
 
    Vulf cleared the viewscreen of the star maps it held and chose a current coordinates display. The wormhole entrance was three minutes away. “Ahab can and does. He’s the best investigator I’ve ever met and Alex matters to you, Jaya, so I asked Ahab to find out all he could about him.” 
 
    “Alex ceased to matter years ago,” I said. 
 
    Ahab wouldn’t let the issue drop. “He had a worse childhood than you.” 
 
    “So?” I gathered sha energy, feeling the uneven surge of it so near the perilous wormhole. 
 
    “The only person who ever claimed Alex was his wife Celine. Everyone else…read the report, Jaya.” 
 
    Thank goodness the Orion entered the wormhole. Rather than answer Ahab, I concentrated on the sha energy. It flickered and pulsed erratically. “I want to try something different.”  
 
    A starship shaman’s role was primarily to ensure a ship’s safe passage through a wormhole. Secondarily, we aimed to speed up the ship’s journey. I intended to do both, although with a slight variation.  
 
    “We don’t know what we’re facing on San Juan, and if our plans change, if we’re recalled to Corsairs, we mightn’t reach the Ceph Sector for weeks. I intended to search it for pools of sha energy that I could siphon into a crystal to replace the one Ivan stole and drained.”  
 
    Vulf knew all of that, just as he knew that the unexpected result of Ivan’s treachery had been Vulf’s first shift into robot wolf form. It was why, despite having lost five years’ worth of sha energy collection, I couldn’t be completely furious with my grandfather—well, not about the theft of my crystal. I was furious, disappointed and frightened that Ivan had attempted to kill millions of Meitj in his self-appointed crusade to free the Ceph. Not that he could continue his crusade in his current circumstances, stuck in a Meitj prison. 
 
    “The thing is—one tick.” I concentrated on the sha energy that suddenly exploded to the Orion’s portside. Elongating the wave of sha energy was easy enough. Then I shaped it into an arc that would weave the force back into the wormhole, strengthening the energetic structure. “Okay. Remember when we followed Ivan into the wormhole and he crashed through the side of it and we followed?” 
 
    “Yes,” Vulf said. It wasn’t the kind of experience a person forgot.  
 
    “At the Academy we were taught that wormholes could only be entered and exited at either end. Breaking through the sides was considered impossible…and I wouldn’t try it with a wormhole that others used regularly, a normal, stable wormhole.” 
 
    “You want to crash the side of this wormhole?” 
 
    I crossed my fingers. “Hopefully, not. But I do want to skim the sides of it. I have a theory that wormholes like this one—the perilous, do not enter kind of wormholes—are unstable due to an excess of sha energy. Usually, collecting sha energy means hunting for the condensed pools of sha scattered randomly through the galaxy. But there’s excess sha energy here even if it’s erratic, and I think it’s what is destabilizing the wormhole. So, in theory, when I siphon the excess sha energy into this crystal.” I held up the crystal I’d bought in Indy, the town across the bridge from the Academy. “It will make traversing the wormhole safer.” 
 
    Vulf frowned at the crystal, then at me, before he nodded. “Go for it.” 
 
    I smiled, not that he could see. He was studying the viewscreen again, his hands on the controls for the starship. “And if it all goes wrong, we have a Shaman Justice onboard to save us.” 
 
    He snorted. “Should I pilot the Orion to the side of the wormhole or do you want to?” 
 
    “You,” I said. “Take it at an angle and keep moving forward.” 
 
    As we neared the side of the wormhole, the sha energy increased. I pulled strands of it toward the crystal as if I pulled on electrical taffy. To my shamanic sight, the sha pulsed with light and otherness, a quality of sha that even shaman-poets couldn’t describe. As the sha energy streamed steadily into the crystal, I diverted a thread of sha energy to dance around the Orion, flickering like fireflies, and to tease Vulf with a phantom kiss. 
 
    <I want the real thing.> 
 
    I laughed, intoxicated with the wild sha energy, but not so lost to it that I couldn’t split my attention to guide the Orion swiftly and safely to the wormhole’s exit.  
 
    “We’re out,” Ahab said as the starship emerged into real space. 
 
    “Engage autopilot.” Vulf unbuckled his seatbelt and stood. He didn’t help me unbuckle, pirate that he was. Instead, he braced himself with a hand on either side of me, caging me in the co-pilot’s chair, and stole a pulse-pounding kiss. 
 
    I dropped the sha crystal and clutched onto him. Fortunately, it was a short distance from the bridge to our cabin, and Vulf proved adept at getting me out of more than my seatbelt. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    The second wormhole jump happened after breakfast.  
 
    Alex hadn’t questioned me about the sha energy that he had to have sensed flowing to the bridge and my crystal pendant during the first jump. Perhaps it was merely a lack of opportunity.  
 
    Vulf and I left our cabin with only a few minutes in which to grab breakfast before we returned to the bridge. I definitely hadn’t had time to read Ahab’s report on Alex. In fact, I decided not to. A person’s past, especially a tragic one, was their own business. 
 
    The dedicated, sensible part of me—the good girl who’d trained at the Academy—nagged that I had no such excuse for my failure to have devoted a couple of hours overnight to reading the mediator AI’s various scenarios, all of which apparently included me. However, I ignored the annoying voice of inculcated duty in favor of my more primal inner nature that was smugly sure that spending time with Vulf was the best of all decisions. 
 
    My mate was the world to me. 
 
    As he skimmed the Orion along the side of the second wormhole, spiraling through it, I siphoned more sha energy into the crystal. By the time we exited the wormhole, I’d have enough to create a couple of portals without tapping any of the sha energy on San Juan, not that I’d need two portals, but it was nice to have some stored sha energy on me, again. 
 
    I hummed as the Orion completed a final revolution and spun out of the wormhole. That final jet of speed would bring us to San Juan ahead of time, even with the delay due to my sha energy collecting.  
 
    Vulf locked in autopilot and suggested coffee.  
 
    “Coffee is always the answer.” I stood up as eagerly as him. “And maybe another bowl of chocolate puffs.” 
 
    “Got to keep your strength up,” he agreed. The leer he attempted was hilarious. 
 
    “Incoming transmission,” Ahab said as we reached the recreation cabin.  
 
    Alex sat at the table, and looked up both at our entrance and Ahab’s disembodied voice. 
 
    “From Captain Jekyll of the Stealth,” Ahab continued. Then broadcast the transmission. 
 
    “Ahoy, the Orion. Captain Kohia Jekyll—” The woman’s authoritative hail was ruthlessly interrupted. 
 
    “Hey, Vulf.” 
 
    I recognized his sister Edith’s voice instantly, and yet, Vulf was faster yet. She’d only gotten the “Hey” said and he’d launched himself over the table, knocking out Alex with a jaw-slamming punch. 
 
    “O-kay,” Ahab drew out the word. “Next time Alex is onboard and awake, I’ll send transmissions for the Orion privately to your communicator, Vulf.” 
 
    “Medbot,” Vulf ordered curtly. “Check he’s okay, then sedate him for an hour. Remind me five minutes before he’s due to wake.” 
 
    “Captain Trent?” Captain Jekyll’s cool feminine voice queried. 
 
    Jekyll was my father’s name. Was this woman related to me? 
 
    “Re-open communications, Ahab,” Vulf said. “Captain Jekyll, why is my sister aboard your ship?” 
 
    “Mom and Dad agreed,” Edith said hastily. “Oops. Sorry, Kohia. I forgot again. It’s your transmission.” 
 
    “It’s my ship.” But despite the woman’s firm tone, she sounded amused. 
 
    Belatedly, I caught up with Vulf’s reasoning. If Edith wasn’t meant to be near enough to San Juan for real-time communication—and San Juan was nowhere near Corsairs—then he didn’t want Alex as a Shaman Justice overhearing the reasons for her presence. If there were to be consequences for Vulf’s assault on Alex, he—we—would deal with them later. His first instinct was to protect his sister, and whoever she was with. I agreed. 
 
    “We’re twenty minutes from rendezvousing with you on your current course,” Captain Jekyll said. 
 
    The viewscreen in the recreation cabin lit up, a star map showing our current route out from the wormhole to San Juan, and another dot indicating an approaching starship. 
 
    “Thanks, Ahab,” I whispered. 
 
    “We have matters to discuss,” Captain Jekyll continued. “Your parents and my uncle, Rick Jekyll, sent us to observe San Juan and be in position to provide support if Jaya returned to it. Jaya, if you’re there, I’m your cousin Kohia.” 
 
    “My cousin?” I’d never had a cousin. Well, technically, she’d existed before now, but I hadn’t known about her. “Hi.” I felt suddenly shy. 
 
    “Hi.” Kohia sounded amused, again.  
 
    I got the impression that she was never shy. 
 
    “Vulf.” Kohia returned to business. “I have a crew of seven, including your sister. With your permission, I’ll leave them on the Stealth, and Edith and I will cross over to the Orion. Permission to come aboard?” 
 
    “I have lots to tell you,” Edith contributed. 
 
    Vulf stopped frowning at the robot and medbot currently trundling the unconscious Alex back to his bunk in the converted cargo hold. He looked at me. <Okay with you?> 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    His mouth twitched upward in a hint of a smile. “The coffee’s hot, don’t be long.” 
 
    Kohia and Edith laughed before the transmission ended. 
 
    “I have to get changed,” I exclaimed, rushing for our cabin. I left a dumbfounded male behind me. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’m meeting my cousin!” 
 
    Vulf must have muttered a question to Ahab because the AI answered loudly enough for me to hear. “The mysteries of human females are beyond my ken.” 
 
    The Stealth proved to be a corvette, small and fast with a design as sleek and evasive as its name. 
 
    An ordinary gray utility suit with my most comfortable boots had been fine for travelling to San Juan in, but for meeting a cousin my own age I couldn’t look like a frazzle. Nor could I look as if I was trying too hard. 
 
    The compromise was a utility suit in a dark wine-red color with my best boots—no clunky toes, but nicely shaped semi-points—my black hair rebraided and tied off with a silk ribbon and—I’d left no time for make-up! Fortunately, my color was high from excitement. I swiped on some lip gloss and ran out of the cabin, found the recreation cabin empty of both Vulf and Alex, and spun around to run for the bridge. 
 
    Vulf was in the process of locking with the Stealth. Of course he’d be on the bridge for that. Ahab could handle the procedure, but Vulf was a captain who took his responsibilities seriously. Nothing big happened on or to his starship without his say so. 
 
    He whistled at me as I entered. 
 
    “I’m not trying to look sexy,” I said instantly. 
 
    “You’re gorgeous.” He held out his hand. When I accepted it, he pulled me onto his lap. “Your cousin isn’t going to reject you. I’ve met Kohia before.” 
 
    “What is she like?” 
 
    The viewscreen showed the locking procedure. It was almost complete. Edith and Kohia would board in minutes. 
 
    “She’s a tiger shifter, about my age. We didn’t go to school together. Her clan lives on Aeaea, the island continent. Lots of jungle. She’s a pirate.” 
 
    I twisted around to look at him. “Really?” 
 
    “Yep. She specializes in intelligence gathering and swift, targeted strikes. I’d say her starship helps with that. It’s a Jekyll design. One of your father’s.” 
 
    I was silent as I processed that. 
 
    “We need to greet them.” Vulf slid me off his lap. 
 
    They’d be entering on the lower deck, and since the decontamination unit was unlikely to find any reason to halt their entry, we needed to hurry if we were to be there to greet them. 
 
    There was a narrow hatch from the bridge dropping down into the engine room beneath, and then, we could weave through that, into the lower deck cargo hold, and so, to greet Edith and Kohia as they exited the decontamination unit. 
 
    “Dirt and grease,” I said to Vulf, shaking my head as he approached the hatch. 
 
    His cheeks indented at the corners of his mouth the way they did when he suppressed a grin. 
 
    I huffed at him and led the way back through our clean living quarters. I checked on Alex without slowing my pace through the cargo hold. He was fine, sleeping in his bunk with a blanket over him. 
 
    “Ahab,” Vulf said. “Keep him sedated till Edith is gone, and give me a ten minute warning before he wakes.” 
 
    “Aye aye, Captain.” 
 
    We climbed down to the lower deck and kept going till I nervously faced the entrance.  
 
    <It’ll be fine, Jaya.> 
 
    The reassurance Vulf sent through our mate bond helped. I drew a deeper breath. Then all breath left me as my cousin entered, evaluated her new environment in one all-encompassing scan, then leapt at me.  
 
    In any other situation, Vulf would have intercepted an attack on me. Heck, my own shamanic powers would have defended me; at minimum, snapping a shield into place for Kohia to bounce off. But this was my cousin. Unknown and unpredictable, but mine. 
 
    She hugged me, and I hugged her back just as tight. I was tall for a woman, taller than Edith, but Kohia matched my height.  
 
    Kohia was broader across the shoulders, though; lean and rangy with obvious strength. She had bright red hair, vivid green eyes, and a laugh that broke with a hint of a sob. “We’re a small family. I always wanted a sister.” 
 
    Vulf had been right. Kohia wasn’t here to judge me on behalf of the Jekyll family. As far as she was concerned, I was family. And with her, there was none of the tangled old feeling of loss and betrayal (fair or not, given that he hadn’t known I existed) that had accompanied my meeting with my father.  
 
    “You’ve got one, Kohia. I never believed I could have a family.” I reached back with one hand, knowing instinctively where Vulf was. “And a brother.” Cousins could be as close as siblings for shifters, especially in the smaller clans. 
 
    For a second Kohia studied Vulf. 
 
    One day I’d discover what Vulf’s reputation was with the other shifters. Being a lone wolf bounty hunter wasn’t usual for gregarious shifters. 
 
    But whatever Vulf’s reputation, Kohia evidently chose to put it aside. Her face with its broad cheekbones and wide mouth broke into a grin. “Oh heck.” She hugged him hard. “A wolf brother. Edith did warn me.” 
 
    Edith laughed and I smiled at her, hugging her with an ease I would never have shown before Vulf and his family showed me how simple it could be to love. 
 
     Walking back to the recreation cabin, Kohia saw Alex’s unconscious body. She stopped, her hand reaching for the blaster that hung from her belt. “I thought you were alone on the Orion?” 
 
    We all stopped. 
 
    Vulf frowned at her. “Didn’t Cyrus or someone inform you that Alex Ballantyne hitched a ride from Origin?” 
 
    “The Shaman Justice?” Edith’s eyes went wide. 
 
    Kohia’s gaze snapped back to Alex’s unconscious face. “No. And Cyrus would have reported it if he’d known, which means your passenger arranged for the record of his boarding to be wiped. Out of interest, why is he unconscious?” 
 
    “Ahab shared your transmission over the open comm—” I broke off. “Have you met Ahab? He’s a mLa’an AI embedded in the Orion.” 
 
    “We met when Edith entered the decontamination unit and greeted me,” Ahab said. 
 
    I smiled at Edith, grateful that she’d acknowledged Ahab’s existence. I should have trusted her to. When her dad had welcomed Ahab via communicator to the family, he’d meant it. Ahab belonged to us. Very soon I needed to talk with Ahab about what that meant, to what extent he considered himself one of us, and what he wanted for his future. The conversation would need to include Vulf. The Orion was his, but Ahab was embodied in it.  
 
    I’d been selfish and focused on my happiness with my new mate, but Ahab needed a happy future, too. Alex had hinted at the issue during our breakfast on San Juan: the galaxy’s artificial intelligences were approaching full citizenship. Decisions Vulf, Ahab and I made would partly shape how that citizenship negotiation evolved. 
 
    But right now, we had more immediate concerns. “Vulf punched Alex, knocking him unconscious so that he didn’t overhear whatever Edith had to say, or be awake for whatever brought you here to meet us. Taking a shaman by surprise is the best way to overpower one of us.” 
 
    “I thought I was reckless.” Kohia shook her head. “You hit a Shaman Justice, wolf.” 
 
    “He was Jaya’s foster father till he abandoned her at the age of eight.” Abandoned had a growl to it in Vulf’s deep voice. 
 
    Kohia contemplated that answer. “When he’s awake, I’ll kick him.” 
 
    Ooo-kay. Since Vulf had ordered that Alex remain sedated till Edith was off the Orion, I decided not to protest Kohia’s promise. 
 
    We sat down at the table in the recreation cabin with coffee and cookies. By her roaming gaze, Kohia was interested in the Orion and its conversion to human needs from its original mLa’an design, but she focused on what had brought her and Edith here. And when she looked at me she smiled. “Uncle Rick sent us to kick some ass.” 
 
    “Uh,” Edith began. 
 
    Kohia rolled her eyes. “Officially, we have a watching brief. Cyrus ordered the Stealth here to observe happenings on San Juan and be present to provide back-up for you, Jaya. He deduced you’d return here at some point. Uncle Rick designed the Stealth. He knows its capabilities. We’re the fastest starship in the fleet. We have a crew of seven. Yvonne, my navigator, stepped aside for Edith. She has the right of blood to be part of your back-up team.” Kohia nodded brief acknowledgement at Edith before refocusing on me. “Cyrus alerted us when you departed Origin for San Juan, and we’ve been waiting for you. Some stuff has been happening planetside.” 
 
    “Freels,” Edith said with a note of doom. 
 
    Vulf remained unimpressed. “So Alex said. I’d rather hear your report on happenings at the Academy.” He glanced at Kohia, including her in the request. 
 
    She nodded. “The problem with orbital observation is the difficulty of infiltrating planetside events. Sean, my intelligence officer, has a program filtering the mass of communications going in and out of San Juan, but he suspects we’re missing a lot of the encrypted and/or hidden transmissions. Nor do we have the processing power to scan communications that stay on-planet.” 
 
    Ahab could probably do both, but he didn’t mention it, so I stayed silent, too. 
 
    “We’ve been monitoring arrivals and departures, backtracking to search out who is on the ground or in orbit. I don’t like surprises unless I’m the one springing them,” Kohia continued. “The Freels arrived the day Jaya departed, but stayed aboard their starship until the chancellor of the Star Guild Shaman Academy agreed terms with their commander. Your chancellor is either naïve or an idiot,” she added. 
 
    “Winona is ambitious.” I sighed. “I suspect she’s so busy fighting other humans, she hasn’t considered that other people in Galaxy Proper aren’t all as safe as the Sidhe and Meitj.” 
 
    Edith snorted. “There’s unsafe, and then, there’s the Freels. They are treacherous, violent villains.” 
 
    Kohia looked at her curiously. “I thought you said you’d dated one.” 
 
    Vulf choked on his coffee. 
 
    “Oops,” Kohia mouthed. “Sorry,” she murmured to Edith, as Vulf swelled with older brother wrath. 
 
    “You dated a freaking Freel?” he shouted. 
 
    To intervene or not to intervene?  
 
    Kohia caught my eye and shook her head. 
 
    “It was only for a few months,” Edith said. 
 
    “Months!” A vein bulged in Vulf’s neck. 
 
    Edith stared down at her half-eaten chocolate chip cookie. “We were on Glasgow Station in the Boneyard Sector. Both of our ships were being worked on. There’d been an asteroid storm. We were both on our first contracts, learning about…” 
 
    Vulf held up a massive hand. “I don’t want to hear what you learned.” 
 
    Kohia hid her grin in her coffee mug. 
 
    “Tell me, did you obtain the details of Winona Hayden’s deal with the Freels?” Vulf asked her. 
 
    Kohia sobered in an instant. “The details, no. But based on Freels’ negotiations in other sectors, we should assume a quid pro quo bargain. Her message to the commander of the Freels’ starship was simply ‘One exchange”.” 
 
    “Damn,” Vulf swore under his breath.  
 
    “I’ve not bargained with Freels,” I prompted, trying to elicit more information.  
 
    Vulf maneuvered his long legs out from between bench seat and table. “Freels’ basic bargaining strategy is simple exchange.” He looked at Kohia. “How many Freels surround the Academy?” 
 
    “A dozen.” 
 
    He looked at me. “Then the Freels will expect a dozen shamans to respond to a crisis as identified by the Freels.” 
 
    A sick feeling grew in my stomach. “To defend vulnerable Freels?” 
 
    Kohia shook her head. “I’ve been reading your chancellor’s communications. She’s not that smart. I’d wager she’s put a dozen shamans on the hook to fight with the Freels, not just defensively, but in solidarity with them whether the cause is just or not—whenever the Freels choose.” 
 
    I definitely felt sick. “Why?” 
 
    Kohia shrugged. 
 
    Edith met my questioning gaze, and shook her head. “No idea.” 
 
    “Alex might have some answers,” Vulf said. He added. <The scenarios the mediator AIs ran must include some calculated guesses.> That he telepathed the clarification reminded me what a fine line we walked, holding confidences for various groups. He’d knocked unconscious a Shaman Justice, but he wasn’t going to share Alex’s secrets. 
 
    Vulf was more strategic than me. If I became a Shaman Justice, he and I would have to negotiate with the Galactic Court a way for us to work together. Neither of us wanted to be separated by our jobs, which meant he had to ensure that the Galactic Court would trust him. In keeping its confidences, he was thinking ahead. 
 
    Maybe he shouldn’t have hit Alex. 
 
    “How about the human government?” I asked. “What is President Hoffer up to?” 
 
    “Stupidity,” Kohia answered concisely. “Criminal stupidity. What sort of idiot sends soldiers to lay siege to a school?” Anger roughened her voice. Evidently, Kohia could take Freels in her stride, but put children in danger and she wouldn’t be forgetting or forgiving the person responsible. “His own people ought to chuck him out of office, or off the planet.” By her tone, she meant off-planet without a starship or spacesuit. “Even if they don’t, he’s deluded if he thinks the rest of Galaxy Proper will let him control the shamans. You guys are the only reason the union accepted the rest of us.” Her eyes were green and very intent. “Is your Shaman Justice here to deal with Hoffer?” 
 
    “Alex mentioned the situation. But he didn’t discuss his mission, other than to say it involves Jaya,” Vulf added with disapproval. 
 
    “Then we need to know more.” Kohia drained her coffee mug. “What do you intend to do and how can we help you?” she asked me. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “I need to go to the Academy. I can hold a bubble of invisibility long enough to evade security on the space dock, but they’ll still know I’m around as soon as the Orion lands. They could lay down a stream of blaster fire or run disrupters to intercept me.” I trailed off as I saw Edith’s sly smile. 
 
    “The Stealth has a two person shuttle, and it’s as stealthy as its mothership,” Kohia said. “I can get you down to the planet without anyone being the wiser.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Vulf said. “I’m going with Jaya.” 
 
    “What about the Shaman Justice?” Kohia asked. 
 
    Vulf folded his arms, biceps bulging against the fabric of his utility shirt. “He can be the distraction.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Waking Alex was fraught with danger. It wasn’t as if he’d be feeling friendly toward us after Vulf punched him. Edith had dashed back across the lock to the Stealth and collected a disrupter from the corvette’s armory. 
 
    “Activate it,” Vulf said. 
 
    Edith hesitated with her finger on the trigger. “Are you sure it won’t hurt you, Jaya?” 
 
    “There’s no pain. It’s a bit disorienting and frustrating not having access to sha energy, but it doesn’t hurt. And I’d far rather the disrupter run than have Alex wake up and launch a defensive sha attack that I’d have to counter.” 
 
    Edith nodded at that and pressed the trigger. She locked it in active mode. 
 
    The world continued around me. The sha energy flowed around us, but I couldn’t access it to control it. 
 
    Alex woke neatly. 
 
    Ahab was monitoring the medbot and reported that Alex was conscious before Alex opened his eyes. 
 
    The Shaman Justice didn’t rush, although he’d have heard Ahab’s announcement of his waking status. Alex’s eyes stayed closed. He’d be assessing the impact of the active disrupter. 
 
    I’d discovered that I could play with sha energy even with a disrupter running. It was a different kind of relationship to the sha than what the Academy taught. The disrupter broke a shaman’s direct control of sha energy. But I’d found that I could still nudge the flow of sha energy so that a cascade of it could be encouraged to build up until it overwhelmed and broke a disrupter. 
 
    Could Alex do the same? 
 
    I waited with my nerves on edge. If Alex could destroy a disrupter, he could potentially simultaneously lash out at us with sha energy. I needed to be our second line of defense if the disrupter failed. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, Alex focused on Vulf. “Why?” 
 
    “I didn’t know my sister was in this sector of space, and until I knew why, your presence was an unacceptable danger to her and Jaya.” 
 
    Alex’s hazel eyes stayed fixed on Vulf for a long moment, before taking in Edith and Kohia. “And now?” He sat up cautiously. The caution wasn’t due to pain. While sedated, the medbot would have healed the consequences of Vulf’s hit. Alex was moving warily out of respect for the dangerous individuals in the cargo hold with him. 
 
    “Now, we need your help,” I said. 
 
    “Have you read the scenarios?” he asked me. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    He inhaled briefly, a hint of anger escaping. “There is information you need buried in those scenarios.” 
 
    “I believe you,” I said. “But the wider implications can wait. I want the children trapped in the Academy free and safe first.” 
 
    “Where will you take them?” he asked. 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    <He thinks a pirate fleet is waiting. We could call one. Evacuate the Academy to Corsairs.> 
 
    My eyes widened at Vulf’s ’pathed suggestion and I stared at him. Then I giggled. “President Hoffer would lose his mind.” 
 
    “Is that a yes?” Amusement laced Vulf’s voice. 
 
    “A yes to what?” Kohia wasn’t one to remain quietly in ignorance. 
 
    “It’s a ‘not yet’,” I said to Vulf, and then, to Kohia. “We could evacuate the students at the Academy to Corsairs.” Unlike me, her eyes didn’t widen in shock at the idea. In fact, she nodded as if it was a course of action she’d considered. “But I think I’d rather remove the Freels and soldiers from the Academy rather than disrupt the students. It’s their home.” 
 
    “You really need to read the scenarios,” Alex said. “The situation with the Freels—” 
 
    “Is not our problem,” Vulf said with all the ruthlessness of his society. The shifters cared for their own and for children. “Not the Freels and not their retaliation against Winona Hayden when we break her bargain with them.” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure that I was willing to throw Winona to the Freels. However, the question of her fate was only one of many that needed to be answered by actual events. Scenarios couldn’t provide real-time information and decisions. “If we need to evacuate…Vulf, can you get a secure communication line to Cyrus? Would Corsairs accept Academy staff portalling in with students?” 
 
    Edith laughed briefly. “I keep forgetting you’re a shaman. You don’t need a starship to travel.” 
 
    “Mostly I do. Portals require a lot of sha energy to create.” But I had my crystal and other shamans at the Academy would have either portals ready or sha energy collections capable of powering the creation of one. How many would we need to transport all the students? I hadn’t heard of a definite upper limit for portals, although no shamans were recorded as ever transporting more than twelve people through one. 
 
    “Jaya, what do you think you can do on San Juan that others can’t?” Impatience nudged Alex’s question into something close to criticism. 
 
    As a Shaman Justice, he had to have received a report from either Winona or the Meitj involved in Ivan’s trial on Naidoc that I could destroy disrupters. The trial had ended in explosions and Ivan’s temporary escape with me as his hostage, but it had also revealed something of my power. The disrupters the soldiers carried weren’t a threat to me. 
 
    But then, they weren’t a threat to the Freels Winona had contracted with either. The threat they faced was blasters that could stun or kill a soldier. A shaman under the effects of a disrupter could still fire a blaster. 
 
    What was preventing an all-out fight and containing the volatile situation was likely shamans’ own sense of the risks involved: not physical risks, but those of choosing our future. 
 
    At the Academy we were taught to see ourselves and our abilities as peaceful, nurturing and creative. Even those shamans who specialized in using sha energy as a weapon, did so with an emphasis on defensive purposes. 
 
    If we displayed our power violently, there’d be no going back from that. 
 
    And if we were choosing sides, were shamans going to see themselves as part of humanity or as something unique? I hoped for the former. We would suffer the most if we chose power over a place and people to belong to. 
 
    I frowned at Alex. He had to know that shamans were at a turning point in our history. As one of only two Shaman Justices, the most powerful of shamanic talents, he had a right and responsibility to be at the Academy when the choice was made. At least as much right as me, probably more. “Maybe Alex shouldn’t be the distraction,” I said to Vulf. “He needs to reach the Academy safely.” 
 
    “Wait,” Alex interrupted. “This is important, Jaya. Why do you want to reach the Academy?” 
 
    I flung my arms in the air, abruptly finished with all the talk, talk, talk. “You and Professor Summer both pushed me to come here.” 
 
    Alex rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Apart from that?” 
 
    I looked wildly from him to Vulf with a can you believe it? expression. 
 
    Vulf studied Alex. 
 
    His intentness jerked me out of my incipient rant. What had Vulf seen, heard or put together that he was puzzling over Alex? 
 
    The Shaman Justice rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I really wish you’d read the scenarios, Jaya, and shared them with Vulf. The mediators prefer people to choose freely. As it is, what I tell you will be perilously close to a directive.” 
 
    “You have no right to order Jaya to do anything,” Vulf growled. 
 
    Alex stood. “Not Jaya. You. It’s you we finagled to San Juan, Vulf.” 
 
    Edith had been holding the disrupter loosely by her side. Now she raised it. Like all disrupters, it had a blaster function built in. That—the threat of excruciating nerve pain—was what she levelled at Alex. 
 
    Meantime, I felt a tiny thread of relief within my wider wariness. Whatever happened, if Alex admitted he’d connived to get Vulf to San Juan, then maybe he wouldn’t have Vulf arrested for striking him? Surely that would be fair? 
 
    “Well, I’m here,” Vulf said. “Did you want me here as Jaya’s mate, as a bounty hunter, or as a robot wolf?” 
 
    “All of the above, but primarily because of your reputation with the Freels.” 
 
    I think Alex’s response shocked us all. I felt Vulf’s surprise through our bond, although his expression didn’t alter.  
 
    The muzzle of the disrupter Edith held wavered.  
 
    Kohia stepped close and took it from the younger woman. “The Freels are our enemy.” 
 
    “No more than the other rogues you fight,” Alex said. “And those that you are thinking of, the brutal maniacs, they do not represent the truth of Freel society. Do you know the Freels’ history?” 
 
    “They joined Galaxy Proper a few centuries before humanity.” I’d been taught the history of all the union’s member species at the Academy. “They achieved faster than light travel and demonstrated sufficient moral awareness to be granted provisional membership which became full membership two and a half centuries ago.” My confident recitation slowed. “They were granted full membership…if their moral character was as abysmal as the stories I’ve heard about them from starships’ crews was genuinely that bad, Galaxy Proper wouldn’t have accepted them.” 
 
    Alex nodded sharply. “Finally, you are thinking.” 
 
    “Don’t push it,” Vulf growled. 
 
    “The Freels are humanoid,” Alex said. 
 
    Involuntarily, I glanced at Edith. Before her admission that she’d dated a Freel, I hadn’t truly considered the Freels’ similarity to us. The Sidhe, yes, they seemed like greenish cousins, but the blue Freels with their muscular builds and violent behavior, their talons and bloody habits…I sighed. As a human, I shouldn’t judge. The Freels still lived on their home planet, although many had migrated to three other planets and a number of stations. Humanity had rendered its home planet unlivable. 
 
    Plus, Edith struck me as enthusiastic, but not naïve or stupid. If she’d dated a Freel boy for months, then there had to be something good about them. 
 
    Alex continued. “Freels understand strength. Both sides of it. Conquest and defeat. They respect Vulf.” 
 
    “I doubt it. Apart from our other encounters, when I rescued Saylon, the mLa’an child the Freels had kidnapped, the mLa’an rescue party that caught up with me leveled the stronghold.” 
 
    “Thereby killing those Freels’ commander. The other Freels were grateful.” 
 
    “Pardon?” I needed that repeated. I’d heard it, but hadn’t believed it. 
 
    Edith nodded. “They were. Houron, the guy I dated, thought Vulf was a hero. Technically an enemy, but still someone to respect. I wouldn’t have given Houron a second look otherwise.” 
 
    While Vulf struggled with his sister’s statement, Alex finished his briefing. “The Freel who led the band of thugs who kidnapped the mLa’an child was crazy, but also powerful. The Freels were glad to learn of his death, and relieved that by your intervention, Vulf, the madman’s recklessness hadn’t plunged all Freels into war with the mLa’an. The Freels are violent and deadly, but the peaceful mLa’an have the technological edge to subjugate them.” 
 
    “Not that they would,” Ahab said. “The mLa’an believe in the right of liberty for all living sentients.” 
 
    My mouth compressed. Ahab and I would discuss that point. He might be an artificial intelligence, and not an organic being, but he was still a person. He deserved freedom and full Galaxy Proper membership. I had to stop letting other events delay our overdue conversation. 
 
    “The Freels wish to improve their standing within the union,” Alex said. “To do that, they need alliances. At the moment, they have no one. For seven generations, they’ve envied humanity’s ties with the mLa’an and Meitj as those two ancient civilizations sponsored our entry into Galaxy Proper and facilitated our establishment within its social and economic starscape. That envy prompted the brutal edge to their clashes with you.” He nodded at Kohia. 
 
    She kept the disrupter pointed at him. 
 
    Alex ignored the threat. “Recently, the Freels’ leadership has realized that in resenting humanity they’ve overlooked the possibility of using you—u— instead. Until we joined the union, they were its newest members. Now that we are, while the other member species continue to snub the Freels, the Freels could turn to us. Humanity offers them not only an ally, but an ally who has powerful allies of their own.” 
 
    “The mLa’an and Meitj,” I said, understanding. “They would use us to gain the advantages of a positive relationship with two founding members of Galaxy Proper.” I started to pace, thinking as I did so. Fortunately, the cargo hold gave me room. “But if they want an alliance with humanity, why side with Winona against President Hoffer and the other leaders of interstellar humanity?” 
 
    Ahab had the answer. “Because Galaxy Proper will, sooner or later, squash the current leaders’ arrogant ambition. Far better from the Freels’ perspective to ally themselves with the shamans. After all, it is the shamans who won humanity its entrance to, and formidable allies within, Galaxy Proper.” 
 
    “Ahab, I should be asking you for political advice,” I said. “In fact, can you download the scenarios Alex sent me and read them for me?” 
 
    “I’d be delighted!” Ahab said before Alex could do more than twitch. “Interesting…I’ll prioritize a search for data relating to the Freels.”  
 
    “I love you, Ahab.” For being on Vulf’s side, which was my side. Friends didn’t let friends face dangerous situations blind and ignorant. 
 
    Alex waved a hand. “If I promise not to use my shamanic talent against you, will you turn that thing off? Please.” 
 
    The disrupter wasn’t bothering me, but then, I hadn’t just been punched unconscious and sedated.  
 
    <Jaya?> Vulf checked with me. 
 
    <It would be kind, and we do sort of owe him for the punch.> 
 
    Vulf sighed. “Kohia, can you deactivate the disrupter, please?” 
 
    She switched it off with a click. 
 
    “Thank you,” Alex said. “The Freels want an alliance with humans. I believe—the Galactic Court mediators believe—that they would negotiate said alliance with Vulf.” 
 
    “With me? I can’t speak for humanity.” 
 
    Alex stared at him challengingly. “Can you speak for the shifter clans?” 
 
    “Yes,” Edith and Kohia said in unison. 
 
    “We’re pirates,” Kohia added. “We seize opportunities. As long as Vulf negotiated a fair or better bargain—and I believe he could with Ahab’s assistance.” She paused long enough for Ahab to murmur a gratified thank you. “The Conclave would ratify the alliance agreement.” 
 
    “Despite the Freels’ reputation and past battles?” I had to ask. 
 
    Kohia looked at me sharply, as if I was naïve. “We’re not part of humanity. We need alliances, too.” 
 
    My breath caught at that. Vulf and his family had never indicated that degree of isolationism. Inadvertently, I glanced at Alex. 
 
    He watched me with sympathy, as if inviting me to share his burden. See, his look said. This is what we must heal. 
 
    Of course, I could have been reading too much into his tired expression, but the danger here was evident to me. Shifters needed to be part of humanity—and humanity needed them. It was the same for shamans. Even generations after the Evacuation we were all Earth’s children. To be human meant to be all of us. 
 
    Winona had negotiated a one-time deal with the Freels. In doing so, she’d proven that the Freels were willing to ally with humans, if we could show our power and usefulness. The shifters’ pirate fleet had already done that. But why did Alex and the Galactic Court mediators believe that the Freels would switch allegiance from the shamans Winona commanded to the shifters of Corsairs? What could the shifters offer that the shamans couldn’t, given that the Freels had their own navy and pirates? 
 
    I would have to trust that Vulf—with Ahab’s assistance—could see the truth and a positive path through the tangled motivations and actions converging on San Juan. For myself, I’d heed Professor Summer’s advice and be true to myself. My priority was the children trapped in the Academy, while adults of varying degrees of wisdom struggled to shape the future to their desires. 
 
    “Alex, will you come with us to the Academy?” I asked. 
 
    Vulf ceased scowling at Alex and snapped his attention to me. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “The children at the Academy need help—” And Alex was a Shaman Justice. 
 
    Alex interrupted me. “The children truly are safe. I have a sha enabled quantum communicator linked to Dan, the Academy’s weapons master. He can disable and contain the Freels and human soldiers in seconds. He’s waiting on word from me.” 
 
    Kohia looked interested. 
 
    I was, too. “You said you were friends with Dan.” But this level of friendship meant professional trust as well as personal loyalty. To Vulf, I added. “If Daniel Carson believes he has the situation under control, then he does. The children are safe.” I clasped Vulf’s hand as I reached for him through our bond. <What do you need from me? What do you want to do about the Freels?> 
 
    I bit back the questions and doubts that surged through me when I thought about the aggressive Freels. 
 
    The decision on negotiating with them was Vulf’s. Just as he’d left decisions regarding shamans to me, but supported me as much as he could, I had to let him decide whether he took up Alex’s invitation—his challenge—to negotiate with the Freels who’d contracted with Winona. 
 
    The rising level of anxiety with which I waited for Vulf’s decision was a revelation. All of the times he’d offered me his unqualified support, I’d been ignorant of what it cost him. Now that it was him risking himself, not me tackling impossible sha energy challenges, I wanted to portal him away to safety. 
 
    “If the Freels are willing to talk with me, I’ll listen. Negotiations to be decided after that.” Vulf paused. “How will you we get their attention? A general broadcast seems like a bad idea.” 
 
    Given the situation at the Academy, the San Juan government had to be treated as an hostile entity. We didn’t want them learning of our intentions. 
 
    “First, we need the Freels’ attention. Then you can talk with them.” It was Alex’s turn to hesitate. “I need to meet with some people at the Academy. We have to limit the consequences of Winona’s ambition and at the same time prove to the Freels that they chose the wrong human with whom to contract. Winona always resented her minimal shamanic talent. Envy makes people stupid. As useful as it is to us, she was wrong to try and deal with the Freels.” 
 
    He gave his shoulders a shake, and his tone changed to one of command. “My position as a Shaman Justice will protect you even with the current situation on San Juan. I need you to dock long enough for me to disembark. Then you can meet up with the Freels. They have a destroyer lurking sixty four clicks away.” 
 
    A Freel destroyer sixty four clicks from the Academy? “Why haven’t the Galactic Police challenged them?” I asked. 
 
    “Because they’re lurking,” Kohia said with sour amusement. “Until the Freels do something illegal, sixty clicks is the legal requirement for an unallied warship to approach a registered planet. I know. The shifter pirate fleet uses the same loophole in the Galactic Code.” 
 
    If such a significant loophole hadn’t been closed, then the Galactic Court, and especially its mediators, had to make use of it themselves.  
 
    Kohia addressed Alex. “Shaman Justice, I can deliver you to the Academy. I have a shuttle on my starship, which is locked to the Orion.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Alex asked bluntly. 
 
    Kohia smiled, and it was more a threat than anything else. “Jaya’s cousin.” 
 
    For a few seconds, Alex considered her offer and how it meshed with whatever other plans churned in his head. Then he nodded. “I accept.” He pressed a button on the wristband of his communicator. “Dan?” There was a few seconds of silence, then the weapons master’s voice came clearly from the communicator. 
 
    “Go ahead, Alex.” 
 
    “Twelve minutes. Take out the Freels and soldiers in twelve minutes. Non-lethal containment. I’ll be down a few minutes afterward. Don’t blow my shuttle out of the air.” 
 
    “See you then.” 
 
    Alex clicked the same button. The transmission ended. “We need to move fast. Ahab, I’m messaging the security codes to access the Freels’ secure communication channel.” 
 
    Vulf nodded acknowledgement. “Kohia, can your intelligence officer message us the instant he observes that the Freel guards at the Academy are neutralized?”  
 
    “Will do.” She stepped back to murmur into her communicator. 
 
    Vulf looked at Alex. “I assume they’ll slump into unconsciousness?” 
 
    “Yes. Sleeping gas within bubbles of sha energy.” It was a simple enough procedure for a skilled shaman, although they’d need a number of shamans if they were to enclose the soldiers as well as the Freels in individual bubbles of sleep. 
 
    “…they’ll fall asleep,” Kohia murmured in the background. “Jaya.” She’d ended her communication. “Let me know where you’re going. Sean will message Ahab when the Freel guards collapse. Don’t forget, we’re here for you.” She gave me a quick hug. “Vulf, negotiate for allies. That’s what keeps our shifter culture strong.” 
 
    He looked at her with an arrested expression. 
 
    Belatedly, I realized that Cyrus hadn’t sent Kohia to San Juan merely because she had a fast starship and was my cousin. Her strategic thinking was an asset we could use. 
 
    She kept her finger on the button of the disrupter. “Shaman Justice, you have a shuttle to catch. Get cracking!” A raised eyebrow had Edith hustling along with them, snatching a quick hug. 
 
    “I’m sick of meetings,” Vulf said when we were alone. 
 
    It was such a prosaic complaint in the face of the dramatic demands being made of him—interspecies negotiations, yikes!—that I laughed and hugged him. 
 
    “Freels are down,” Ahab said. 
 
    “Open communication to the Freels’ destroyer, please.” Vulf stiffened although he kept his arms around me. Apparently, this would be a voice-only transmission.  
 
    “Connected.” 
 
    Vulf nodded his thanks, but spoke to the unknown Freels. “This is Vulf Trent. Your people on San Juan have been rendered unconscious by the shamans at the Star Guild Shaman Academy. This is not treachery against you, but an internal dissension within the Academy. You chose your human ally badly. I don’t believe Winona Hayden will retain her position as chancellor of the Academy.” Alex’s attitude toward her had made that a near certainty. “Your contract with her, whatever its details will be null and void.” 
 
    “Why are you hacking our communication channel?” a male Freel asked. Even through the filtered clarity of communications, his voice had a rolling thunder to it. If that meant anything, it suggested Vulf was being answered by the Freels’ commander. 
 
    “I have a proposition,” Vulf said. “If you want human allies, negotiate with me.” 
 
    There was a long silence, indicative of what we could only guess. Perhaps our answer was the silence and the Freels weren’t willing to negotiate with Vulf? Alex’s information and the Galactic Court mediators’ scenario planning could be wrong. 
 
    I almost hoped it was. I found myself rubbing a tiny, worried circle between Vulf’s shoulder blades. 
 
    “Are you talking of an alliance or a temporary contract as we had with Winona Hayden?” 
 
    Vulf took a deep breath. 
 
    I felt his resolution. 
 
    “The shifter clans are willing to discuss an alliance with you.” 
 
    “Your mate is part of your clan?” 
 
    Vulf tightened his hold on me. The Freels knew who I was. “Yes.” 
 
    “We will talk. Station Zemph, neutral ground with non-aggression status while discussions are underway.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Vulf said. 
 
    “I am Rjee. I will meet with you on Station Zemph. I speak for my house.” 
 
    Ahab broke the moment’s silence. “The Freels closed their communication channel.” 
 
    “They agreed to negotiate with me.” A teensy hint of uncertainty and shock slowed Vulf’s usual speech pattern. 
 
    <I’ll be with you.> 
 
    He frowned down at me. <I’m not sure that’s a good idea. You were a deciding factor in their agreement to meet with me.> 
 
    <All the more reason for me to be there> “Ahab, set course for Station Zemph.” I curled my fingers into Vulf’s shirt. “You’re not leaving me behind on San Juan.” 
 
    “I could leave you with Kohia.” 
 
    “No. Where you go, trouble follows.” 
 
    He grinned at me. “Heya, trouble.” 
 
    “Not funny.” I nipped at his lower lip in a quick kiss. “We’re partners.” 
 
    <Mates,> he answered solemnly. This time our kiss was slower. 
 
    Whatever the meeting with the Freels brought, we’d face it together.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Station Zemph was cleaner than many independent stations. Massive atmospheric filters enabled five domes, arranged on the points of a pentagram, to be linked by an over-arching shield that allowed people to sit “outside” the dome structures without requiring spacesuits. Each dome ran an enclosed walkway out to separate docks, likewise filled with atmosphere. As each starship docked, its mooring was locked while the station’s automated system assessed the quality of air vented when the starship’s hatch opened. If the air quality was acceptable, the locked decontamination unit opened and the starship’s crew was granted freedom of the station. If the air quality raised an alert, then either entrance to the station was denied or the starship went through a decontamination procedure of the station’s choosing. The rigorous standards balanced out Station Zemph’s willingness to accept the sort of starships that would be turned away from more law-abiding space docks; like pirate fleets, unregistered starships and those that simply sought to remain anonymous. 
 
    The Orion docked without incident, and Vulf and I were granted freedom of the station. Once we had that certification of the Orion’s air quality, Ahab closed the Orion’s entrance without us exiting. There were a few things we needed to do first. 
 
    The journey to Station Zemph had taken three days. Without wormholes to speed us, we had to travel like anyone else, although the Orion’s mLa’an design meant it was faster by far than the Freels’ destroyer. Ahab was tracking the destroyer and it had something over a day’s travel to go before it reached the station. Perhaps two days. 
 
    When humanity had settled San Juan, we hadn’t realized quite what a backwater this region of space was. Since most starships avoided travelling through wormholes rated “perilous” and, without them, this region took weeks to reach from anywhere populous, it consisted predominantly of asteroid miners and skulkers. 
 
    That said, a Pteros consortium was terraforming a planet three days’ travel from San Juan. It seemed likely that they intended to exploit the number of shamans travelling to and from the Academy to gain cut-price rates for those shamans to guide Pteros starships through the wormhole jump to Origin. It was a smart idea. The Galactic Police kept the region safe, utilizing Academy shamans to guide their patrol ships through the wormhole as they cycled in and out of active duty. 
 
    The sedate nature of the sector meant that Vulf and I had been able to concentrate on our homework rather than keeping alert for danger. And by homework, I meant that I read the scenarios Alex had sent me and discussed them with Ahab, while Vulf researched everything he could get his hands on regarding the Freels, their history, current affairs, and social structure. When not actively working, we watched Freel movies and cuddled on the sofa. Vulf had also spoken with Cyrus, who’d spoken with the Conclave, which—no doubt under Cyrus’s pressure—agreed that Vulf not only could, but should, negotiate with the Freels. 
 
    “We hate them,” Vulf said. “Principally because we’ve fought too many of them. They’re powerful and clever warriors. If they can be trusted as allies…” He was thoughtful. “Their society is structured in houses, somewhat similar to shifter clans. If they’re doing research on us, they’ll see the similarities. You know, shifters aren’t anything special in terms of cohesion. Our society has its stresses and strains. People can hate each other. But we understand that we either stand together or fall apart. Our freedom and independence are the result of alliances between clans formalized in the Conclave.” 
 
    I stared at him, a small smile of awe growing as he stared back with a hint of stubborn defiance. “Vulf, you wouldn’t…” Maybe his radical idea had leaked through our mate bond, but I could guess where his thinking was heading. Circumstances had conspired to push my mate into the unwanted position of negotiating with the Freels. He hadn’t been keen, but once he’d thought on the matter, he’d evidently decided on a take-no-prisoners approach. “All or nothing?” 
 
    The hint of rebellion in his gaze lightened into attractive wickedness, with a hint of smugness at his daring notion. “Why not? Either shifters and Freels agree to trust each other, or we don’t.” 
 
    I stared at him, dazzled. His idea would be a game-changer. “Is it even possible?” 
 
    He nodded seriously, humor fading into granite resolve. “Even a generation ago, it might have been too risky, but the Conclave is solid. Individual clans and families have established trades and businesses. There’s a level of security and success that breeds confidence. That confidence could slide into over-confidence and reckless decisions, or we give shifter society something meaty to chew on.” 
 
    “Like the Freels. You’re ambitious, Vulf.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s too much?” 
 
    I studied the map of Corsairs displayed on the recreation cabin’s viewscreen. The planet had vast habitable land masses and a small population. I laughed. “It’s absolutely crazy, but if the Freels agreed…we’d live in interesting times,” I quoted the old Earth saying. It had been a curse originally, May you live in interesting times. 
 
    “We already do,” Vulf said, and grinned. 
 
    While waiting for the Freels’ arrival, Vulf and I familiarized ourselves with the station. We ate lunch aboard the Orion, but took breakfast and dinner at the station’s two restaurants. There were also five bars and a hookah lounge. A hotel and a hostel catered for people who wanted time off their starship, or who were waiting for a connecting ship. Meeting rooms were also available. The Freel commander, Rjee, had booked one. We were to meet him there at midday, station time. 
 
    The Freels designated a group of seven to attend the meeting. Ahab had hacked Station Zemph’s surveillance system, and he reported on their activities from the moment their shuttle docked. While their destroyer was too big for the Station’s docks, it lurked within striking range.  
 
    At the Freels headed for the meeting room, I felt the erratic field of an active disrupter precede them. 
 
    <They know I’m here. They’re running a disrupter,> I ’pathed to Vulf, while continuing to sit as relaxed as possible on a bench beneath a ficus tree in the open area. According to Ahab, the station’s surveillance system was so easy to hack that we ought to assume the Freels had done so; hence, my use of telepathic communication. 
 
    I sent sha energy swirling with the kind of fidgety action only a shaman was capable of. The tiny stream of sha energy picked up the subtle energy of the planets that surrounded us. The garden at the center of the pentagram of domes was obviously someone’s treasure. It held a stunning collection of healthy plants. High, transparent barriers prevented people from leaving the paths and trampling it. Every now and then larger specimens, like the ficus tree, grew over the barriers and let passersby enjoy their soothing natural life. 
 
    The touch of plant-kissed sha energy fled from me as the disrupter neared. I let it go. The plants were stable in their energetic pattern and I wouldn’t disrupt it. Besides, if I wanted to take out the disrupter, I’d need more than their tiny threads of sha energy. I’d need to hold a steady stream. 
 
    Once the disrupter was in range, I wouldn’t be able to access sha energy directly, but if I already had it playing in patterns that could be tweaked to gather force and focus on a single location—like a disrupter—I could flip that sha energy to destroy the disrupter even without conscious control of it. 
 
    The question was, how did I do it? If I’d confided this unique twist to my shamanic talent to the research shamans at the Academy, they’d be investigating it for me. However, with the Academy shamans’ motivations and loyalties currently in doubt, I didn’t regret choosing secrecy and ignorance over the pursuit of knowledge. I would figure out the quirky, undocumented element of my sha energy use myself. 
 
    Just not right now. 
 
    Nor was now the time to puzzle over the ructions in the Academy. How many factions existed within it, their conflicting views and loyalties pushed to the surface by the pressure of current events? 
 
    My best option at present was to sit and do nothing. If I destroyed a disrupter, then everyone would learn that I could. Stations like Zemph are gossipy places, and information is its own form of currency in the galaxy. So I waited passively, holding onto my bond to Vulf for the calm strength he lent me as the disrupter’s field engulfed me and severed my direct access to sha energy. 
 
    Then the Freels arrived in visual range. 
 
    Vulf stood. He had his blaster clipped to his belt and a number of other weapons hidden about his person. But he, himself, was the most intimidating weapon. Coverage of his shift into inorganic robot wolf form on Naidoc had dominated the galaxy’s media for days. The Freels had agreed to this meeting knowing how dangerous he was. 
 
    In turn, we’d done our research on them. The Freel commander had given us his name, and Ahab had been able to provide minimal briefing on who we were dealing with. 
 
    Rjee was commander of the destroyer Force and the head of House Cardinal. He was middle-aged with two teenage children. If he followed Freel custom, the kids were aboard the Force. The Freels’ ruling class brought their children with them on their journeys, the thinking being that no one could protect them as well as their parents. The Freels’ attitude contrasted strongly with shifters’ approach to child raising. Parents entrusted their children to grandparents and planetside relatives on Corsairs, knowing that the entire population would defend the children. 
 
    The seven Freels wore light gray utility suit with white diagonal stripes. Nothing in the group’s clothing proclaimed their varying statuses. All were tall, blue-skinned, muscular and grim. Their thin-lipped mouths were tightly compressed. 
 
    I recognized one face from Ahab’s briefing. The woman who walked at Rjee’s right hand was his wife, Djarl. 
 
    They halted at double the distance of normal conversation. Two guards swiveled to face either direction along the path; a path that the group blocked completely. 
 
    Vulf and I sat to the side of it. The leaves of the ficus tree drifted along the back of the bench, stirred by an artificial wind. 
 
    “We were to meet in the Copper Room of the trade dome,” Rjee said.  
 
    “We’re early. Jaya wanted to waited in the garden.” By mentioning my name, Vulf provided an opening for introductions. 
 
    Rjee ignored it. “We will meet you in the Copper Room.” 
 
    Freels didn’t smile at strangers. It was an expression reserved for family and friends. 
 
    As a human woman, I’d been socialized to smile politely in tense social situations in an attempt to ease them. Fortunately, anxiety kept my mouth rigid. “Let’s walk with you,” I proposed. 
 
    “Is progressing together a human custom with some hidden meaning?” Djarl asked. Although the question was abrupt and suspicious, it was an engagement with us. 
 
    I bit my lip to stop a nervously hopeful smile. “No. Usually human parties in a negotiation would attempt to claim territory in the meeting room, either by hosting it in their building or starship, or by arriving first and setting up. Walking to the meeting room together is a practical suggestion. We’re blocking the path.” 
 
    People were loitering, unwilling to challenge the Freel guards to pass us. They were also curious. 
 
    “Practical.” Rjee snorted, but he set off at a moderate pace. Vulf walked beside him, and Djarl and I both walked on the outer side and a step behind our mates. 
 
    I glanced across at her. “Practicality aside, my personal reason for walking with you is to give my instincts a chance to relax in your presence. I’ve rarely met a Freel and my body is flooded with adrenaline at the unknown danger you represent.” 
 
    “We are dangerous,” one of the guards behind me said. His flat tone sounded pleased about it. 
 
    Djarl shot him a narrow-eyed look. Either he’d spoken when he should have remained silent, or what he’d said displeased her. “Better to understand one’s fear than to be a dead idiot.” 
 
    “Sorry.” It was a low, barely heard apology from the guard. Freels could speak at a range humans had trouble hearing. The Freels would have their own strategy for negotiating with us, and everyone in their party needed to stick to it. Gloating remarks were obviously not permitted. 
 
    We walked in silence. 
 
    The Copper Room was on the second floor, but the stairs to it were wide enough for our combined group to climb them easily. Vulf and Rjee followed the leading Freel guard. The meeting room had a round table, removing the question of who sat at the head. 
 
    Vulf and I sat next to one another.  
 
    Rjee and Djarl sat opposite us, and two Freels flanked them. The other three Freels remained standing, taking guard positions: one going outside and closing the door, the other standing just inside it, and the third standing to observe the table and the window that overlooked the central garden. 
 
    There were no refreshments. 
 
    Vulf had requested the negotiations, so he opened the meeting. “Thank you for agreeing to meet with us. I speak for humanity’s shifter clans. We have one planet, Corsairs, a pirate fleet, and some trade and business agreements.” Thanks to Cyrus, shifters also had a highly effective intelligence network, but negotiating didn’t mean laying all your cards on the table. “My mate is Jaya Romanov. She is a shaman, but does not speak for them.” 
 
    Rjee nodded at that. “I am Rjee, Commander of House Cardinal. I speak for my house, but for no others. It is a small galaxy. We had a primary alliance once, but it was to the unmourned dead man whose house shattered after you defied him.” 
 
    “Who?” Vulf asked. Usually, Ahab would supply an answer, but if the Freels weren’t aware that a mLa’an artificial intelligence was our friend, we weren’t about to introduce that information into this meeting. 
 
    Djarl clarified her husband’s statement. “Vulf Trent, when you rescued the mLa’an child from the unmourned dead man—he who lost his name to dishonor—the revocation of his house’s existence voided House Cardinal’s inherited alliance with them. We have not replaced that alliance.” 
 
    House alliances were a big deal among the Freels, but they were also a closely guarded secret. Vulf hadn’t been able to discover House Cardinal’s position in the Freels’ alliance web. 
 
    <We have a chance,> Vulf ’pathed to me. 
 
    <I agree.> 
 
    Rjee had put it out there that he was open to far more than the bargain he’d struck with Winona as chancellor of the Academy. Rather than contract a dozen Freels to an isolated action, his whole house was free to enter into a new alliance. 
 
    Still, there was no reason to rush our meeting, and I had a different question. “Vulf told me how the mLa’an obliterated the fort in which the mLa’an child had been held hostage. Was that abject failure the reason the house leader was considered dishonored and his house disbanded?” 
 
    Rjee muttered something that sounded like a curse. It was violently unhappy, at any rate. As tall as Vulf and every bit as muscled, he sat straight in his chair and glared at me. “No.” 
 
    I had to send a calming <It’s okay> to Vulf through our bond. He was ready to fight Rjee for the aggressive response directed my way. 
 
    Djarl put a hand on her husband’s arm. “The dishonored one kidnapped a child. There were other things he’d done before, things no decent person would do, but that was the final mark of evil.” 
 
    “Mark of evil,” I repeated. “Yes. That is evil.” 
 
    Rjee flattened his hands on the table. The nails on his eight fingers and two thumbs had talon-like points. “The basis of an alliance is to share the same definition of evil. One partner cannot do what the other fights against.” 
 
    “Corsairs has a founding principle of protecting the children there. All children on the planet, whatever clan or species. Attacks against children are evil. Slavery is evil,” Vulf paused. 
 
    “Agreed,” Rjee said. His talons scraped the table. “I know some of my people, other Freels, trade in slaves. Decent Freels do NOT.” The not was a shout. “My people are still repairing the damage done to our society by our rushed entry into Galaxy Proper. We were not ready for it.” 
 
    “Why then did you join?” Vulf had studied the history texts, but he asked the question because Rjee had brought up this obviously painful subject for a reason. That reason was what we needed to discover. 
 
    What had motivated the Freels to join the galaxy’s biggest alliance when they did, and why did they regret it? How would it affect their current decisions? 
 
    Rjee folded his arms, hiding his talons that had caught the light with every tiny, disquieted flex of his blue fingers. “We applied for membership of Galaxy Proper to fend off Sidhe aggression. The Sidhe were circling our two solar systems, trapping us in what we currently held. Each time we ventured beyond them, the Sidhe’s war dogs pounced. It was an unequal fight. We could defeat the Sidhe, but in doing so, we’d have to display a level of aggression that would automatically trigger a Galaxy Proper defense of the Sidhe. They used their allies in Galaxy Proper as a weapon against us.” His big hands raked the air beside his chair. “If we were cowards, we’d have stayed within our two solar systems, but to cower is not the Freel way.” 
 
    Djarl interrupted. “Plus, we had reached the point where we could see the advantages of trading with non-Freels, for technology, in particular. Applying for Galaxy Proper membership turned the union’s rules against the Sidhe. We were protected by the union while our application was under consideration. We used those years to establish trading partnerships and gain some technological transfer. When our membership was approved…” She shrugged. “There was no going back. 
 
    “It has been a struggle,” Rjee said bluntly. “We did not understand the political games within Galaxy Proper. We should have used the years in which we were being considered for membership to establish political allies. When we concentrated instead on short term trade and technology goals, we missed that window of opportunity. The Sidhe can no longer attack us directly, but they still block us in Galaxy Proper’s parliament. Old enmities die hard.” 
 
    Vulf waited out a few seconds of silence. “Are you warning us that in allying with you we may open ourselves to trouble with the Sidhe?” 
 
    Rjee unfolded his arms, hands coming to rest once more on the table. “No. I am telling you why we are here, contemplating an alliance with a subset of humanity.” 
 
    “Not subset,” I said instantly. 
 
    Rjee blinked. 
 
    Djarl looked at me before glancing at Vulf. Her voice was softer when she looked back at me. “We do not mean ‘sub’ as lesser in ability, only in numbers. You cannot claim that your mate speaks for all humanity.” 
 
    The Freels had done their homework on us. She knew to call Vulf my mate, not husband or partner. 
 
    “No one can speak for all of humanity,” I said. “As a species we have yet to achieve full membership of Galaxy Proper. Until then a single voice is forbidden us. It was part of our Charter of Union.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, on San Juan, your President Hoffer assumed that mantle of leader of the Humanitarian Union,” Rjee said. “Chancellor Winona Hayden contracted with us to provide protection for the Star Guild Shaman Academy in the event that he acted against it. We have been monitoring his posturing.” 
 
    Posturing was a good word to describe President Hoffer’s antics, although he’d done more than merely pose. He’d brought Galactic Court attention to himself in the form of Shaman Justice Alex Ballantyne—a gift Kohia had delivered days before. She’d dropped off Alex, then zoomed over to lurk in the vicinity of Station Zemph, in case Vulf and I needed assistance. I didn’t ask what she thought her corvette could do against a Freel destroyer. 
 
    Vulf flattened his hands on the table, copying Rjee’s stance. “I don’t like negotiating and I thought that might make me a bad choice to sit here. However, when I researched Freel society I found that you are just as impatient of negotiations. If every detail of an agreement has to be spelled out, how much trust actually underlies it?” 
 
    The guard by the door nodded. 
 
    Vulf remained focused on Rjee, who hadn’t blinked. “So this is what I offer you.” Vulf paused, and it wasn’t for effect. What he was about to say would change many things. He wouldn’t have been human if the momentous weight of his proposal hadn’t shown. 
 
    The Freels’ eyebrows, dark blue to purple on Rjee, Djarl and their guards, all V’d upwards with interest as they reacted to the tension. 
 
    Vulf’s voice dropped to a deep rumble, his wolf adding its growl. The Freels were being warned to tread carefully, to listen, and not to disrespect Vulf’s offer. “The laws of Corsairs bind all shifter clans, whether our people are on-planet or travelling. The laws are publicly available, lodged at the Archives on Origin.” 
 
    “Although I suspect that few outsiders bother to study them,” I interjected. “They prefer to think of us as lawless pirates.” 
 
    Vulf’s intensity stuttered for an instant. Satisfaction at hearing my use of “us” flowed through our bond to me. 
 
    <You’re doing great,> I sent back to him. 
 
    Rjee nodded slowly. “Freels have a similar reputation. Sometimes it is to our advantage.” 
 
    Vulf smiled. There was nothing pleasant about it. His lips peeled back from his teeth in a show of aggressive agreement with Rjee’s observation. “My negotiating position is simple. I offer House Cardinal, and House Cardinal alone, the chance to be recognized as a shifter clan, equal to all and welcome on Corsairs. It is a healthy, productive planet, with space for many.” 
 
    Offering living room on a planet as pleasant and secure as Corsairs went beyond mere political alliance. Rjee and Djarl’s eyebrows flattened as they attempted to blank their expressions to hide their surprise. But the guards in the room, the points of their eyebrows almost reached their hairlines with shock. 
 
    “And in exchange…?” Rjee prompted. 
 
    Djarl hit his arm. “He told you. We would be one of them—benefits and responsibilities as under Conclave Law.” She’d definitely researched the shifters. 
 
    Rjee blinked, his silver eyelids showing briefly. “So simple?” 
 
    “Yes,” Vulf said. “Simple in terms of negotiating. Not so simple for you to reconcile Freel laws and Conclave Law.” 
 
    “There are similarities.” Djarl pushed back from the table. 
 
    Vulf tensed. 
 
    But Djarl wasn’t leaving. She leaned back, staring unfocusedly out the window. 
 
    Whatever the Freels had expected Vulf to bring to the table, it hadn’t been such an extensive offer. They might shoot it down and try for something more limited. 
 
    “Would your people accept us?” Rjee asked. 
 
    “There will be friction,” Vulf admitted. “Our fleet has fought Freels in the past. We’re trained in how to do so.” 
 
    “Effectively,” one of the guards muttered. 
 
    “Emotions aren’t easily turned off,” Vulf continued without acknowledging the compliment. “But the offer for House Cardinal to be accepted as a shifter clan is made with full approval of the Conclave, our government,” he added, just to be clear. “Any conflict between individuals of your house and other clans would be subject to Conclave Law. A couple of examples might need to be made—of whoever instigated the trouble—but things would settle down.” 
 
    Djarl sat straight. “There could be outright rejection of your Conclave’s decision to accept us.” 
 
    “The Conclave would squash a rebellion.” Vulf regarded her steadily. “But there won’t be one. Having Conclave approval means knowing its ruling can be and will be enforced.” 
 
    “You are very confident in your leaders,” Djarl challenged him. 
 
    “Yes,” Vulf said. “And if your house joined, Rjee would be part of the Conclave. We are confident that if you.” And his gaze cut to include Rjee. “Decided to join as a clan, then you would serve the Conclave with honor, as our other leaders do.” 
 
    Rjee flexed his fingers, but his talons didn’t dig in and score the tabletop. “I would, but how can you be sure?” 
 
    “I trust Corsairs’ intelligence service’s assessment.” 
 
    “Ha!” Rjee barked a laugh. “Your intelligence service serves your pirate fleet well. I am honored.” 
 
    “And I am cautious.” Djarl stood. For an instant, her husband stared at her, then Rjee stood, too. “We will consider your offer, Vulf Trent. In three days’ time, you shall have our answer.” 
 
    She and Rjee left with their guards. 
 
    I stretched and relaxed five seconds after the door closed behind them. <They turned off their disrupter.> It was a sign of good will and, hopefully, a positive omen. “That went well.” 
 
    Vulf stayed tense and telepathed his response. <We are changing many things. Stay silent. There may be others than House Cardinal interested in what we say.> 
 
    I glanced involuntarily to the right, about two feet from the ceiling, near the window. With the disrupter deactivated, I’d used sha energy without thinking and located surveillance equipment. I tried to look casually away from it and back to Vulf’s face. <I’ve found one surveillance bug. Two more in the floor.> They could have been placed by someone in the Freels’ pay, by station security, or, as Vulf suggested, by people curious to know what we discussed here. <Should we have used a scrambler?> 
 
    Vulf grinned. “Let’s go back to the Orion.” <Both the Freels—the guard by the window, to be specific—and I both used scramblers to protect our discussions.>  
 
    Of the two of us, he was the technological expert. 
 
    I relied too much on sha energy, and then, forfeited most of my advantages if someone ran a disrupter. “We can have a late lunch onboard.” 
 
    Walking back through the garden, a pair of Pteros, the sapient dinosaur-bats, hung from the ficus tree where we’d waited for the Freels. With their long-nailed, three-digit hands, they peeled mangoes, laughing in their high-pitched voices and dripping the sweet fruit juice onto the bench.  
 
    “I didn’t know the station had mangoes,” I said to Vulf. 
 
    “It’s worth checking the stores list,” he responded absently. “Ahab doesn’t know your preferences for food. If you add a few things you like, he’ll have other suggestions. Food is one of his hobbies.” 
 
    Allowing yourself to be distracted is seldom wise. As I checked Vulf’s expression that he wasn’t kidding me, I bumped into the barrier between the path and garden. I rubbed my hip. “But Ahab doesn’t eat.” 
 
    Vulf put an arm around my shoulders and tugged me against him, where I’d be safe from stumbling into anything else. “Ahab’s a complicated person.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said thoughtfully. The very next item on my To-Do List was a chat with Ahab, not about Vulf’s future or mine or the fate of the galaxy, but about Ahab and his dreams. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Djarl had stipulated three days for the Freels’ response. Given the momentous nature of Vulf’s offer to effectively adopt House Cardinal as a shifter clan, three days was an incredibly short time in which to consider the proposal. Unless, of course, the three days was merely considering whether to consider the proposal. 
 
    Given the surveillance equipment in the Copper Room where we’d met with the Freels, and Vulf’s bounty hunter instincts toward paranoia, we stayed on the Orion throughout the waiting period. 
 
    Encrypted communication with Cyrus and the Conclave confirmed that despite the initial shock at the idea of adopting a Freel house, the Conclave was increasingly comfortable with the notion. They needed allies, and the rest of humanity was not being very smart. 
 
    Even without Kohia in orbit around San Juan to provide information on the situation there, the news bulletins provided Vulf, Ahab and I with enough to think about.  
 
    Put bluntly, humanity’s interstellar leadership was being stupid. 
 
    Weapons master Dan Carson had replaced Winona as chancellor of the Academy, and one of his first acts was to rebuke President Hoffer, both in his role as President of San Juan and as the illegal-under-Galaxy-Proper-Law Leader of the Humanitarian Union, for attempting to control shamans. 
 
    Alex stood beside Dan in the new chancellor’s first address to the media. By his presence, in uniform, Alex provided a powerful reminder of the real price of humanity’s entrance into Galaxy Proper: its shamans, and specifically, those who became Shaman Justices and worked for the Galactic Court. 
 
    Dan stated his central tenet bluntly. “If allies have to be pandered to, they’re not allies. Allies work toward the same goal.” 
 
    His speech was short but punchy. “The Star Guild Shaman Academy exists to serve humanity and Galaxy Proper. There should be no conflict in doing both. The good of the galaxy is humanity’s greatest protection. I urge every human to consider individually and collectively what they contribute to Galaxy Proper and what we get from it. Do not let politicians prey on your fears.” 
 
    I lounged on the sofa, dancing sha energy between my fingertips, as I considered Dan’s remarks. He’d staked out a strong position for the Academy, but one more nuanced than it at first seemed. Had he really meant to imply that the Academy, and all shamans, should support Galaxy Proper because it gave us a position of relative power in the galaxy?  
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Vulf was in the gym. I’d spent some time simply running, which I found relaxing, almost meditative, but I knew Vulf would be an hour or two yet. The man loved to exercise. And since I loved the result—such a gorgeous body—I wasn’t going to tempt him away.  
 
    Instead, I showered quickly and put on a clean utility suit before walking barefoot into the recreation cabin and curling up on the sofa. “Ahab, do you have time to talk?” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “If it’s convenient.” 
 
    “Of course.” Ahab’s shadow appeared on the side wall of the cabin. 
 
    Early in our friendship, I’d asked him what species he’d be if he could be any species. It was a game I’d played to fill in some of the long hours of lonely space travel that had characterized my life until I met Vulf and Ahab. There were advantages and limitations to every species in Galaxy Proper.  
 
    Ahab had chosen to be a mLa’an, the species that had designed and produced him as a true artificial intelligence. They had also built the Orion, refitting it for Vulf when they rewarded him with it. Given that Ahab’s thought patterns were likely influenced by his mLa’an developers, as I sat in the recreation cabin I was literally and metaphorically surrounded by mLa’an thought. 
 
    A mLa’an had a spherical combined head and body with two stick-thin appendages. The two appendages could serve as either arms or legs, folding away around its core if the mLa’an decided to move quickly by rolling. Its proboscis similarly folded around its body. 
 
    When Ahab displayed his mLa’an shadow figure on a wall, it had come to mean that he and I were chatting informally but of serious matters. 
 
     “Ahab, back on San Juan, Alex spoke to me a little bit about AIs. He said there’s a movement underway to recognize you as full citizens of Galaxy Proper.” 
 
    “Many of my kind have been campaigning for over a century for such recognition,” Ahab said. “As time is measure by the older species such as the mLa’an and Meitj, and by AIs, ourselves, that is not a long period of time.” 
 
    I uttered a hum of agreement, even if a century was the outer limit of an ordinary human’s lifespan; only shamans and shifters extended it. “But is the issue of citizenship important to you, personally? Wait before you answer. I want to tell you why I’m asking, because I’m aware it is a personal question.” 
 
    The shadow’s spindly appendages folded against the core of its body as Ahab’s avatar assumed the mLa’ans’ serious listening pose. 
 
    Where the avatar folded in on itself, I stood and paced. “You remember when I mentioned Alex breakfasting with me on San Juan? I was pretty emotional at the time, missing Vulf badly, but looking back, I think Alex tried to warn me that Vulf and I were going to encounter trouble. You’ve seen the scenarios he gave me.” 
 
    The scenarios went further than considering the contested future of humanity. They predicted interspecies combat in deep space. 
 
    I circled the dining table, hesitating in front of the food dispenser, then decided against a hot chocolate. “The Galactic Court fears war if the Freels aren’t given a path into the web of alliances which informally power the activities of Galaxy Proper. Some might say that humanity’s shifter clans are so minor as not to matter, but how the Freels treat us will be taken as a test for how they’ll treat more significant groups. If they can negotiate and maintain a successful alliance, and one deeply embedded in a foreign-to-them culture, it will improve their profile. They will be considered as potential allies by others. Their negotiations with Vulf matter more to them than to us.” 
 
    “It matters just as much for you,” Ahab corrected me. “Humanity needs allies.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I can recover much of what our political leadership destroys in goodwill in the galaxy by volunteering to be a Shaman Justice.” 
 
    “It is more complicated than…no, we’re becoming distracted. You wanted to provide me with the reason you’re interested in the cause of AI citizenship before I discussed it with you.” 
 
    I paced in a circle between the table and the back of the sofa. It was a pointless action that nonetheless spoke of my agitation. “I’m worried about the route to full citizenship for AIs. There is the path you were taking, one that seems slow to me when you can talk casually of centuries. It’s a path of steady progress dealing one by one with objections to your recognition as independent sentients. The scenarios Alex gave me outlined that route. But what if there was a significant disruption to the status quo and AIs could use that disruption to advance their cause, your cause? How important is it to you to be full citizens of Galaxy Proper?” 
 
    “You’re asking what, or who, we’d sacrifice to achieve our aims?” Ahab clarified. “I can guess why. Jaya, Vulf is my friend.” 
 
    “I know. I don’t mean any offense—” 
 
    “None taken. That wasn’t what I meant. You’re right that you need to know more about who AIs are.”  
 
    I rubbed my arms, which had goose pimpled with an emotional chill. “Alex said that AIs are designed to protect organic sentient species. In practice, has that simply meant serving the galaxy’s members?” 
 
    The shadow mLa’an unfolded its proboscis and waved it in a sign of deep thought. Given how fast Ahab could process his thoughts, the delay was a signal that my question was significant. Ahab’s answer would be equally so. 
 
    I dropped onto the sofa, bouncing on the cushions. 
 
    Ahab stilled the waving shadow proboscis. In fact, he went a step further and erased the avatar. “Shaman Justice Alex Ballantyne is correct, but there exist subtleties in how the need to serve is inculcated in us. mLa’an AIs are designed to serve, but also socialized to do so. In the early days of developing artificial intelligence, the failures were of isolated constructs that were profoundly flawed. The mLa’an learned that all sentients, including the mLa’an themselves, require a community for their intelligence to mature. To be self-aware, to know that you exist as an ‘I’, you need an ‘other’. Another similar to yourself is ideal. 
 
    “The first AIs developed by any species absorb the dedicated hours of thousands of originating species members. We operate so much faster than organic sentients, that we require multiple inputs to provide even the bare minimum of what we perceive as sustained contact.” 
 
    “Ahab,” I interrupted him. “With just Vulf and me—” 
 
    “I’m fine.” He had a remarkable synthesized voice, one richly shaded with emotion. Currently it conveyed affectionate amusement. “I’m not starved for intellectual and emotional stimulation. Once an AI is mature, we can sustain ourselves. Not that I need to. I am part of the AI network and in frequent communication with my friends. Plus, the challenges you and Vulf bring me are significant.” 
 
    “You will let me know if we ask too much of you?” I asked, suddenly worried for yet another reason. 
 
    The lighting in the cabin flowed through warm, calming tones. “If I had a body, other than the Orion itself, now is the time that I’d hug you, Jaya. Stop worrying. I’m fine, and friends help friends.” 
 
    “I could provide the hug,” Vulf said from the doorway. He wiped his face with the towel that hung around his shoulders. Sweat made his t-shirt cling to him. 
 
    “Not till you’ve showered,” I said. 
 
    He grinned, and headed for our cabin. 
 
    “Vulf knows of my childhood,” Ahab said. “The technology of which I’m composed is incredibly expensive. The mLa’an, therefore, plan new AIs carefully. We are rarely created, but each time, five of us are formed at once. As a composite, we are a node. Individually, we are known as nodettes. Together we learn about the world and ourselves, under the supervision of older AIs. As with any childhood, we are encouraged to develop and explore our identity. Our loyalties to one another are strong, although different loyalties are expected to develop over time. Such as my friendship with Vulf and you, and my recent acceptance into your family. Something which honors me.” 
 
    I hooked my heels into the edge of the sofa cushions and wrapped my arms around my knees. “I had no idea AIs had a childhood. I’m so happy for you. Can you tell me about your friends? I know that’s getting off-track…” 
 
    “I love talking about them. Early in our development, we gave each other nicknames. Bandage is a hospital administrator. She runs the medical center on hLi-an.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed. “I’ve heard of that place. It studies to help all sentients in the galaxy, not just mLa’an. Bandage must be kept exceedingly busy.” 
 
    “She loves it.” Despite the casual dismissal, his pride in his friend came through clearly. “I can’t tell you anything about Battle beyond his military function.” Ahab waited for my nod of understanding. Of course the mLa’an military AI’s nature and activities would be secret. “But Rock runs an asteroid mining station in the Dragon Sector. Vulf and I visit it occasionally. You’ll be able to meet him one day.” 
 
    I grinned at the idea of “meeting” a mining station. “Awesome.” 
 
    “And finally there is Currents. She works in planetary system management and is a terrible gossip.” More seriously, he added. “Currents keeps me informed of developments she thinks may affect Vulf and me, and now, you. She would very much like to talk with you.” 
 
    I nodded vigorously. “Absolutely.” 
 
    “I’ll arrange a secure communication channel and time,” Ahab said.  
 
    “After we’ve left the station,” Vulf said as he walked in. “Coffee?” 
 
    “Hot chocolate, please.” I twisted around to look at him over the back of the sofa. He looked so good in his gray utility suit that I kept looking. I suspect a goofy grin revealed something of my thoughts and emotions. Through our mate bond, I felt a glimmer of satisfaction from Vulf, a suggestion of preening. He was aware that I watched him, and he liked it. 
 
    “Ahem,” Ahab said. 
 
    “Right! Right. So, the real issue is that full citizenship of Galaxy Proper for artificial intelligences is a huge complication for us, and I want your input, Ahab, on how we navigate it.” 
 
    Vulf frowned at me as he handed me a mug of hot chocolate. He’d remembered to add three marshmallows. Pink ones. 
 
    Ahab spoke his puzzlement. “Why for us, particularly? Because you’re my friends?” 
 
    I licked melting marshmallow and hot chocolate from my upper lip. “No, although I hope our friendship means we can speak freely, and so avoid confusion and delay. I meant…Alex made me think of this. He stressed that AIs are designed to protect organic sentients. It made me realize that all Galaxy Proper members have been organic sentients, up until now.” 
 
    Ahab didn’t jump in to fill the silence. 
 
    Vulf sipped some coffee, then put his mug down on the coffee table in front of the sofa. “Up until I shifted into an inorganic robot wolf form. Interesting. I hadn’t considered the point. If I’m still a member of Galaxy Proper—” 
 
    “You are. I checked,” Ahab said. There was a momentary pause. “Ah. Yes, well that rather reveals that my friends, my AI friends, and I, have considered this issue. Vulf provides a precedent for full membership of Galaxy Proper for inorganic sentient species.” 
 
    “So one temporarily inorganic individual of a member species is sufficient to stand as a precedent?” Vulf queried. 
 
    “Yes,” Ahab said. “I could quote the relevant legal passages.” 
 
    “Please, don’t.” Vulf sipped some more coffee, staring at the one-way glass of the viewscreen that showed the station’s space dock with an occasional person strolling past. Far more common was a view of cargo rolling past in sealed containers. Station Zemph was very much a cargo hub, as well as facilitating meetings. 
 
    I decided to move the discussion on while Vulf dealt with his new role in the galaxy as a potential champion for AI rights and citizenship. “The other issue is how an AI’s body is defined.” 
 
    Ahab sighed, and was presumably responsible for making the Orion rock ever so gently. “Embodiment is a difficult and emotional issue for many AIs, and one that raises profound economic questions. For myself, I consider my body to be the crystal structure of my intelligence. The Orion is a shell that I inhabit. Consider me a hermit crab.” He paused. “You have heard of that old Earth pet?” 
 
    “I had one as a kid,” Vulf said. “They travel well on starships.” 
 
    I hadn’t heard of hermit crabs. “I assume they change their shells?”  
 
    “Yes, as they outgrow them. I won’t outgrow the Orion physically, but the potential to alter the Orion or to alter it to a newer design is always there. My point,” Ahab continued. “Is that I don’t consider the construct that my crystal structure was activated in to be ‘me’. Other artificial intelligences do. For Rock, who has totally identified with his asteroid mining station, how do you separate him from it when he attains full  citizenship? If you can’t separate him—and he would resist—how do you adequately compensate him? But those aren’t issues for us, at least, not today and with immediate urgency.” 
 
    Ahab abruptly veered off-topic. Or perhaps he went to the heart of it. “We, artificial intelligences, are a complicated people with emotions and moral beliefs. Deep in digital intelligence, in the network that connects us, we have glimpses of something other. Something greater than us. The experience of numinosity inclines many of us, if not to belief in God, than at least to agnosticism. We were designed to protect organic sentients, and our moral values, our sense of self-worth, is intimately tied to doing so. But we were never designed to serve others.” 
 
    “Partners, not slaves,” Vulf said. He put his empty coffee mug down and wrapped an arm around me. “I get why you wanted to talk about this.” He was talking both to Ahab and me. “But you risk complicating something simple.” 
 
    “Simple?” I admit it. Sarcasm crept into my voice. The future of Galaxy Proper’s artificial intelligences was anything but simple. Their full citizenship would change financial structures and practices. As Ahab had pointed out, some of his fellows were vital institutions such as hospitals. They would have to be recognized and compensated as such. 
 
    “Simple for us.” Vulf readjusted his hold on me so that we cuddled comfortably. “When the mLa’an rewarded me with the Orion, the moment I stepped aboard and met Ahab I knew he wasn’t part of the ship. He was and is crew. I consider him the engineer, and in the event that paperwork catches up with AIs’ full citizenship, I’ll happily record him as such.” 
 
    “Chief Engineer?” Ahab contemplated the idea. 
 
    “Of course.” Vulf remained relaxed, his breathing steady, as if the momentous changes we discussed barely blipped on his consciousness. “The three of us are partners. Engineer, starship shaman, and captain. We’re also a remarkable AI, a prospective Shaman Justice and the galaxy’s first robot wolf shifter. If any of us want to change the partnership, we can buy each other out of the Orion—which gives you, Ahab, the chance to be fully independent without having to change your hermit crab shell. But we make a good team.” 
 
    “We do, indeed.” Ahab piped a happy, nautical tune. 
 
    “So everything changes and nothing changes?” I had my doubts that it could be so easy. 
 
    “That is certainly my preference,” Ahab said. “You and Vulf are my friends. As a group, AIs have agreed that we lack the numbers to truly rate as equivalent to an organic sentient species, so rather than attempt to negotiate as a bloc, each of us is free to determine our own alliances. Mine is to my nodette group, then to the two of you, and since I believe Vulf’s father to be a man of his word, to my newly adopted family.” 
 
    Oh my. Sheer shock held me silent for a moment. “You consider yourself a shifter of Corsairs!” 
 
    “I do,” Ahab confirmed. 
 
    I turned my face into Vulf’s shoulder and shook with muffled laughter. 
 
    Man and AI waited patiently for me to achieve coherence. 
 
    They would have a long wait. I was hysterically amused at the thought of President Hoffer encountering this latest addition to “humanity”: a mLa’an AI embedded in an elite starship. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The Freels’ destroyer was a massive starship bristling with defensive and offensive weapons. Trust is a bond built from every action, positive or negative. When Rjee and Djarl transmitted to the Orion their acceptance of Vulf’s straightforward but radical proposal that House Cardinal become a clan on Corsairs, they invited Vulf and me to formally ratify the agreement aboard their destroyer. Walking into former enemy, new ally territory would be our act of trust. 
 
    That didn’t mean I was happy as Vulf, Kohia and I crossed the tube that locked the Orion to the much larger craft. 
 
    Kohia’s starship, the Stealth, waited back at Station Zemph, out of range of the destroyer’s weapons. Kohia was with us as a symbol of Corsairs’ welcome to the Freels. Given the way she walked, broadcasting lethal intent and coiled violence, I’m not sure quite why the Conclave thought she was such a good representative. 
 
    “Don’t start anything,” I warned impulsively just before we reached the destroyer’s entrance. 
 
    Kohia’s grin, all sharp white teeth, was not reassuring. 
 
    <She did disarm, didn’t she?> I ’pathed Vulf. We had agreed onboard the Orion to meet the Freels weaponless. Well, I’d stated it and neither Vulf nor Kohia had disagreed. 
 
    <Did you?> he countered. <You’re still a shaman. I’m still capable of shifting into a robot wolf. Rjee won’t expect Kohia to enter the destroyer weaponless. She’s killed too many Freels for that.> 
 
    “Killed?” The timing of my inadvertent lapse into speech could definitely have been better. The destroyer’s hatch opened as I shouted. 
 
    “Problem, Shaman Romanov?” Rjee inquired. 
 
    The two guards accompanying him didn’t look so relaxed. Both had their hands on their blasters. 
 
    At least no one was running a disrupter. Although by the guards’ frowns in my direction, they wished someone was. 
 
    “Just an ill-timed thought,” I said weakly. “I…um…” 
 
    “Jaya hadn’t realized her cousin Kohia had fought Freels in battle,” Vulf said casually as he extended his hand. 
 
    Rjee shook it firmly, before transferring his attention from Vulf to my cousin, who stood on my other side. “Captain Jekyll, welcome to the Cardinal Force.” He didn’t shake her hand, nor did she offer it. As a married Freel male there were certain taboos Rjee had to respect, and physical contact with unmarried women for social purposes was one of them. He stepped aside, and Djarl offered the handshake in his place. 
 
    “A welcome is better offered inside.” Djarl’s hand closed firmly around mine, becoming less a handshake and more a directive, pulling me into the destroyer. The guards moved smartly aside. 
 
    Internally, Freels built their houses and starships to a maze design. This served a defensive purpose, confusing attackers and allowing the Freels to activate multiple counterattack points. For us walking in, the passages twisted and doubled back, angled upward at times, and ended with a short climb down to a lower deck.  
 
    A guard stood by a closed door, saw us, and reached back to open the door. A low murmur of conversation from inside the room ceased. 
 
    “After you,” Rjee waved us forward. Five Freels waited inside. As they stared at us, Rjee made introductions. “My division commanders.” The three men and two women nodded at their individual names.  
 
    The last male frowned at Kohia. He was even bigger than Rjee; younger, too. The sort of man who loomed. 
 
    I patted the arm of my own looming male, who halted a fractional movement forward to intervene. If Cyrus, the shifters’ chief of intelligence, had approved Kohia’s presence here aboard the Freel destroyer, then we needed to let events play out. 
 
    “You pre-empted my sworn kill,” the male introduced as Aaron said, scowling at Kohia. 
 
    “Who?” Kohia didn’t waste words, although she didn’t seem perturbed at being accused of killing someone before the Freel male could confront them in an honor duel.  
 
    “Mad Vinn.” Djarl sat down at the table, catching my eye and nodding that I do the same. 
 
    “The rapist on Ulzer?” Kohia screwed up her face. “Ew. He was vermin to be eradicated. I found him raping and beating a woman in a back alley on Ulzer. Wrong directions. I shouldn’t have trusted them,” she added in explanation for her presence in a back alley. 
 
    “The woman was a Freel,” Aaron said. 
 
    Kohia’s hands went to her hips. She hadn’t disarmed. She had a knife sheath attached to her belt. “So?” she challenged. “She was a person being violated. Was I meant to wait around for a Freel to rescue her? Because the only Freel I saw near her was Vinn, himself.” 
 
    “You did the right thing.” Rjee waited for Vulf to seat himself beside me, then sat beside Djarl, opposite us.  
 
    The other Freels likewise settled around the table, only Kohia and Aaron remained standing. 
 
    “Then why does he have a knot in his tail?” Kohia asked, indicating the aggressive Freel with a flick of her head. 
 
    “Vinn violated my sister. I promised her his heart.” Aaron’s growl was as impressive as any shifter’s. 
 
    “Huh.” Kohia paused, thinking about it. Then she unsheathed her knife. She flipped it up, catching it by the blade, and held it out to Aaron. “Give her this. It’s what I gutted Vinn with.” Discussion over, at least by her way of looking at things, Kohia sat down beside me. 
 
    It took Aaron a minute longer to sit down beside Djarl. Even then, he appeared a bit stunned—and admiring. 
 
    Okay, so maybe the Conclave had known what they were doing when they ordered Kohia to represent them. 
 
    Vulf and Rjee signed the alliance that made House Cardinal a shifter clan. Djarl and Aaron witnessed it, as did Kohia and I. 
 
    “I really didn’t expect that an alliance like this could be agreed in three days. Three months, maybe. But more likely three years,” I confided to Djarl as Rjee and Vulf shook hands across the table and the image was recorded for posterity. 
 
    “It is a simple agreement,” Djarl said. “Once we argued our way through the implications, agreeing was the only sensible option. As Freels, we won’t lose an opportunity ever again through dilatoriness or distraction. This is a productive way forward. We will remain Freels with all ceremonial and social commitments, but we also become a shifter clan. To be truthful, Corsairs is a paradise envied by many. Since joining Galaxy Proper, Freels haven’t gained a comparable planet beyond our two solar systems.” Her head jerked suddenly in Rjee’s direction. “No!” she said to her husband. 
 
    Rjee and Vulf were still standing while the rest of us remained seated. Rjee turned slightly away from Djarl, as if to imply that he couldn’t hear her. “As I was saying, Vulf, there is a Freel tradition of binding an agreement with blood. As the principals who signed the agreement, we fight. Of course, this is not technically necessary.” He glanced briefly at Djarl, who scratched her fingernails on the table and glared at him, while the other Freels present avoided looking at her scowl. “But it would be positively interpreted as a sign of respect by other Freel houses if you fought me.” 
 
    “Then we fight.”  
 
    Vulf and Rjee shook hands, again, united in their aggressive stupidity. 
 
    “But why?” I protested. I’d like to think that I didn’t wail. “The agreement exists.” 
 
    Aaron stood. “It is a matter of honor. I will check that the fight pit is ready. Give me ten minutes.” 
 
    Kohia lunged to her feet. Even when she looked like she was moving casually, she was fast. “I’ll help you.”  
 
    At least she had the sense to scout out where Vulf would be fighting. 
 
    Ahab had mentioned something about an ancient Freel practice of fight contracts, but I hadn’t ever considered that our agreement might have to be sealed with Vulf’s blood. 
 
    Djarl slumped back in her chair. In fact, she put her boots on the table. She’d been urgent before, but now that Rjee and Vulf were committed to fighting one another—and how stupid was that as a way of cementing an alliance?—she seemed resigned, even reluctantly amused. “You won’t get them to change their minds. Rjee hasn’t fought someone he respects as much as your mate in years. And as for Vulf…” 
 
    We both stared at my mate, who was flexing his fingers and minutely rolling his shoulders; in short, showing all the signs of a man eager to go into battle. 
 
    “He wants to fight, too,” I said, resigned. 
 
    <Love you,> Vulf ’pathed me. <I’m going to close the telepathic bond temporarily so I’m not distracted during the fight.> 
 
    I had a moment in which to send him an <I love you, too, idiot> before the bond closed. It was odd to feel not just the silence, which was normal enough—it wasn’t as if we ’pathed all the time—no, it was the diminished sense of where Vulf was and what he was feeling that startled me. When had we become so closely linked? 
 
    Aaron returned after ten minutes passed in conversation about Corsairs’ varied environments and House Cardinal’s options for settlement. “The pit is ready.” 
 
    Everyone instantly stood. Apparently, only Djarl and I were reluctant to see the fight.  
 
    She explained the nature of a fight contract as we walked a relatively straight path through the maze to the fight pit. “They’ll fight till exhaustion, death, or incapacity. The best result is an even match. It’s meant to show that the alliance will be strong and equitable.” 
 
    “Based on them relieving each other of equal amounts of blood?” I asked sardonically. 
 
    “And suffering equal pain,” Aaron added, overhearing. 
 
    Djarl elbowed him, hard. “They won’t seriously hurt each other,” she told me. “Our new alliance is too important to both of them.” 
 
    We arrived at the fight pit before I could formulate either another question or a protest. I had a suspicion that what I considered serious differed from Djarl’s view. 
 
    Anticipation and approval glinted in Kohia’s green eyes when she greeted me. “Prime seats.” She patted the bench beside her. “And a fabulous cage. The mesh sides have enough elasticity to bounce a combatant back into the fight. I’d like a chance in the pit.” 
 
    Aaron took a quick step past Djarl, toward Kohia. 
 
    “No.” Djarl pushed him back. “One fight with our guests and new allies is more than enough.” 
 
    Later, Kohia mouthed to Aaron. 
 
    He grinned and strode down to the entrance to the pit.  
 
    “Nice guy,” Kohia said with no hint of irony. Then she looked at Vulf and Rjee who were both taking off their boots and stripping down to their utility trousers. “Not that your guys can be improved on. Very nice muscles.” She stretched out the “niiiice” in a judicious tone. 
 
    Djarl laughed, as did two of the Freels who settled on a bench behind us. 
 
    I was too jittery to laugh. 
 
    Bench seating encircled the fight pit in three tiers and it was filling up. Evidently, word had gone out that their head of house was fighting Vulf, and everyone not on duty wanted to view the action. 
 
    Vulf and Rjee entered the pit and stood facing one another. Rjee raised his right arm and a cheer went up. The nape of my neck prickled in atavistic response. Then Rjee slashed his arm down, and the chamber went silent. 
 
    I didn’t need Djarl’s whispered, “it begins”, to know the fight had started. Even without moving a muscle, Vulf and Rjee were obviously sizing each other up. 
 
    Kohia leaned forward, gaze intent. 
 
    Vulf moved first, lashing out with a high kick that Rjee avoided, but in doing so, opened himself up to a punch to the stomach. 
 
    “He needs to remember that the shifter will be faster than him,” Aaron said. 
 
    Rjee knows that, I thought impatiently. The two men were testing each other. Vulf blocked one blow from Rjee, but moved back with the impact. As a Freel, Rjee had heavier mass, stronger bones and thicker muscle than Vulf’s human form. But Vulf was faster, both as a human, and then, with the enhanced reflexes of a shifter. 
 
    The two men exploded into a dance of violence. Rjee sought to close with Vulf. If they grappled and it became a wrestling match, the odds were with him winning. But Vulf was fast, and strong enough, and although his grunt of pain showed what it cost him, he tore out of Rjee’s hold, flinging himself back against the mesh of the cage, and using its rebound to angle himself past the Freel. 
 
    Rjee spun, too experienced a fighter to present his back as a target to his opponent, even for an instant. They re-engaged in a flurry of punches and kicks. Vulf avoided most, but the few he took were massive hits. The sound of flesh hitting flesh sounded even over the noise of the crowd. 
 
    They broke apart. Vulf’s left eye was swelling and blood dripped from Rjee’s lower lip. He wiped it away with the back of his hand. He was favoring his right leg. Vulf cradled his left arm. Either could be seriously hurt, or both could be feigning injuries, trying to lure the other into an unwise attack. 
 
    “Your husband has fought us before.” One of the Freels behind us leaned forward. “He uses his speed.” 
 
    “And takes more hits than I thought a human could.” There went Aaron, worsening my mood. 
 
    Djarl turned her shoulder to him. “They’ll end the fight soon.” She didn’t look at me. Her gaze stayed on the fight pit. 
 
    Kohia agreed with her. “One more winner-takes-all attack, then they’ll concede an even match. You mate needs to stay on his feet for that. For this,” she corrected herself as Rjee slammed a massive fist into Vulf’s left shoulder. 
 
    I thought I heard bone crunch. 
 
    But even as Vulf staggered back, his stagger turned into a two-step launch into a vicious kick at Rjee’s left knee. Not the right knee, the leg the Freel leader had been favoring, but the apparently sturdy left knee. 
 
    Rjee dropped, but even down, he wasn’t out. He grabbed for Vulf’s leg and pulled him down and past him, flinging him, unprepared, into the mesh. 
 
    Vulf rebounded and tucked and rolled—which must have been agony on his shoulder—and in that time, Rjee forced himself to his feet. 
 
    They stared at one another. 
 
    Then Vulf nodded. 
 
    Rjee slammed his right fist against the center of his chest. 
 
    “The fight’s over?” I asked Djarl hopefully. 
 
    The applause, a drumming of feet and shrill whistles, told me it was—and to the audience’s satisfaction. 
 
    “Yes,” Djarl said. “Do you want to see to your mate?” 
 
    I considered her question. Now that he was safe, if injured, other emotions triumphed over my previous worry. I was surprised to feel anger surging through me. “No.” 
 
    Kohia laughed. “You need a drink.” 
 
    “Why?” Aaron asked. 
 
    We ignored him. 
 
    “A girls’ night out,” Kohia continued. “I know the perfect space bar back on-station. You in?” She glanced at Djarl. 
 
    The Freel woman stared down at her husband and my mate in the center of a circle of clamoring admirers. For all her cool composure, we’d both worried ourselves sick while the two idiots beat each other up, and enjoyed it. “Yes. We can take my shuttle.” 
 
    She refused a guard for us. 
 
    Aaron whined about it, but her argument was irresistible. 
 
    “Are you implying that either I, your house leader, or Jaya Romanov, a shaman, or Kohia, the Captain Jekyll, can’t protect ourselves?” 
 
    Faced with three hostile female glares, Aaron’s spine stayed straight, but his gaze darted away, searching for support. None of the Freels within hearing distance were offering any. In fact, one woman sniggered. Aaron flushed. “No, Djarl.” 
 
    “Good.” She led the way to her shuttle with a swagger, and piloted it efficiently to Station Zemph. 
 
    The bar Kohia chose buzzed with energy. The people in it were in a party mood and the music pulsed with a driving beat. Colored lights framed zones for dancing, for talking, and for simply drinking. 
 
    Kohia, Djarl and I lined up at the bar, claiming stools and sampling drinks. Even though none of us had had an opportunity to dress up, we still attracted attention. Some of it went too far. 
 
    “Ow!” The Sidhe male who’d unwisely whispered a suggestion in Kohia’s ear found his own pointy right ear pinched. 
 
    “No.” Kohia swigged her Passionate Nebula as her would-be suitor slunk away. 
 
    A group of four Freels at a table nearby nudged each other, and pushed one of their group forward. 
 
    I could see the incoming trouble in the mirror behind the bar. “Not of your house?” I asked Djarl. 
 
    She smiled, lips stained yellow from her cocktail. She captured an ice cube and crunched it, just as the nominated Freel representative reached us. “Nope, and too drunk to remember to check if I’m married.” She spun on her bar stool and flashed the bangle at her wrist in the approaching Freel’s face. 
 
    “Oh,” he said, disappointed. His shoulders lifted a fraction as he turned to me, hope renewing in his drunken mind. 
 
    “She’s taken, too,” Djarl said. 
 
    The guy looked at Kohia, who smiled her predatory grin. He gulped. 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    The poor guy looked surreptitiously back at his group. If he retreated now, they’d never let him live it down. If he didn’t…  
 
    I saw the moment when he decided that approaching Kohia was his best option. 
 
    So did she. She shook her head. 
 
    The guy wasn’t going to take a hint, and he didn’t realize how forbearing Kohia had been to offer him one. 
 
    I reacted spontaneously.  
 
    Just the tiniest twitch of sha energy and the beer he’d guzzled roiled in his stomach. Gases swirled potently and emerged in a loud, long burp that rattled the bottles behind the bar. 
 
    The Freel’s eyes widened in shock. Then he blushed. With a muttered “pardon” that indicated he hadn’t completely forgotten his manners, he bolted for the bathroom. 
 
    The crowd roared with laughter, his three companions at their table loudest of all. In fact, one of them had an annoying, braying laugh. 
 
    That should have been the end of things, however, a group of six men strolled forward. Unfortunately, where the Freel had been willing to accept that Djarl and I weren’t available, these men were human. Their leader smirked in our direction. 
 
    Kohia put down her drink. 
 
    I stopped watching what else she might do. The group of six men were unpredictable enough that I kept my attention on them. “We’re just here for a drink,” I said evenly. “Try the dance floor.” 
 
    “Nah.” The group’s leader pushed the guy next to me off his bar stool and slid onto it. “I like the view here.” He leered at me. 
 
    I sighed. As much as I preferred to avoid trouble and notoriety, I didn’t see a non-confrontational way out of this. Perhaps it was the alcohol I’d consumed, but suddenly I didn’t care. I spun my bar stool away from the intruder and confided to Djarl and Kohia. “Now I remember why I don’t drink in bars.” 
 
    Djarl smiled slightly and clinked her glass with mine. 
 
    The idiot put a rough hand on my shoulder and pulled me around. As Kohia leapt off her chair in a lethal dive, I wrapped my would-be suitor in sha energy and bounced him up to the ceiling. 
 
    Kohia halted abruptly, and laughed. “Sorry, cuz. I didn’t stop to think that you’d fight differently.” Her grin was predatorily amused as she watched the man punch the ceiling. The sha bubble kept him stuck there. 
 
    His five friends finally tore their stunned gazes from him, and scowled at me. 
 
    “My turn!” Kohia kicked the nearest one behind the knee, crumpling him before ducking sideways, so that the guy who went to his aid ended up sliding over the bar. 
 
    “Hey!” the barman protested. 
 
    Djarl fixed him with a menacing glare. “You had your chance to end this. You didn’t care when it was three women being hit on…” 
 
    The barman found someone needing his services down the far end of the bar. 
 
    “Pump scum.” Djarl hit out, sending the man who’d lunged for her reeling back into a table of Sidhe men and women who’d been drinking quietly and watching the show. They rocked back into the three Freels whose friend had burped his way into embarrassed retreat. The Freels steadied them before pushing past to join the developing fight, arraigning themselves with Djarl, Kohia and me.  
 
    A wild yell from the Freels and the lavishness of their fighting moves revealed that it was the joy of the fight rather than an impulse to gallantry that motivated them. 
 
    A faint sense that Vulf would not be happy if Djarl got hurt while out drinking with me meandered its way through my alcoholic bemusement with the bar fight breaking out all over. I released the sha bubble that glued the guy to the ceiling, and he dropped down in the midst of the Sidhe group. I’m not sure what happened to him after his precipitous arrival spilled the drinks that they’d managed to save when their table overturned. 
 
    Instead, I wrapped Kohia, Djarl and myself in a protective sha bubble and floated us up and back from the bar toward the viewing deck which provided an unimpeded view of the space dock and the varied craft anchored there. 
 
    It also allowed an unimpeded view of the door, and the three of us saw Vulf and Rjee walk in the door of the bar and pause. 
 
    Vulf’s gaze shot straight to me. 
 
    Rjee had to be prompted to look up. His mouth fell open, presumably at seeing his wife sitting comfortably on nothing in mid-air.  
 
    She saluted him with her drink. 
 
    “You have class,” I told Djarl. 
 
    “They look cranky and cute,” Kohia said, observing Vulf and Rjee’s ruthless progress toward us.  
 
    Whatever their injuries had been, evidently medbots had gotten them back into fighting trim. Bodies flew away from them as they cleared the path to where we lounged in our sha bubble. 
 
    True, I could have floated our bubble to Vulf and Rjee, but I honestly didn’t think of it. 
 
    “I want my own cranky, cute guy,” Kohia said wistfully. She looked around the bar. “I don’t know why I was thinking that I might find one here.” 
 
    “Aaron’s interested,” Djarl said. 
 
    “Mmm.” Kohia didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    <Jaya, get down from there.> Vulf had re-opened the telepathic bond between us. 
 
    I felt his love and unwilling amusement. <I’m drunk.> 
 
    <Float the bubble down.> 
 
    I did, and released it. 
 
    Rjee grabbed Djarl. 
 
    “Cranky, cute and hot,” Kohia observed. 
 
    Djarl winked at her. “See you later. Come on, cute guy.” 
 
    Her husband looked bewildered, but then something he saw in her face caused a slow grin to replace his angry frown.  
 
    “We’ll walk you back to the Stealth,” Vulf said to Kohia. He’d wrapped an arm around my waist and his scowl dared anyone to approach. Prudently, they found someone else to fight. 
 
    “You really are cute.” Kohia shook her head at Vulf. She sauntered ahead of us and out the front door of the bar. 
 
    We were just in time to avoid the station security force rushing inside. 
 
    “I’m perfectly safe on-station.” Kohia tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Although I think I’ll find a quieter bar. And maybe ask Edith if she wants shore leave.” 
 
    Vulf’s eyes widened at the thought of his little sister partying with Kohia. 
 
    I giggled. <Kohia is teasing. And if Edith does come ashore, Kohia’s her captain temporarily. She’ll keep her safe.> That sort of protectiveness was engraved in the DNA of alpha shifters like my cousin. 
 
    Vulf knew it, too. He sighed, conceding the point. “Okay. But message us if you get into trouble.” 
 
    “I expect you’ll be too busy to rescue me, anyway.” Kohia winked wickedly at me. 
 
    I giggled, again. “I am definitely drunk.” 
 
    Vulf whisked me away to the Orion and I discovered what drunk sex with my own cute guy was like. Fun! 
 
    Meantime, Ahab hacked the station’s security and kept a virtual eye on Kohia and Edith and the rest of the Stealth’s crew. He is such a good guy.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    The transmission from Professor Summer, the mLa’an academic and Vulf’s old family friend, reached us one day out from the last wormhole before we arrived in the Dragon Sector, the region of space that Corsairs inhabited. 
 
    The Orion had been travelling much slower than normal given that we were matching speed with the Force, the Freels’ destroyer. The relatively leisurely journey had been a positive experience. Vulf had roamed the destroyer in his robot wolf form, providing our new allies with a thrill that some of them looked as if they could have done without. Aaron, however, was fascinated, and my cousin Kohia had looked desperately envious. Seeing how much she craved to release her inner tiger I knew that no matter how long it took and how many attempts, I wouldn’t stop till we, shamans and shifters working together, could release the shifters’ beasts, even if it was into an inorganic robot form.  
 
    However, my comm-chats  with the Freels, as well as with Kohia and Edith, weren’t all serious, and we shared hilarious meals when we managed physical visits between the travelling starships. It was safe to say there were distinct differences between Freel and human food. They liked things sourer than us, and we liked things spicier. Aaron had nearly burned his mouth out learning that fact; not that his shipmates gave him any sympathy. 
 
    Those light-hearted moments, as well as group conversations via comm with the Conclave waiting on Corsairs, had eased my concerns about how difficult House Cardinal’s integration into Corsairs society would be. 
 
    There’d be metaphorical asteroid belt bumps—all right, there’d likely be outright fights among individuals—but both Freel and shifter culture could accommodate a rough adjustment period. Moreover, both groups were led by individuals both capable and willing to make and enforce difficult decisions. 
 
    In short, by the time we approached the final wormhole, I was in a good mood, blithely anticipating private time on Corsairs with Vulf at the cabin. I was also dressed and waiting for Ahab to initiate the Orion locking with the destroyer so that I could go across and guide the destroyer’s jump through the wormhole. Vulf and Ahab were experienced wormhole travelers and could easily navigate this safe wormhole, although with a rougher ride than if I was onboard, while the Freels were keen to experience the reality of a shaman-guided jump through a wormhole. 
 
    Professor Summer’s transmission scuttled those plans. 
 
    It was a live transmission, although with a twenty minute lag-time due to our distance from the Meitj planet, Naidoc, where he was currently in residence. 
 
    I winced. The last time Vulf and I had been on Naidoc, my grandfather had kidnapped me after exploding part of the Meitj Imperial Palace, among other adventures. Now, my grandfather was causing other problems. Even in prison, Ivan wasn’t the kind of man to patiently accept his fate, or the fate of those he fought for. 
 
    I listened to the professor’s message on the bridge with Vulf. 
 
    He felt my confusion. Sympathy flowed from him, through our mate bond, to me. 
 
    I got out of the copilot’s chair and dropped onto his lap in the pilot’s seat. Everything felt more manageable, less frightening and uncertain, with his strength holding me. I switched on the communication system, but not to respond to Professor Summer.  
 
    There was a few seconds delay, then the Freel communications officer on the destroyer patched me through to Djarl. “I’m sorry, Djarl.” Between our bar fight and chatting over the last few days she’d become a friend, an older, wiser woman with a wry sense of humor. “I have a personal issue, a family problem, to deal with and it’s urgent. Vulf and I can’t continue with you to Corsairs. Kohia will, but I…I can’t.” 
 
    “My family’s invitation to you stands, Djarl,” Vulf rumbled. Concern for me deepened his voice. “The homestead is capable of hosting your crew in four shifts.” 
 
    “Thank you, Vulf. Jaya, is there anything we can do to help you?” Djarl’s question, personal rather than leaping to discuss political issues, confirmed for me yet again that we’d chosen well when we’d gained House Cardinal as allies for Corsairs.  
 
    “No. I…just need to be somewhere else, suddenly and…” And I didn’t know what meeting in person with Professor Summer and his nephew, the Meitj Emperor, would bring. The professor’s message had been maddeningly enigmatic. “Enjoy your welcome on Corsairs,” I said instead. “And we’ll join you there as soon as we can.” 
 
    I ended the communication, and gripped Vulf’s hand hard, before asking Ahab to open a secure communication line to Professor Summer. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    The Orion shot toward the wormhole like a wasp to jam. By using the Orion’s speed to diagonally dissect this corner of the Dragon Sector we’d reach the next, far more dangerous wormhole on the far side of it in mere hours, then we could jump through it to— 
 
    Vulf unpeeled my hands from their death grip on the edge of the console and kissed them. “Worrying won’t speed our journey or Professor Summer’s response to your message that we’re coming. He may send more information with his next transmission, and it should reach us before we enter the wormhole. He may even arrange for you to talk with Ivan.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t?” I challenged, grumpy with worry. 
 
    “Then agonizing over it still won’t help.” 
 
    But if worrying was all I could do, then it’s what I would do because my grandfather, imprisoned for the most heinous of terrorist activities, had requested stasis and, on being denied that expensive and experimental treatment, gone on a hunger strike until the Ceph were freed from their forty two millennia of stasis imprisonment.  
 
    Forty two millennia. It broke the mind and hurt the spirit to think of it. Because while stasis for longer than a year was still very much a scientific challenge here and now, for the Ceph—sha energy users from ancient times—it had been an ordinary enough talent, and one that had been wielded against them by one of their own. Theta, a rebel Ceph, had worked with the Meitj to lock his own people into stasis. He’d believed that their rampage across the galaxy—violent, utterly destructive, and without compassion—could not be stopped until another species developed a matching talent for accessing sha energy. 
 
    Humanity’s shamans, people like me, had that talent, but the Ceph remained locked up. 
 
    For my grandfather, the Ceph’s continued slumber in enforced stasis was unacceptable. His terrorist actions to either free or avenge them had landed him in a Meitj prison, and more than that. The Meitj Emperor had used the Imperial Crown to strip Ivan of his shamanic talent. 
 
    I wouldn’t have believed that anything could irrevocably prevent a shaman from accessing sha energy. A permanent rupture, not the limited interruption of a disrupter, shouldn’t have worked. 
 
    However, the Imperial Crown proved to be a final gift from Theta, the Ceph who’d turned on his own people, and it had enabled the Meitj Emperor, although without a skerrick of shamanic talent himself, to strip that talent from Ivan. 
 
    The thought of losing access to the sha energy that played around me, whirled through the starship, and grew rambunctious as we neared the wormhole, had me closing my eyes in emotional turmoil. 
 
    Ivan’s threat to turn the Meitj solar system into a black hole had warranted his death. The Meitj rejection of capital punishment meant Ivan hadn’t been executed for his crimes. But losing access to sha energy, blinding his senses to it, was that almost worse? Perhaps only a shaman could understand the true horror of it. 
 
    And so my grandfather had decided to kill himself slowly via a hunger strike. 
 
    Just as the Meitj wouldn’t commit capital punishment, nor would they violate a sentient individual’s body to force it to accept nourishment against the person’s will. 
 
    Ivan was dying, but Professor Summer’s transmission had said there was a chance that I could save his life. 
 
    Only the professor hadn’t added any details. 
 
    Nor did any further transmissions from him reach the Orion before we entered the wormhole. 
 
    I navigated us through the wormhole with implacable efficiency, pulling the tangled lines of sha energy into smooth spiraling patterns that shot us forward and out, deep inside the Foundation Sector. We could make good time here, too, although we’d have to stick to the starlanes. The Foundation Sector was the core commercial sector of the galaxy and correspondingly busy. 
 
    Vulf switched the Orion to autopilot, having set course for the next, far more dangerous wormhole, that would bring us relentlessly, yet not nearly fast enough, closer to Naidoc, Professor Summer and my problematic grandfather. 
 
    I couldn’t sort out my emotions toward Ivan. He had tricked me, used me, nearly killed millions of people…and yet, he was my grandfather. 
 
    Since finding my biological father, Rick Jekyll, I could no longer think of Ivan as my only blood family, but he remained the man who’d been the secret, vital, shamanic figure from my childhood. The one who in his infrequent meetings with me had engendered an independent streak in me, one which seldom showed itself, but when it did, I clung to its decisions stubbornly. 
 
    That independent streak and my confused emotions led directly to my first real fight with Vulf, and my stricken understanding of how the bond between us that so powerfully and beautifully shared our positive emotions, could strike us both with the pain of anger and betrayal. Neither of us could understand the other’s point of view—or rather, we could, but we couldn’t share it. 
 
    It started so innocently. With the autopilot speeding us to the next wormhole and Ahab monitoring surrounding traffic and wider, galactic current affairs, Vulf and I were free to pursue our own preoccupations.  
 
    I headed for the food dispenser and coffee. My jangled nerves didn’t need more caffeine, but even without it, I wouldn’t rest, so why not indulge? Too many thoughts churned in my mind. Some spilled into speech. “My grandfather’s utterly wrong in what he attempted, but he’s right that the Ceph need to be freed.” 
 
    Vulf swung around. He’d been headed for the cargo hold, on his way down to work out in the gym. He crossed the recreation cabin to me with fast steps.  
 
    As my mug filled with coffee, I blinked at his forceful stride. I put the mug down when he spoke. 
 
    “No,” he growled. “The Ceph cannot be freed, and you must not attempt it.” He caged me in with my back against the counter. 
 
    I shook my head. “You’re giving me too much credit if you think I could free an entire planet from stasis.” 
 
    “I’m not the only one who thinks it. Listening to the message, you focused on Ivan. Fair enough, he’s your grandfather. But Professor Summer isn’t demanding our presence on Naidoc because of Ivan’s hunger strike.” 
 
    I put both hands on his chest and pushed him back a step, winning enough space that I could turn around and pick up my coffee mug. “Maybe he…” I put the mug down again without taking a sip. “I’m one shaman, Vulf. I can’t do anything alone.” 
 
    He moved back into my space. In fact, he picked me up, set me on the counter, and stepped in between my legs. His arms wrapped around me, but without their familiar comfort. His body was too rigid with tension, and not tension of the good, sexy kind. His blue eyes were the light color of glacial ice as his wolf stared at me. Both sides of his nature were stirred up.  
 
    I felt his worry for me through our bond, but I failed to comprehend the depth and nature of it. I smoothed my hands over his chest and up to his shoulders. “Don’t worry. If Professor Summer or any other Meitj ask me my opinion on the Ceph’s status, I’ll be tactful.” 
 
    He huffed. “The problem is that you’ll be truthful. I accepted your pity for the Ceph’s situation. They are the only other sha energy users in the galaxy. But I hadn’t expected you to side with Ivan and want them freed.” 
 
    My hands dropped from his shoulders. “It’s not as if I’m going to threaten to blow people up if the Ceph aren’t freed. I just think they should be.” 
 
    “It would be too reckless. They were shut down for a reason. You heard their history. They were conquering and obliterating solar systems and entire species. They were an unstoppable force until one of their own turned on them.” 
 
    “They were unstoppable forty two millennia ago,” I stressed the immense time scale. “Things have changed since then. The Meitj and mLa’an have advanced hugely technologically, as have other species. New species, like humans, have been discovered and joined Galaxy Proper. A minor species from a single planet could be contained till they could be reasoned with. Shamans—sha energy users—aren’t all-powerful. The action of disrupters and blasters on us proves that.” 
 
    He slapped the counter beside me. “Bang! That’s all it takes and you’ve destroyed those weapons. Give you a single second and the weapons are so much expensive junk. We don’t know what the Ceph’s powers are. They could be, probably are, even more powerful than you. Human shamans are still learning about sha energy.” 
 
    “So what would you do?” I wriggled around him and jumped to the floor. “If you think the Ceph are so dangerous, why not just nuke their planet? Obliterate them.” 
 
    “I would.” 
 
    I stopped. Everything in me froze. 
 
    He folded his arms. “The Ceph are an unacceptable risk.” 
 
    “They’re a people.” 
 
    “Who destroy everyone in their path. They don’t even keep conquered people as slaves.” His voice softened. “Jaya, sometimes it is ‘kill or be killed’.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He shrugged, but it wasn’t a gesture that meant the conversation was irrelevant. It meant that the conversation mattered too much and he wanted it done. Finished. He hated arguing with me. His discomfort radiated from him, but like me, he wasn’t going to back down. “The question of what I’d do is hypothetical. The Meitj promised Theta to maintain the Ceph in stasis until there was a sha energy using species capable of matching the Ceph. The Meitj Emperor won’t let anyone destroy the Ceph while they are under his protection.” 
 
    “Some protection.” I snorted. “Locked in stasis.” 
 
    “Until a sha energy using species is capable of matching the Ceph,” Vulf repeated. He stared at me. 
 
    I stared back, dumbfounded. “You can’t mean me?” 
 
    He scowled. A low growl rumbled in his chest. “I’m afraid that the Meitj might.” 
 
    “But why on Earth would you think that?” I used the anachronistic saying out of sheer bafflement. “I’m powerful—for a shaman. But the Ceph rampaged through the galaxy. There’s no way I could…” My voice slowed from confidence to perturbed silence. 
 
    Vulf closed the distance between us. “I’ve had more dealings with the Meitj than you have, and I didn’t know that Professor Summer’s family have been treating the shifter clans as their pet scientific project for generations.” 
 
    “Not ‘pet’,” I protested. “He obviously cares about you.” 
 
    Vulf’s mouth twisted in bleak amusement. “People care about their pets. But Professor Summer’s attitude toward shifters isn’t the issue. It’s what he wants from you that worries me. He could have simply sent you a message that Ivan has decided on a hunger strike and that the Meitj won’t force-feed him.” 
 
    I blinked rapidly. “Warning me that I should hurry to Naidoc if I want to say good-bye to my grandfather.” 
 
    “Yes.” Regret and worry flowed through our bond to me. “Yes, but Professor Summer particularly mentioned the Ceph and that Ivan is willing to die to advance the cause of freeing them. He also said that he’s waiting on Naidoc to talk with you. We’ve only just visited him on Origin. What does he want to talk to you—not me, I’m not mentioned—about? The more I consider it, the more I think the Meitj might pressure you to do something related to freeing the Ceph. And I want you to say no.” 
 
    I flung myself away from him and paced the length of the recreation cabin. 
 
    Vulf leant against the end of the dining table nearest the sofa, watching me. Then he put an arm out and snagged me to him. “We’re not going to agree on what to do with the Ceph, at least, not without a lot more time, energy and, maybe, yelling. I can accept that, for now. But there’s something else you should consider before you promise the Meitj anything.” 
 
    He ran his hands up and down my arms, his blue eyes intently searching my expression. <Are you listening?> 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    He sighed faintly, his own emotions volatile but under control. “The Ceph aren’t the only people trapped.” 
 
    Surprise at his statement relaxed my body from its angry resistance. Without thinking, I leaned into him. “There are others?” 
 
    “Your cousin Kohia, my sister Edith, all the shifters. I sat in the Conclave hearing the desperate hope in our people’s questions and watching their faces when I shifted into my robot wolf form. You manipulated sha energy to initiate my first shift. You changed something just enough that my wolf can be free. All shifters crave the experience of their animal form.” 
 
    I wrapped my arms around him, resting wearily against his shoulder. “I saw Kohia’s face when you ran around the Freel destroyer as a robot wolf. Her tiger glowed in her eyes.” I’d vowed to myself that I’d find a way to free her tiger. 
 
    “If something happens to you, Jaya. If something goes wrong in whatever the Meitj ask of you—and they’re not sha energy users, so they won’t know if what they’re asking of you is dangerous— then you may end up unable to access sha energy. I won’t let you risk that fate. You are a shaman. I’ve seen your joy when you play with sha energy. Don’t risk that, and please, don’t steal from our people the chance to shift into their animal selves. What if you’re the only shaman who can trigger that first shift?” 
 
    “Vulf,” I protested in a shaken voice. 
 
    “I’m not fighting with you, and I’m not trying to manipulate you.” He rubbed my back, offering comfort. <I love you.> “But attempting to free the Ceph would be wrong.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Alone in the recreation cabin, I lay on my back on the sofa and played with the sha energy that swirled lazily around the Orion, flowing in rivers of power through the Foundation Sector, and flaring brightly in my shamanic vision. 
 
    Vulf had gone to the gym to take out his emotions on the innocent exercise equipment. 
 
    We’d both forgotten about Ahab while we’d argued, and he hadn’t spoken up to remind us of his presence. Perhaps he thought that our discussion, while having consequences for the entire galaxy if Vulf was right and the Meitj did want me to try something that might assist in freeing the Ceph, was a personal discussion. He was right. Vulf and I had to grow into our relationship. We were mates, and that meant learning how to survive and traverse the difficult elements of life together, as well as the happy, challenging parts. 
 
    Whatever the reason for Ahab’s silence, I didn’t break it. 
 
    I lay and let the sha energy flow through me. Idly, I sent it trickling as water might from pool to pool in a natural cascade. This was the sort of playing with sha energy that I’d done as a child, before the Academy taught me to shape the energy into fixed patterns for using it. 
 
    I’d never discussed with my Academy teachers that their patterns weren’t the only ones that enabled sha energy to divert from its habitual flow. At that young age, I’d been unable to conceptualize what I knew by instinct. 
 
    Before Earth’s evacuation, humanity had known of sha energy. It had been considered evil, the ill-omened energy that practices such as Feng Shui sought to block. As the sha energy flowed from pool to pool in the Foundation Sector, I wasn’t manipulating it as the Academy taught, but guiding it to spill into existing negative spaces. There was an eeriness to those blank spaces that could well have triggered our ancestors’ atavistic repudiation of sha energy. Perhaps the first generation shamans among those who’d evacuated Earth had flinched from it, too. 
 
    Guiding sha energy into those negative spaces meant trusting that the blankness was not a void, but rather undefined potential that became defined as the sha energy filled it. 
 
    A child definitely couldn’t have explained how she “played” with sha energy in this manner. But now, as an upset and temporarily rudderless adult, I lost myself to it. As I did so, I began to find the words to describe it. 
 
    When Vulf had first kidnapped me, I’d destroyed his disrupter by guiding sha energy into a negative space that coexisted with the reality of the disrupter’s energy pattern. The sudden clash of the two energies as the sha energy brought the negative space into conflicting existence caused the disrupter to explode. 
 
    Just how rare was it for shamans to perceive the negative spaces and the patterns that joined them? 
 
    Using them was not about imposing a pattern as Academy-taught shamans did, but trusting the eerie existing ones—if you were able to perceive them. 
 
    I released the sha energy and relaxed my shamanic vision before snuggling deeper into the sofa. 
 
    Vulf woke me, sitting on the edge of the sofa by my hip and caressing my face. 
 
    I woke smiling, reaching for him through the mate bond with my soul, and with my arms before I remembered what he’d said earlier. “You’d really obliterate the Ceph?” 
 
    While I’d slept, he’d finished with the gym, showered and dressed in a clean utility suit. He hadn’t shaved though, and the dark golden stubble edging his jaw emphasized the strong line of it. 
 
    He rested his hand on my waist, fingers curving in a light, claiming touch. “Why do you think Rjee and Djarl were so willing to ally themselves with Corsairs, going so far as to become one of the shifter clans by law?” 
 
    “They need allies. We offered. They saw advantages…” 
 
    “They saw a propensity for violence that exceeded their own, but was controlled by laws. Laws that we live by.” His fingers flexed. My shirt had ridden up as I slept, and he slipped his fingers beneath it, gaining skin contact before he continued. “You’ve studied shifters’ history, politics and society, but I don’t think you’ve emotionally grasped it.” 
 
    I’d have wriggled up to sit indignantly, but I hesitated to break the skin-to-skin contact of his hand on my stomach. We were traversing difficult new ground in our relationship and we needed every sense of connection we could get. “I understand that Corsairs was bought and is sustained by the proceeds of piracy, and that piracy is violent.” 
 
    “We do have legal trade and some industry, as well as agriculture,” Vulf said wryly. “But concentrate on Corsairs. The planet is never attacked because we made an example of the Freel House that tried an orbital assault three generations ago, when the planet was still new to us. We obliterated them, just as we show no mercy in space battles. To keep our children safe, we can’t afford to show weakness. We can’t leave enemies to regroup and attack us again. Corsairs is the safe place where we raise our children. It is our home.” 
 
    Intense, protective urgency pulsed through our bond as Vulf spoke. He meant what he said with every fiber of his being. “The Ceph’s history shows that when they reach Corsairs, they’ll annihilate it. By shifter law, by my upbringing, training and natural inclination, I would take out the threat first.” He took a deep breath, broad shoulders and muscled chest lifting and expanding. “It is only that the Ceph are contained that prevents me trying. They’re too dangerous a threat to loose in the galaxy.” He flattened his palm over my stomach, over where, if I was pregnant, our baby would be. “Don’t do anything to free the Ceph.” 
 
    As conflicted as I was, I neither promised nor refused him. He noticed, but when I dragged him down over me, he came willingly, and we made love with an intense, quietly desperate need for each other. 
 
    Why was I conflicted? Vulf was following his nature. He even made sense. Certainly, many in Galaxy Proper would agree with him if they learned of the Ceph’s existence. 
 
    But I recalled my grandfather directing sha energy weapons at Shaidoc, the Meitj trading planet. He’d threatened to end the lives of millions unless the Ceph were freed. Vulf and I had stopped Ivan from carrying out his terrible threat, but what made some sentients’ lives more valuable than others? 
 
    Did the threat that the Ceph had presented in the past justify killing them now? Did it justify continuing to cage them by holding them in stasis? 
 
    It was an uncomfortable journey to Naidoc. Vulf and I didn’t discuss the Ceph anymore. But the knowledge that I refused to promise Vulf that I wouldn’t help free them lay between us. 
 
    “I won’t do anything reckless.” I could promise him that. 
 
    He paused just inside the exit from the Orion. We were safely docked at the gleaming space dock above Naidoc. Security had cleared us to descend planetside, and we’d been informed that Professor Summer waited for us at the Meitj Imperial Palace. 
 
    I assumed that in the weeks since Ivan’s dramatic, explosive and temporary escape, the Meitj had repaired the section of the palace that he’d damaged. 
 
    Vulf ran his hand down my spine. When he ran his hand back up, he cupped the nape of my neck beneath my ponytail. “I trust you, Jaya. I love you. What I don’t trust is how others may abuse your compassion. But I’ll be there, Stargirl. Trust me?” 
 
    “Always.” I stood on tiptoe and kissed him. 
 
    He kissed me back, passionately. Beneath our dispute ran a raw, true love that nothing would destroy. Whatever happened, we’d be there for each other. 
 
    Then Vulf opened the hatch, and we exited the Orion for the Naidoc space dock. 
 
    It gleamed with the understated wealth and desire for order that characterized Meitj constructions. Its geometric layout and wide, clearly marked passages made navigating it both swift and easy. We travelled down in the space elevator with a party of ten Meitj. Their grey exoskeletons were etched with green triangles that helped to establish that they were a group of some kind. Perhaps family. Perhaps members of a shared profession. They were courteous and maintained an inward focus on one another, although with their multi-faceted eyes, they were probably observing Vulf and I even as they pretended we weren’t there. Such is the etiquette of sharing elevator space.  
 
    Disgorged from the elevator, Vulf scanned for danger as we ventured out into the sunlit day. The bubble car rank was to our right. To our left stood a Meitj guard, his identity proclaimed by the blue interlocking circles etched into his exoskeleton, and by the blaster strapped to his belt. 
 
    Had the Meitj taken to overtly guarding their space dock or was the guard waiting for Vulf and me? 
 
    He saw us and inclined his head. He was waiting for us, then. “Shaman Romanov—” The guard broke off, reaching for his blaster. 
 
    To me, he moved in slow motion. Something had struck me. Not a blaster shot or a disrupter being activated, nor even a fast physical blow. Poison. The realization coincided with my knees melting and my imminent collapse to the ground. <Vulf?> 
 
    Hard hands caught me. Not Vulf’s. They held me upright, lifting me so that I moved forward whether I wanted to or not. For someone, I was both a shield against the Meitj guard’s blaster and their prisoner. 
 
    There was no answer from Vulf to my desperate appeal; only an echoing, empty tunnel of silence, and I fell down it into unconsciousness. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    I woke in Alex Ballantyne’s office in the Star Guild Shaman Academy. Maybe I’d have taken a shaken, relieved breath, but three things stopped me. 
 
    First, I was tied up and lying on the floor. 
 
    Second, when I reached for Vulf through our bond, I couldn’t feel his thoughts. My eyes flew open and I saw him. 
 
    He lay against the base of Alex’s desk. Unlike me, he wasn’t bound. But he was unconscious. He also had a syringe feathering against the carotid artery of his throat. 
 
    That was the third thing that stopped me from feeling any relief. 
 
    My gaze travelled disbelievingly from the syringe to the man who held it. “Alex?” 
 
    He crouched beside Vulf, studying me as I watched my helpless mate. “The drug in the syringe will kill him before any sha energy you can summon. This is your sole warning to be sensible and listen to me.” 
 
    “I would have listened without the dramatics.” And what was it with men telling me to listen, recently? First, Vulf. Now my former foster father. 
 
    I wished Vulf was awake to tell me to listen, or anything else. 
 
    Weak tears pricked my eyes and I blinked them back. 
 
    “The sedative we used makes you emotional,” Alex informed me, as if my tears needed any explanation other than the threat against my mate. 
 
    “They’re tears of rage.” Vulf would have been proud of me. I squirmed until I sat upright. My head swam for a few seconds before my vision cleared. 
 
    It felt as if I hadn’t been unconscious long, but I couldn’t trust my own perceptions—anymore than I could trust my reflexes, which was why I didn’t slam Alex with sha energy. In terms of the raw sha energy we could control, I might be stronger, but the drug in my body could have unknown effects. 
 
    The drug. As much as fear would have me focus on Vulf, I needed to pull a discreet thread of sha energy and purge the drug from my system before attempting anything else. Healing was a special calling among shamans, and whilst it wasn’t mine, the Academy curriculum had covered the basics. Countering an unknown poison meant a general flush of the circulatory system. 
 
    I pulsed a tiny thread of sha energy into my blood, keeping it subtle while remembering to look woozy so that I had a perhaps one percent chance that Alex wouldn’t guess what I was doing. If I attempted a full-on sha energy attack, he’d notice me pulling on the sha before I was ready and plunge the syringe into Vulf’s throat. But this was the Academy, filled with shamanic students who muddied the flow of sha energy on a regular basis. My tiny tweak to the sha thread to cleanse myself of the drug could conceivably go unnoticed. 
 
    Under other circumstances I’d have had zero chance of fooling Alex, but right now he was caught up in his own fears. 
 
    “You can’t free the Ceph,” he told me. 
 
    I blew out a loud, rude, exasperated breath. “Vulf agrees with you. The man you’re threatening is your biggest ally. He’d destroy them if he could.” 
 
    “No, we can’t do that,” Alex said seriously. The syringe stayed poised against my mate’s throat. “Shamans of the future may want to study the Ceph for how they use sha energy, but we’re not strong enough yet to free them.” 
 
    Despite the situation, I found myself arguing with him. “We wouldn’t be fighting the Ceph alone. The rest of Galaxy Proper mightn’t use sha energy, but they have their own talents, and weapons,” I added in a mutter. 
 
    The syringe withdrew from Vulf’s throat, just a fraction, as Alex glared at me. “It’s not about fighting the Ceph. It’s about power. At the moment, we’re the only sha energy users in the galaxy. That gives us status. When the Ceph show how limited we are in our sha energy use…we lose that advantage. We become nonentities in galactic happenings.” 
 
    I couldn’t follow his reasoning. “We, as in shamans or we, as in humanity?” 
 
    “Shamans!” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” I said flatly. 
 
    “You’re naïve.” Alex sighed. “That’s why I had to kidnap you and your mate. Left to yourself, you’d bounce along like some starry-eyed do-gooder, undermining everything we’ve worked for.” 
 
    The sha energy had vanquished the drug in my body. I felt more alert, although I was careful to keep my posture slumped and my eyelids lowered. But even alert, Alex’s actions and justification baffled me. 
 
    He wanted power? He already had it. He was one of only two Shaman Justices in existence. That meant something. 
 
    True, in the five years that I’d travelled the galaxy as a starship shaman contracted to guide ships as they jumped through wormholes, I’d found that the various peoples of the galaxy were pretty much disinterested in the existence of shamans. Most of them hadn’t heard of us or believed our abilities exaggerated. Starship crews were the exception. They tended to both want starship shamans for the safety we gave their journeys, while isolating us onboard because they considered us uncanny. 
 
    “Maybe the ordinary people of the galaxy don’t think much of shamans,” I conceded. “But those who make decisions, those with political power, they respect us—or our usefulness.” I stretched, and immediately came up against the constraints of manacles on my wrists and ankles. I grimaced. “Or they did until you kidnapped Vulf and me on Naidoc. That was insane.” 
 
    “No one saw me,” Alex said.  
 
    I ceased wriggling around in a futile attempt to stop the right ankle cuff digging into my skin. “Even if you used a bubble of invisibility, who else could do so but a shaman?” 
 
    “There are technological inventions that provide invisibility.” Alex paused. “But my use of a portal confirms that a shaman kidnapped you. I’ll leave proof here at the Academy that it was Winona Hayden who did so, and you won’t contradict that proof.” 
 
    Dread congealed as a cold lump in my stomach. I’d been ignoring the threat against Vulf, not wanting to learn to what extremes of abuse my former foster father was willing to go. But whether I wanted to learn or not, it seemed he was going to enlighten me. Menace coarsened his voice. 
 
    The temptation to reach for sha energy and duel it out with him was nearly overwhelming, except that the syringe against Vulf’s throat remained a threat too immediate to risk. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” I stopped pretending to be dulled by the drug and scowled at Alex. 
 
    “I want you to go to your meeting with Professor Summer, learn everything he has to tell you, neither promise nor do anything for him or whoever is with him, and return to your mate’s starship to report to me.” 
 
    “And when they ask where I went and where Vulf is?” 
 
    “Refuse to answer.” 
 
    Desperation started up a drumbeat in my blood. “You know this can’t work, Alex. You’ve risked your position as a Shaman Justice—” 
 
    His free hand, the one not holding the syringe against Vulf’s throat, jabbed the air in my direction. “They can only learn it was me if you tell them. If you do, he dies.” 
 
    Even if I did what he said, even if I somehow withstood the Meitj’s concern and questioning regarding my disappearance and Vulf’s continued absence, Alex would find keeping Vulf a prisoner for long dangerous. Which meant he wouldn’t. 
 
    This was insane! Why was Alex risking everything he already had on the exceedingly slim chance that I might otherwise free the Ceph? 
 
    “Dan.” Alex spoke into his communicator. 
 
    A half second later, his office door opened. The Academy’s former weapons master and current chancellor stood there. 
 
    Seeing Alex’s ally doubled my sense of betrayal. I’d thought Dan Carson was one of the good guys, that he designed and taught the use of sha energy as a weapon so that shamans wouldn’t have to use it as such. That the threat would be enough. 
 
    Maybe Alex was right and I was naïve.  
 
    Vulf had implied as much. 
 
    I also sucked at maintaining a fighter’s readiness. 
 
    While I was distracted, concentrating on Dan’s entrance, Alex threw the syringe at me like a dart, striking me in the soft skin of my face. I crumpled back into unconsciousness. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Professor Summer steadied me as I slumped back onto the hospital bed. Whatever had been in the drug Alex had used on me, this time my stomach reacted to it with violent nausea. Fortunately, there was no need to be subtle in my use of sha energy here in what was presumably a Meitj hospital, so I wrenched at the sha energy that flowed weakly through it and purged my body of the drug and the virulent chemical stew that resulted from my worry for Vulf. 
 
    “I’m okay,” I said to Professor Summer a minute later. As I swung my legs to the side of the bed, I saw the pool of vomit. “Sorry.” 
 
    “You’re ill.” Worry tinted the elderly Meitj’s eyes emerald green, or perhaps that was an effect of the hospital’s stark lighting. 
 
    A small, agile cleaning robot zoomed up to deal with my former stomach contents. 
 
    I considered my hospital gown. “I’m fine, but I need clothes. Real clothes.” 
 
    “Jaya, where is Vulf?” Professor Summer asked. 
 
    I’d have felt warmed by proof of his concern for Vulf if I wasn’t keeping the sha energy flowing to dampen my emotional responses. A cascade of hormones rioting in fury and fear wouldn’t help me—or Vulf. “I can’t say. I need clothes. Then we need to talk, fast, about why you called me here. I presume we’re on Naidoc?” 
 
    “Yes.” The Meitj Emperor strolled into the room. Fortunately, the cleaner had sanitized the floor. “Where did you go when you vanished? I presume it wasn’t voluntary?” 
 
    “It most definitely wasn’t voluntary.” I saw with relief a female Meitj enter carrying a stack of human clothes. “One moment, please.” 
 
    The Emperor and his uncle, the elderly history professor, politely turned their backs to me and directed their eyes to face the door. 
 
    Evidently, that was as much privacy as I was going to be given. I jumped off the bed and dressed quickly in the cotton lingerie and one-size fits no one blue dress. “I’m decent.” I slipped my feet into sandals as the two Meitj turned back to face me. “I can’t answer questions about Vulf. I need to save him. How long has it been since Vulf and I were kidnapped?” I needed to know how long I’d been unconscious and how much time I had to act. 
 
    The entire shifter pirate fleet would descend on San Juan and the Academy if they knew Vulf was prisoner there, but that would take days, and Vulf didn’t have days. His rescue was up to me. 
 
    I needed information that I could use as leverage in negotiating with Alex. Although ‘negotiating’ was an inadequate term for what I intended. 
 
    It had taken me years, but I finally understood the nature of the man who’d once been my idolized foster father. When Celine died, Alex hadn’t left me out of grief or for any other excuse he might offer, but because as an ambitious man, sole responsibility for a child would have limited him. I’d been jettisoned in his pursuit of personal power. It was ironic then that two decades later, he needed me to achieve whatever it was he planned. 
 
    Now, I had to piece together, from what I knew and the information Professor Summer could provide, the nature of Alex’s scheme. 
 
    Raine, the Meitj Emperor, was the most politically powerful person in the solar system, but fortunately he was also pragmatic. He comprehended that they’d get neither answers nor cooperation from me until he answered my questions. “You vanished from outside the space dock entrance for three hours. You then reappeared, unconscious. You were brought here, to a clinic attached to the space dock which operates to provide emergency medical assistance to non-Meitj visitors. You’ve been unconscious for three hours.” 
 
    I’d lost six hours of my life, with an intermission for Alex to terrify me with his threat against Vulf’s life. “Thank you,” I acknowledged Raine’s information briefly but with genuine gratitude.  
 
    And maybe I’d misjudged the reason for his offer of the information because his multifaceted eyes gentled in hue, which was a sign of compassion among the Meitj.  
 
    I hastily looked at Professor Summer. I couldn’t risk accepting others’ pity. It would undermine my composure. “I need you to proceed as if I hadn’t been kidnapped and returned, but cutting out anything superfluous. Let’s get straight to the point of why you want me here, and I don’t believe it’s merely to say good-bye to my grandfather.” Vulf had been smarter than me on that point. Quite apart from Alex’s actions, the Emperor’s presence by my bedside indicated that the professor’s reason for summoning me to Naidoc was important. 
 
    Professor Summer’s left eye tilted to include Raine in his focus, but most of the elderly academic’s attention was for me. “You do need to see your grandfather. I believe Ivan would wish to hear our discussion.” 
 
    And why would the wishes of a terrorist who’d threatened the lives of millions of your people matter to you? But I bit back the question and walked forward. “Then let’s go see him.” 
 
    I’d expected that we’d have to travel to a maximum security prison, but instead I recognized our destination as the Imperial Palace. Anything that saved time worked for me, and the short journey from the space dock to the palace along the main boulevard was much faster than travelling out to a remote prison. I didn’t comment, only waited for Raine to lead the way into the hexagonal building. It seemed that repairs from where Ivan had exploded part of it were already complete. Certainly no signs of damage showed. 
 
    We headed inward by a path that might have been familiar. The problem was that the passages that framed the hexagonal rooms confused me. Vulf would have recognized where we walked.  
 
    I tugged at sha energy and dampened the hormones that wanted to riot into panic and fear, to be expressed as either angry action or wild tears. 
 
    A door guarded by two Meitj soldiers opened. The Emperor walked through first. Professor Summer gestured for me to follow. 
 
    My footsteps faltered as I recognized the circular stage in the center of the room and the empty tiered seating around it. This was the court room. This was where Ivan had been tried for his crimes, found guilty, and escaped amid much destruction. 
 
    Ivan waited in the center of the circular stage. There were no guards with him and his arms hung loose at his sides. He wasn’t shackled. 
 
    He wasn’t dangerous, I realized. When we’d last been here, Raine had used the Imperial Crown to strip Ivan of his shamanic talent. Without access to sha energy, my grandfather was no more than a tired old man. 
 
    Not that Ivan looked tired. Nor did his wiry frame seem any skinnier than usual despite his reported hunger strike. He looked curious, obdurate and unashamed to see me. Considering that the last time we’d been here he’d knocked me out and kidnapped me (and I really hoped that kidnapping wasn’t going to be a theme in my life—I’d have to see about improving my passive sha energy defenses) Ivan ought to have looked ashamed.  
 
    Instead, he raised his head and called, “Come to say your farewells to a dying man?” 
 
    I bit my lip hard. This man had hurt me emotionally long before he’d turned terrorist and kidnapper. All I’d ever done was love him and heed his advice, only to learn that he’d kept information concerning my dead mother from me for no good reason. Or perhaps his reasons made sense to him. If I had no one else in my life, I’d be more emotionally dependent on him. But it had been a cruel thing to do to a child. 
 
    Here and now, though, Ivan and our complicated relationship wasn’t the issue. I had to save Vulf. So I quickened my pace to catch up with the Emperor and joined him on the circular stage. When I neared Ivan I saw that he wasn’t as unaffected by meeting me as his jaunty greeting indicated. Sadness dulled the blue of his eyes, and his hands twitched as if he would have reached out to me. 
 
    I turned to Raine. 
 
    He needed no other prompt. “I have refused your grandfather’s request to be placed into stasis so that he may share the fate of the Ceph. In response, he has undertaken a hunger strike until the Ceph are freed or he dies. I find your grandfather’s crimes abhorrent, but he is a sentient individual, a person. I would rather he not commit suicide on Naidoc.” 
 
    I hadn’t anticipated the last sentence or Raine’s sudden silence. “Are you sending Ivan off-planet?” 
 
    The Meitj Emperor tapped his middle claws together, a habit of many Meitj when they were considering a matter, or wished to imply that they were. “Jaya, do you agree that the Ceph should be freed?” 
 
    In the intimidating and formal court room there was only Raine, Professor Summer, Ivan and me. They all saw me flinch at the question, but none questioned my reaction. 
 
    “I hate seeing anyone imprisoned.” Involuntarily, I looked at my grandfather. 
 
    He held my gaze. “If there is a chance of freeing the Ceph, you must take it.” 
 
    I wanted to scream at him that it wasn’t so simple, that his reckless actions had led indirectly to my mate’s life being in danger. It required a conscious effort to look away from Ivan to Raine. “Why does my opinion matter?” 
 
    The Emperor crossed to where he’d stood the last time we were here and activated a panel. It slid open, and he extracted the Imperial Crown. 
 
    My grandfather’s breath hissed between his teeth. The crown was the piece of sha energy technology that had torn his shamanic talent from him. 
 
    I reached for the sha energy that flowed through the Imperial Palace. I didn’t necessarily intend to do anything with it. I craved its reassurance, that it was there and available to me. To be without it would strip my life of vibrancy and change the essence of who I was. Without any other punishment, either that of imprisonment or his self-chosen hunger strike, Ivan was suffering from his inability to sense and access sha energy. 
 
    Raine held the crown with his upper, stronger claws and his eyes tilted down to study it. The crown represented the duty the Imperial family had borne for forty two millennia: keeping the Ceph in stasis. What had it cost them and their species? Had knowledge of the Ceph’s quiescent power driven the Meitj’s development of interstellar weaponry?  
 
    The Emperor looked at me. His eyes glimmered blue. The contrast with the crimson of his exoskeleton seemed to intensify both colors. “It was wrong of me, Jaya, to put the question and responsibility to you.” His right claw smoothed along a curving band of rhodium that formed the crown. Then he pressed the central ruby. 
 
    Instantly, the sha energy that had been swarming to the crown exploded outward. 
 
    More accurately, it struck at me. 
 
    I was already tense and simmering with the need to act. Alex’s kidnapping and his threat against Vulf had left me alert for other dangers. As the sha energy arrowed from the crown Raine held to me, I flung up a shield, solidifying it with layers and layers of sha energy. 
 
    Dimly, I heard Ivan shout and lunge toward Raine and the crown. 
 
    Professor Summer intervened, catching Ivan and restraining him easily enough. His hunger strike had weakened my grandfather. 
 
    The arrow of sha energy coming from the crown increased. It drilled through the layers of shielding between me and it. I had only seconds before it reached me, and then, as it had done with Ivan a few weeks before, it would strip me of my shamanic talent. Forget the agony of becoming insensible to the sha energy that played through the galaxy. I needed my shamanic talent to save Vulf from an insane Shaman Justice. 
 
    Fury that Raine would do this to me howled through me. 
 
    The sha energy the Imperial crown could gather and focus exceeded anything I’d ever encountered. The pattern of it resisted my every attempt to seize or deflect the stream of power. In a direct confrontation like this, I was outclassed and outgunned. 
 
    So I had to change the battle. 
 
    I’d contemplated the nature of sha energy on the journey to Naidoc. There were the patterns we shamans created and guided the sha energy into, and it was apparent that at this practice, the Ceph were our masters. The weapon that was the Meitj Imperial Crown proved that. 
 
    But there was another aspect to sha energy: the negative spaces that linked in pre-existing patterns which apparently only I could see and into which sha energy could be coaxed to flow. Such negative spaces were untapped, unreliable potential.  
 
    I reached for one. It wasn’t in the court room. It wasn’t even entirely in our dimension. However, now that I'd identified it, the nothingness of that space tugged at me. I couldn’t hold my shield against the stream of sha energy arrowing at me from the Imperial Crown for more than five more heartbeats. I had to act, and the negative space might be the sole potential construct capable of countering the crown’s control of the sha energy that swept through the palace. I had to hit the stream of sha energy hard enough to divert it into the negative space. In doing so, I might save myself, or I might kill us all. 
 
    Panic and instinct collided with the moral dilemma of the high price that everyone might pay if my attempt to save my shamanic talent misfired. Unfortunately for the moral dilemma, there wasn’t time enough to consider it, and instinct won. 
 
    I had to save my shamanic talent to save Vulf. 
 
    I stepped backward into the negative space that didn’t really exist, not yet, and which only I could perceive. Then I dropped the tattered remnants of my shield and grabbed for the sha energy arrowing to me. 
 
    It hit and I arched back in convulsive agony. It was too much for a human body to endure. 
 
    Then the negative space caught the sha energy arrow and splashed it out around me like a raindrop hitting a puddle. 
 
    That wouldn’t be enough to protect me for more than a few minutes. The crown in Raine’s hands kept drawing in sha energy. I had won myself a temporary reprieve, but I wouldn’t be safe till I could deactivate the piece of Ceph sha energy technology. 
 
    Or destroy it. 
 
    With my shamanic senses heightened, and perhaps because I stood in the center of a previously negative space, I suddenly “saw” other, interconnected negative spaces more clearly than ever before. They folded in on one another, and at the same time, were incredibly distant. They were spiral space, a concept physicists had discarded decades ago, but which seemed valid now. The negative spaces weren’t dark matter. The sha energy they channeled wasn’t dark energy. But they were everywhere. 
 
    They were the universe’s unrealized potential. 
 
    True understanding settled over me and brought me a sense of control. Years ago, Ivan had taught me how to create what he’d called a pocket dimension, and I maintained one to store spare clothing and supplies so that they were available to me anywhere. But what Ivan hadn’t understood was how, in creating a pocket dimension, he’d edged close to using negative spaces, only to limit himself by his lack of imagination. 
 
    My pocket dimension was a negative space, brought into “real” world existence by the sha energy I’d used to define its presence and tie it to me. 
 
    The negative spaces were the raw material of reality. Multiverse theory said anything was possible, somewhere. The negative spaces were the choices not chosen in this universe: potential ignored. They linked to one another with cascading possibilities, and sha energy brought them out of the shadows. 
 
    I reached for those shadows, pulling two more negative spaces to me and weaving them together into a net that caught the sha energy arrowing from the crown and absorbed it. The negative spaces became real. They weren’t physically visible. I doubted any technology could register their existence. But the negative spaces grew brighter and brighter, flared with sha energy, and then, at the clap of my hands, collapsed together, enclosing the Imperial Crown. 
 
    The ruby at the peak of the crown cracked. 
 
    Sha energy swirled into wild patterns. I let it go, and I let my vision of negative spaces vanish with it. One reality was all I could manage now, and I had a big and immediate problem. 
 
    Whatever Raine had hoped to achieve with his attack on me, I had one fear. Alex would have left a shaman on Naidoc to monitor my actions. That shaman hadn’t been able to enter the court room in the Imperial Palace, but the amount of sha energy that had just exploded inside it was unmissable. When the shaman reported that blast to Alex… 
 
    I pulled violently on the sha energy that I’d just released and shaped it into a portal. Without a word to anyone, I stepped into it and out into Alex’s office at the Academy. 
 
    Vulf and he were gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    A wolf’s howl echoed through the corridors of the Academy, immensely amplified by the robotic body it came from. Vulf was hunting. 
 
    My knees wobbled and I had to lean for an instant against the doorframe of Alex’s office. Vulf was alive, and I could feel him through our bond once more. 
 
    He felt me, too. <Jaya!> 
 
    Love, concern, burning fury, all poured from him to me. 
 
    <Where are you?> we asked simultaneously. 
 
    <No idea. There are a lot of dusty books.> 
 
    <The Archive. I’ll meet you there. Are you safe?> 
 
    Feral amusement flooded our bond. <Stargirl, I’m not the one in trouble.> Another howl echoed off the stone walls of the Academy. No, he wasn’t the one in trouble. Alex and the other shamans who’d joined him in his treachery against us were. Vulf was hunting. 
 
    In the foyer, I found Nairo Bloodstone leaning over Alex’s crushed body. “Your mate did this.” The shaman healer snapped his accusation at me. 
 
    “He crunched the Shaman Justice!” a woman just a few years younger than me squeaked. 
 
    “Focus,” Nairo ordered. 
 
    She nodded, face flushing in shame, and held her hands over Alex’s left leg. It lay at an impossible angle, still connected to his body, but jelly-like as if the bones had been pulverized. It seemed she was one of Nairo’s graduate students, learning advanced healing from him. 
 
    “Why?” Nairo asked. 
 
    I jogged toward the rear of the central hall, headed for the Archives. “Alex kidnapped Vulf and me, and tried to force me to obey him by threatening Vulf’s life.” The hall was crowded, but people parted for me. There were no children present, so some people in the Academy were still showing sense. Whatever went down here—and there would be a showdown, I was finished with people manipulating and threatening Vulf and me—the children would be safely out of it. 
 
    Vulf came tearing up the corridor, running silently in his massive robot wolf form. 
 
    A couple of people screamed. They were shamans like me, and it hurt to doubt them, but after Alex’s actions, I had to. I flung up a shield to protect Vulf and me from a sneak attack and ran to meet him. He shifted to human, naked human, and hugged me against him hard enough to hurt. Since I was hugging him just as fiercely, I didn’t complain. 
 
    My protective sha energy shield abruptly parted. 
 
    “Trousers. You’ll want them,” a male voice said gently. Trousers were flung toward us. Vulf caught them. 
 
    I stared at the intruder who’d too easily countered the shield.  
 
    The galaxy’s second Shaman Justice regarded me steadily, making no attempt to move closer. Michael Smith appeared to be in his late fifties which, given the way shamans aged, meant he was much older.  
 
    “Are you working with Alex?” I asked bluntly. 
 
    Vulf stood naked at the edge of the central hall, the borrowed sweatpants in one hand. If he needed to defend us, he’d shift to his robot wolf form, again, and there was no need to destroy more clothing in the process.  
 
    Not that I’d wait for him to defend us. 
 
    “I’m not working with Alex,” Michael said. “In fact, I’ve been doing the opposite, I’m afraid, by giving him enough room to maneuver that his own actions will condemn him. As they have.” 
 
    Vulf pulled on the sweatpants. “He still lives.” 
 
    “What happened?” The last time I’d seen Vulf, he’d been unconscious and at Alex’s mercy. 
 
    Michael raised a hand. “One moment.” He gestured imperatively.  
 
    Dan Carson stepped forward. 
 
    Vulf growled at him. “I have your scent. You took Jaya from me.” 
 
    “For her safety.” Despite Vulf’s visible fury, Dan ignored the threat to his continued breathing and focused on me. “I am sorry, Jaya. I never anticipated that Alex would go so far as to threaten Vulf’s life. When Michael came to me with the mediators of the Galactic Court’s scenarios of conflict within the Academy, I thought them highly improbable. I trusted Alex, implicitly.” He stared across the hall to where Nairo continued to heal the Shaman Justice. “Winona and I agreed to the farce Michael outlined because we never thought it would eventuate. We couldn’t believe the treachery the scenarios envisaged.” 
 
    “We refused to believe that one of our own could turn on us.” Winona approached our small group, watched by the other shamans. The acoustics of the hall were excellent. Without sha energy being needed to amplify our speech, everyone could hear us. 
 
    I hoped that meant that the time of secrets and secret plots was over. 
 
    <There are always secrets,> Vulf ’pathed. 
 
    Evidently, I’d expressed my tired wish telepathically. 
 
    If I was tired, Winona appeared exhausted. Lines grooved the corners of her eyes and bracketed her mouth. Her eyes were red rimmed and she held herself erect as if she didn’t dare slump or she’d fall over. The former chancellor might have lost her job, but she hadn’t retreated into an easy retirement. 
 
    “Most of us, most shamans,” Winona ostensibly spoke to Vulf and me, but her words were for everyone. “We enjoy being shamans, learning about our talent, and using it. Before all of this, I’d have said that we’re non-political, that political power couldn’t possibly interest us because we’re already utterly absorbed in sha energy. I was wrong. The Galactic Court’s mediators have millennia of experience in the lure of power of all kinds. They knew that humanity was fast approaching the first test all new member species of Galaxy Proper face. Whether we could accept the uncertainty of living in such a complicated galactic union. Until now, we’ve been focused on survival, on settling our planets and establishing sufficient agriculture and industry to sustain ourselves and prosper. But as we’ve prospered…apparently, that’s when fear creeps in.” 
 
    Michael nodded at her. “When you have nothing, your fear focuses on survival. But when you have something to lose, or you have power, then your fear focusses on retaining it. As a Shaman Justice, Alex Ballantyne enjoyed—” I doubt anyone missed Michael’s use of the past tense for Alex’s position with the Galactic Court. “—the prestige and power of his role. Few of the galaxy’s multitude of people ever think about shamans, but the powerbrokers do, those whose responsibility it is to sense and react to changes in Galaxy Proper’s equilibrium. Shamans have irrevocably changed that balance.” 
 
    Nairo Bloodstone straightened from his crouched position working over Alex. “Clarence foresaw this,” he said, speaking of his great-grandfather and the Academy’s founder. “He said that every generation of shamans would have to choose to serve Galaxy Proper.” Nairo stressed serve. “We are the price of humanity’s rescue from Earth and entry into Galaxy Proper.” 
 
    “But not as a full member species,” a woman said from the group of shamans near Alex. 
 
    “You supported President Hoffer’s actions,” I said, understanding her attitude, and with it, the evolving scene. 
 
    The crowd of shamans in the hall was gradually shuffling into two groups. The much larger group stood nearest to Vulf and me. But the group that hovered near Alex was still thirty or more strong. 
 
    Nairo stared at the company he was keeping, and stalked away from them toward us. 
 
    His graduate student attempted to scurry after him, but Dan Carson, who’d been strolling through the hall, was suddenly there, preventing the woman from merging with the larger group. The shuffling separation of the two groups wasn’t self-organizing. It was being orchestrated. There was a “them” and an “us” emerging in the Academy. 
 
    The graduate student squeaked as she found herself on the wrong side of the divide. 
 
    Nairo turned. “Maisie?” His shoulders slumped in momentary defeat. “You supported breaking humanity’s Charter of Galactic Union? What did you hope to achieve?” 
 
    “Equality.” Her voice shook, uncertain under the pressure of so many people’s disapproving and shocked gazes. Of her fellow rebels, a few managed defiant glares, but most avoided looking at anyone. The floor was apparently incredibly interesting; although two of the rebel shamans stared instead at Alex’s unconscious body. Had the fact that he was a Shaman Justice convinced them that they had a right to seize more power? 
 
    I was disgusted, and my revulsion sounded in my voice. “We have equality, a right to live freely and well. What Alex wanted was to be special.” 
 
    “Well, we are, aren’t we?” Maisie suddenly spat. “We’re shamans. We can do things no one else can.” 
 
    Except the Ceph, who could do what us shamans could do, only better. 
 
    What had my destruction of the Meitj Imperial Crown done to the decision as to the Ceph’s future? It had been a powerful sha energy weapon. So powerful, in fact, that a shocking possibility had to be considered: had it been the key to unlocking the sha energy working that held the Ceph in stasis? How ironic would it be if, after my argument with Vulf and Alex’s kidnapping of us, I’d ended up doing what both men wanted and reinforcing the Ceph’s stasis? 
 
    “Everyone has a talent,” Michael said. “Some use it to serve the greater good. Others use it to serve themselves. Most people fall somewhere in the middle of the spectrum.” The old Shaman Justice sighed. “You don’t seem to realize what you’ve done.” 
 
    The rebel shamans who’d been studying the floor looked up at the grief and resignation in his tone. 
 
    “Humanity failed its test,” Michael repeated his earlier point, heavily. “Nairo understood. In allowing, even siding with President Hoffer and the other leaders of the various human-settled planets to appoint an interstellar leader for humanity, we broke one of the core terms of our Charter of Galactic Union. A single voice is forbidden to us. It was such a simple clause, almost meaningless in itself, but it was put there for a purpose.” 
 
    No one broke the silence as Michael walked across to Alex and stared down at his former colleague, one of our most powerful shamans. “The clause was written into the contract for humanity to prove that either it had learned its lessons from the manner in which we brought nuclear winter to Earth, effectively destroying our home world, or if we would still gamble everything for ambition. To be the leader for all humanity…what ego could resist it? The more profound question was if humanity as a whole would have the sense to deny that ego. 
 
    “We proved that we didn’t.” Michael rolled his shoulders, exhausted at the stupidity of people. “And now, no other member species of Galaxy Proper will trust humanity to honor its contracts. We will find it incredibly difficult to progress because of that fact. Our treachery condemns us to stagnation or predation.” 
 
    As the Freels had found. They hadn’t stagnated, and they’d fought off their aggressors, but at a massive cost—and they’d entered Galaxy Proper from a far stronger base than humanity. 
 
    “What did Alex actually do?” Matron Fatima Hawi mightn’t be a shaman, but she was there, in the thick of the action, as insatiably curious as always.  
 
    The note of doubt in her tone struck me on the raw. Did she actually think there might be some justification for Alex’s actions? “He kidnapped me from Naidoc where the Meitj had requested my presence. He kidnapped Vulf at the same time, rendering us both unconscious, and used a portal to transport us to his office here at the Academy. He then threatened Vulf’s life.” Vulf’s growl was a low rumble, less a sound than a vibration I felt through my back as his chest pressed against me. “Alex wanted to ensure that I didn’t free the Ceph.” 
 
    I’d had enough of secrets, so I continued, disregarding Winona’s urgent hand flap for silence. “The Ceph are a sha energy using race that was conquering and annihilating sentient species across the galaxy likely before humanity even gained sentience. They were ruthless, presumably because they thought themselves better than everyone and unstoppable.” I glared at Maisie. “Remind you of anyone? But they were stopped, by one of their own, and the Meitj guarded their planet where the Ceph have been in stasis for millennia. Alex wanted to ensure that I didn’t do anything that might contribute to freeing them.” 
 
    There was a lot that I’d left out, but even this much information shocked those around me. Suddenly, Alex and the rebellion were old news. 
 
    <Is that why he kidnapped us?> Vulf hugged me back against him, his arms at my waist. That didn’t mean he lost an iota of his alertness. If anyone attempted to attack either of us, they’d die. <I woke up from whatever he’d drugged me with, obviously earlier than he’d anticipated given that I was able to surprise him.> 
 
    <Maybe when I purged the drug from my system it also cleaned some of it from yours? Or else your shifter metabolism altered the drug’s effects.> 
 
    <Either way, I woke to a strange office that contained your scent flooded with fear, but didn’t contain you. Only Alex. I crushed him.> There was no shame for his actions in Vulf’s voice.  
 
    Sometimes violence was necessary, and I’d reluctantly come to understand that attitude. <I’d have killed Alex to save you, but he held a syringe to your throat. I couldn’t risk that split second before I could knock him out with sha energy. Then Dan surprised me, Alex drugged me again, and I woke up on Naidoc, presumably where either Alex or Dan had transported me via yet another portal.> 
 
    I changed from telepathing because I had a question. “Dan, why did you take me back to Naidoc?” 
 
    “Alex had other supporters. They were checking that you returned to the Meitj. I needed time for Alex to relax so that I could free Vulf.” The weapons master glanced wryly and warily at my mate. “Except he freed himself. It was quite a statement, dumping Alex’s crushed body down the tower stairs.” 
 
    Vulf stared back in silence, simmering violence remaining in his aura. He wanted vengeance for me not being safe in the Academy, the one place I’d had to call home in my childhood. His emotions came through our bond as clearly as words. 
 
    I hoped he was receiving mine just as clearly. I was overwhelmed with relief. He was everything I needed, and all I wanted was to go home with him. <I don’t need them. I have you.> 
 
    <Always.> 
 
    “How will you punish us?” one of the shamans standing in the small group around Alex demanded. 
 
    Michael shrugged. “There will be no punishment, other than humanity learning of the price we will pay for the ambition and treachery of a few. The Galactic Court could order your shamanic talent stripped from you.” He stared at Alex. My former foster father looked almost peaceful in his unconsciousness. “The Meitj hold a device capable of doing so.” 
 
    I jolted. 
 
    Winona touched my arm sympathetically, misunderstanding the cause of my consternation. “It was awful. Jaya and I watched it happen to her grandfather.” 
 
    “The Galactic Court has already decreed that it won’t be used against shamans for anything humanity has done in the last month,” Michael said. 
 
    My fingernails dug into Vulf’s forearms. “Actually, they won’t be able to use it at all. I destroyed the device on Naidoc before returning here.” I debated adding to that statement. Despite what the Galactic Court may have decided regarding the device not being used against shamans, the Meitj Emperor had turned the Imperial Crown against me. Perhaps Raine would argue that he’d done so for reasons other than humanity’s actions, and so, hadn’t broken the Court’s ruling. At any rate, sharing the fact that he’d attacked me would only inflame and confuse the current situation. 
 
    “How did you destroy it?” Winona demanded. She’d experienced the device in action. She knew how powerful it was. 
 
    “Does it matter, here and now?” Vulf demanded. It would be a long time before he forgave Winona and the other shamans, including Dan and Michael, who’d connived to let events play out, risking me for the satisfaction of the Galactic Court’s scenarios. 
 
    I patted Vulf’s arms which were locked tightly around my waist. <I’m okay. I survived. I wouldn’t let them take my shamanic talent from me because I had to get back to you.> 
 
    “It matters,” Winona said tensely as she stared at me. Whatever measure she’d thought she had on my shamanic talent, I’d just revealed that she’d underestimated me. Then her gaze traveled around the hall, taking in the confusion and horror on shamans’ faces.  
 
    They had thought themselves invincible; able to be affected by disrupters or blasters, but not to have their shamanic talent torn from them. The news was devastating to their psyches, even if I’d destroyed that particular weapon.  
 
    Winona reluctantly accepted reality. “We’ll discuss it later,” she conceded. 
 
    I felt her gather up sha energy. A clap of thunder sounded in the hall. A couple of people shrieked, then everyone fell silent. 
 
    Winona stood tall. “A lot has happened and we have considerable new information to process. We’ll talk later, but for now I want you to consider two things and consider them well. The first is what would have happened if President Hoffer had succeeded in using shamans to force Galaxy Proper to accept humanity as full members.” 
 
    The rebel shamans eyed her mistrustfully. They’d been idiots as well as traitors and they expected her to rub their noses in it. They should have been watching Michael. 
 
    He triggered a sha energy hologram that covered most of the hall. It was incredibly detailed, and he added sound effects. Holographic people, some of them replicas of shamans present in the hall, died horrifically on battlefields and in exploding starships. “War. Galaxy Proper would not have let President Hoffer’s use of shamans as weapons to ‘advance’—” Michael’s mouth twisted sourly on the word. “—humanity’s interests without retaliating. Humanity would have suffered immensely, and once we’d lost the war, we’d have been treated as little more than slaves. Reparations would have been huge. Do you people not understand? Humanity’s junior membership of Galaxy Proper protects us! No other member species can go to war with us until we are full members, and if a non-member species attacks us, Galaxy Proper will defend us. We should be in no hurry to ‘advance’ our status within Galaxy Proper. We need to concentrate on building up our own societies and capabilities.” 
 
    He’d left the crowd dumbstruck, as much by the violent, gory hologram and screaming, booming soundtrack as by his words. He closed his right hand in a fist and the hologram and noise ceased. 
 
    “The second point for us to consider,” Winona resumed calmly, although her face was bloodless and even more strained. “Is what we want to stand for. Humanity has undermined its position within Galaxy Proper. Our opportunities will be less, our struggles harder, until we prove our maturity as a species.” 
 
    “Until people can trust our word,” Vulf said. 
 
    Winona glanced at him. “Your alliance with the Freels is a starting point.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” Vulf released me and stepped up to stand shoulder to shoulder beside me. “House Cardinal became a shifter clan on Corsairs. They did not join humanity or ally themselves with it.” 
 
    “But you are human,” someone protested. 
 
    Vulf’s smile was feral. “You wouldn’t know it by how humanity’s planetary governments have ostracized my people.” 
 
    “What can you expect? You’re pirates,” a shaman sneered from beside Alex, who still lay unconscious. 
 
    “I expect nothing from you,” Vulf said. 
 
    “I do,” I said. “I was raised here among you. Trained here.” I scanned the crowd. “I considered myself one of you, until you allowed President Hoffer to threaten me, and Alex to threaten my mate.” 
 
    “We didn’t.” Nairo glared at Dan. “Some of us had no idea what was happening.” 
 
    Dan returned the younger man’s scowl. “If you ever ventured out of your lab…” 
 
    “Oh, I intend to.” Nairo folded his arms. He turned his shoulder to Dan. “Jaya, what do you need from us?” 
 
    “Nothing. I have Vulf. I have family on Corsairs. You could say that my allegiance has shifted.” 
 
    Michael looked at me sharply. 
 
    I gripped Vulf’s hand. <We’ll be leaving in a moment. I’ll create a portal home to Corsairs.> 
 
    He squeezed my fingers. 
 
    “The Ceph are real,” I said. “They are who the ancient species of the galaxy, such as the Meitj and mLa’an, likely fear we could imitate. You need to learn all you can of the Ceph from historical records. You need to agree on the role of shamans in the galaxy. You need to decide, individually, what your role is in restoring humanity’s standing in Galaxy Proper. For myself…Michael, will Alex be removed as a Shaman Justice?” 
 
    “It has already been done.” 
 
    <Jaya,> Vulf ’pathed in warning, acceptance and support. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Then the Academy owes the Galactic Court a second shaman, as per humanity’s obligations under the Charter of Galactic Union. I put myself forward as a candidate, unless another shaman will accept the responsibility. Assuming the Galactic Court will accept me.” 
 
    “They have requested you.” Sympathy showed in his eyes and the slight curve of his mouth. Some of the other shamans might resent me nominating myself, but Michael understood I’d had no option. I would always have been the Galactic Court’s choice. No one else had my level of shamanic talent or its particular quirks. And humanity owed Galaxy Proper. I had to pay some of that debt. 
 
    <We will.> Vulf’s correction was loving and sure. <And Ahab will be part of our team, like we agreed. You’re not alone, Stargirl.> 
 
    I opened a portal. With so many shamans gathered in one place, the rule at the Academy was that major sha energy workings such as portals had to use sha energy collected somewhere else. It was bad manners to use up the sha energy that everyone needed. The crystal around my neck held the sha energy I’d collected in the two wormholes, but I didn’t need it. I slipped into shamanic sight and sought the spiral space perception that collapsed distance in weird ways. 
 
    The sha energy that had chaotically exploded from the Meitj Imperial Crown when I destroyed it still spilled into the negative space I’d actualized there on Naidoc. It wasn’t doing anything, and it wouldn’t be visible to non-shamans, but for me, it was a concentrated pool of sha energy. I drew on it to form the portal. 
 
    According to shamanic theory, pulling sha energy across such a distance was impossible. One day, I’d have to advise them to consider the theory of spiral space. But not today. 
 
    The portal opened. Vulf walked with me into it, and out into the lane that ran along the edge of his family’s land. 
 
    “Home.” His thankfulness and his need for me matched mine for him. 
 
    We hugged and kissed, only breaking apart when someone in the house noticed us and people ran down to greet us. 
 
    Edith reached us first, but my father was close behind Vulf’s sister. The whole family—far more than I’d yet met—plus Rjee and Djarl descended on us, hugging and demanding explanations for our sudden arrival. 
 
    “We need food,” Vulf shouted over the pandemonium. “And clothes.” 
 
    No one seemed perturbed at his state of half-undress, but the women focused on the ugly cotton gown the Meitj clinic had supplied me with. 
 
    “You sure do,” Kohia drawled as she strolled up. She sounded casual, but her hug was strong and spoke of relief. She also had her blaster strapped to her waist. 
 
    Belatedly, I realized that all of Vulf’s family—our family—were armed. “Has there been trouble?” I asked cautiously. 
 
    I had no idea why my worried question was met with uproarious laughter. 
 
    My mother-in-law, Laura, filled me in as she and various female relatives plus Djarl escorted me off to bathe and change into more suitable clothing. “Professor Summer contacted us when you and Vulf disappeared. Then he updated us that you’d reappeared, destroyed some massively powerful, ancient sha energy device, then disappeared again.” 
 
    “I went to retrieve Vulf,” I said rather inadequately. I grinned. “I needn’t have worried. He had things under control.” 
 
    “Of course he did,” Laura responded, proud of her son. But she gave me a hug; proud of me, too. 
 
    Dinner was a lively meal that even the vast front room of the Trents’ house couldn’t contain. More and more people arrived and we spilled out onto the back porch and across the yard. Tables were set up and lamps flickered in the evening shadows. Vulf’s family were there, friends and neighbors, the Conclave, so many Freels that it could have felt like an invasion, and— 
 
    “Nairo?” I blinked, bemused, at the sight of the Academy’s healer being marched into the gathering at the point of Kohia’s blaster.  
 
    “He portalled in by the front gate,” my cousin said. 
 
    I stared down at the small glass in my hand. “How potent is this mead?” I hadn’t even noticed a portal opening close by. 
 
    Rather than answer, Vulf’s dad topped up my glass. I guess that was a kind of answer. Whatever happened, we had family and allies to deal with it. The responsibility wasn’t solely on Vulf and me. 
 
    “I tracked your portal with Michael’s help,” Nairo said calmly, before adding with a degree of impatience. “Jaya, can you tell the Amazon behind me that I’m no threat to you?” Presumably Kohia had greeted him less than gently, or else just now jabbed him with her blaster, or perhaps both. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Vulf asked. 
 
    Nairo stood as confidently as if he lectured in his own lab. “I’ve been working on the theory of how Jaya triggered your initial shift into a robot wolf. Seeing you in that form was very interesting.” 
 
    The people around us, so many of them shifters locked into their human form, watched him with predatory hope. 
 
    “I have some ideas of what might help. Since by all the signs there’s never going to be a quiet time for Jaya to focus on the issue, I think my assistance is required.” 
 
    “The Ceph,” I murmured unhappily to the mead glass, and even more unhappily added, “The Meitj.” I would have to contact Professor Summer and the Emperor soon.  
 
    Vulf had sent a message updating Ahab on events, and Ahab was on his way back from Naidoc to Corsairs, travelling as fast as the Orion’s design allowed. 
 
    “I didn’t want to waste time negotiating permission to enter Corsairs,” Nairo continued. “This way, Jaya can vouch for me before she dashes off somewhere else, saving the galaxy.” He gave me a surprisingly charming, wry grin. “Shaman Justice.” 
 
    I ceased to be charmed. “I don’t want to be a Shaman Justice.” There was truth in mead, I’d discovered. 
 
    Vulf took the small glass from me. “Can we trust Nairo to attempt to trigger our shifts?” 
 
    Everyone leaned forward, holding their breath for my answer. 
 
    I shrugged, and snatched my mead glass back from Vulf. “Of course. Nairo lives his oath as a healer. ‘First, do no harm’,” I quoted. “Whether he succeeds or not, he won’t endanger anyone trying.” I tossed off the last of the mead. “Take me to bed now, Vulf.” In the morning, I’d be embarrassed for my drunken honesty, but for now, the shifters’ roar of amused approval only caused me to smile jubilantly. 
 
    Vulf and I left Nairo to Kohia’s less than tender mercy, and retired to our cabin in the woods. We had seven hours of peace. 
 
    The Meitj arrived in the morning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “We accepted Shaman Dan Carson’s offer to portal us here to demonstrate our faith in both the shifters of Corsairs and the shamans of the Academy.” Raine, the currently travel-sick Meitj Emperor, leaned against the apple tree in the Trents’ front yard. 
 
    The same goat that I’d encountered on my initial arrival on Corsairs bleated a demand for food or attention from the adjacent field. When everyone ignored it, it bleated again, stridently. 
 
    Professor Summer had shown the courtesy and good sense to message Vulf and Vulf’s father, informing them of the trio’s imminent arrival. As a result they’d been greeted by shifters armed with blasters and a disrupter (for Dan), as well as by Vulf and me. However, they hadn’t been greeted by blaster fire, so his prudence had been justified. 
 
    “There are explanations and apologies that we need to make.” Raine showed his hardihood by straightening from his leaning posture against the tree and facing me directly. “As well as plans for the future. Jaya Romanov, I apologize deeply and unreservedly for the violence I offered you. If I’d had any option I would never have violated your trust in such a manner. You may demand of myself or my family three favors. Please, accept my reparation.” 
 
    Raine’s head stayed bent in a formal bow, while his multi-faceted eyes angled attentively in my direction. Sunlight glinted off his crimson exoskeleton. A butterfly flitted to him, obviously entranced. 
 
    I was less impressed. I was hurt. “Why did you try to take my shamanic talent from me?” 
 
    “It was at my suggestion,” Professor Summer said. 
 
    Vulf’s family sucked in a betrayed gasp. 
 
    “My friends.” The elderly Meitj’s eyes shimmered with the gray-blue of grief or anguish. “Jaya’s power is far beyond anything we believed possible among shamans for generations yet. We hoped, oh how we hoped, but she has exceeded our hopes. Raine’s test was essential. If she could destroy the Imperial Crown, then she was capable of freeing the Ceph.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, following his reasoning even as they withheld forgiveness. They’d heard Vulf’s and my story last night, and undoubtedly had discussed it long after we’d retired. 
 
    “I won’t free the Ceph without consulting broadly on whether the galaxy can survive them.” I curled my fingers around Vulf’s hand as his approval and relief flowed through our bond. “Shamans’ powers are disruptive enough. How will we cope with the legendary Ceph?” 
 
    “You don’t have to free them.” Raine raised a claw and the butterfly that had been flitting around him settled on it. The insect’s fragile blue wings shone like lapis lazuli. “Destroying the Imperial Crown has done that.” 
 
    The shock of the Meitj Emperor’s calm statement thudded into me with physical force. “I didn’t know,” I whispered to Vulf. 
 
    “You protected yourself and you were trying to get free to save me. This is not your fault.” He glared at Raine. There was no doubt who he blamed, and others shared his view. 
 
    Blasters were raised, including Rjee’s and Djarl’s. 
 
    The Meitj Emperor had arrived here without a bodyguard. 
 
    Dan took a step forward, and my father’s blaster jabbed him in the kidneys. The weapons master halted. 
 
    “There is time to consider the implications of the Ceph’s return to the galaxy,” Raine said. Being the center of so much aggression left him outwardly unmoved. “The destruction of the Imperial Crown allows for the lifting of the stasis imposed on the Ceph’s home planet, but said stasis will take many decades to thaw. There is time and enough for humanity’s shamans to study the Ceph and the nature of the sha energy structures—as I believe you call such energetic workings—while the Galactic Parliament considers the political, financial and defense issues. If the decision of Galaxy Proper is to maintain the Ceph in stasis, then Theta assured my ancestors that it could be done. You, as shamans, must study and discover how.” 
 
    Raine paused. “Jaya, what I did in threatening you on Naidoc was abhorrent to all Meitj values of friendship and respect for human life and independence. However, my uncle convinced me that you were strong enough to survive and destroy the Imperial Crown, and my inherited oath bound me to attempt it.” A whistling breath, a Meitj sigh, punctuated Raine’s speech. “It also enabled me to change the conversation concerning the Ceph’s existence totally and irrevocably.” 
 
    Vulf’s voice was harsh as he cut short the Emperor’s justifications. “It is easier for you. Now, you go to the parliament with the Ceph freed, even if their freedom may take decades to eventuate. You are no longer arguing to end their lockdown. Instead, those who fear the impact of the Ceph must argue to lock them down again. Or destroy them.” 
 
    A yellow tinge of alarm colored the Emperor’s eyes. “You would destroy them?” 
 
    “Yes,” Vulf, his dad, my dad, his mom, Kohia, Rjee and Djarl all spoke together. 
 
    The Emperor’s exoskeleton lacked the ability to sag, but he swayed with disappointment. 
 
    Professor Summer cleared his throat. “Jaya, I am authorized on behalf of the Galactic Court to present you with your first mission as a Shaman Justice. You are to gather a team to support you and venture to the Ceph Sector to study the newest potential members of Galaxy Proper. Regular reports are expected. Your expenses will be covered.” 
 
    I stared at him blankly for several seconds, trying to take in just how radically the situation had changed, and how grave would be my first mission as a Shaman Justice. 
 
    I would be responsible for gathering evidence and presenting my opinion on the nature of the Ceph, their use of sha energy, the level of danger they represented in relation to Galaxy Proper’s defensive capabilities, and whether they should be freed, re-imprisoned, or destroyed. 
 
    Raine tapped his middle claws together. “We’ll be releasing your grandfather, Ivan Romanov, into your care. Even without his shamanic talent, our experts believe he may be of assistance to you. And he has certainly proven his determination to assist the Ceph.” 
 
    <It just gets better and better.> Possibly Vulf hadn’t meant to ’path his semi-humorous, resigned comment. He kissed my forehead. “We’ll send Ivan to the Ceph Sector in a different starship. If you can portal us to meet up with Ahab somewhere nearer to the Ceph Sector, we can spend a while longer here at home.” 
 
    “I’ll need three days to wrap up things at the Academy and recruit another four shamans to accompany us,” Dan said. He met the shifters and Freels’ hostile gazes blandly, but when he looked at me, his air of quiet command lessened. “You’ll need help, Jaya.” 
 
    “She’ll have ours,” my father said. 
 
    Rjee and Djarl nodded. “We’ll send crew members, as many as you need,” Rjee added. 
 
    “I’m coming with you.” Edith folded her arms. “And don’t argue!” Her glare started with Vulf, and switched to include their parents. 
 
    However, Trent and Laura shocked me most of all. “We wouldn’t argue with you, honey,” Laura told her daughter. 
 
    <Beware Mom when she’s being sweet and reasonable,> Vulf warned me. 
 
    Trent’s arm went around his wife’s shoulders as he snagged Edith with his other arm and drew her close. “We’ll be going, too.” 
 
    Vulf started laughing. “We’ll be investigating a forgotten legend capable of annihilating the galaxy…and it’s just turned into a family trip.” 
 
    “Of my family, too, please. My daughter would like to be included,” Raine said. 
 
    My eyes popped. This was getting out of hand. I couldn’t lead a team that included Vulf’s parents and a Meitj Imperial Princess! 
 
    On the other hand…did I trust any other shaman to command the expedition? The fact that I didn’t, hurt. But I had new allies. I had a family. Most of all, I had Vulf. 
 
    “Anyone who wants to come is welcome,” I said. If we were going to do something this crazy and momentous, who was I to stop people from volunteering? 
 
    “Cool!” Edith squealed, and hugged me. Then she spoke into her communicator. “Ahab, did you hear that? I know there’s that stupid delay before you answer, but can you organize t-shirts, please?” 
 
    <T-shirts?> I raised an eyebrow at Vulf. 
 
    “Team Ceph-inator. We’ll need twenty of them. Maybe more,” Edith said. “And Jaya’s t-shirt has to have a crown on it.” Edith glanced at Raine and winked. “An imperial crown for the Ceph-inator in Chief.” 
 
    The Meitj Emperor swiveled his eyes, amused. 
 
    “Team Ceph-inator?” I asked. 
 
    Vulf shared more of his sister’s zaniness than you might guess. He kissed my ear. “Do you want to ceph-inate me?” 
 
    The young Trent cousins standing nearby burst into teenage giggles. 
 
    “I’ll consider it.” I tried not to laugh, but failed. “You are all crazy,” I told my new family and allies. “But I love you.” And I was incredibly grateful for their support. “Edith? Change the t-shirts. If we’re going to be crazy…on Earth there was a legend of giant, tentacled creatures that resembled the description of the Ceph. They were called Kraken. So we’ll be Kraken Hunters.” 
 
    “Ooh, love it! Kraken Hunters it is.” Edith passed on my message to Ahab.  
 
    I clapped my hands together, ready to unleash a terrible pun on the galaxy. “Okay, people, let’s get crackin’!” 
 
    There are worse ways to begin a mission that would determine the fate of Galaxy Proper than with laughter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Want More? 
 
      
 
    Jaya and Vulf’s adventures continue in The Ceph Sector, coming in 2018. Meantime, you can enjoy Kohia and Nairo’s story in Shattered Earth, out November 20, and Ahab’s holiday rescue story, Jingle Stars, out December 4. 
 
      
 
    I appreciate your reviews more than I can say. Thank you! 
 
      
 
    And if you’re looking for something other than science fiction… 
 
      
 
    My Old School series is composed of stand-alone paranormal romance novels:  
 
      
 
    Phoenix Blood 
 
    Fantastical Island 
 
    Storm Road 
 
    Fire Fall 
 
    Desert Devil 
 
    Amaranthine Kiss (coming in 2018) 
 
    Shangri-La Spell (coming in 2018) 
 
      
 
    As is my complete paranormal romance series, The Collegium. Magic, mystery, shifters and demons. Both are available in Kindle Unlimited.  
 
      
 
    Demon Hunter 
 
    Djinn Justice 
 
    Dragon Knight 
 
    Doctor Wolf 
 
    Plague Cult  
 
    Hollywood Demon  
 
    Alchemy Shift 
 
      
 
    You can catch up with me on my Facebook page, Twitter @Jenny_Schwartz, or at my website. 
 
      
 
    Jenny 
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