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Prologue
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The female he strode past ran her eyes over him. Bantan wanted to stop right there and ask what was on her mind. With guards before and behind him, it couldn’t happen.

Her uniform hugged her curvy body in all the right places. Dark eyes glinted with humor. He wondered if she was laughing at him or what? 

He didn’t want the female laughing at him. Not that one. Having matured in a fucking cage, he’d never had occasion to get close to any females. Not quite true. The old female who brought his meals always smiled at him. The look in that one’s eyes didn’t come close to the female’s he’d passed standing in the doorway. 

Wanting to look back and see if she had turned away, he didn’t. Showing interest in a female he knew nothing about could get him injured. The last few years he’d spent kidnapped by pirates taught him one important lesson—don’t let anyone know what you’re thinking. They will use it against you. 

[image: tattoo]

Leisha understood it to be a male they had picked up. An Arkalian, the scuttlebutt said he appeared in bad shape. Lifepods didn’t have that much in them and, depending on the race of the form inside, were good for three weeks max. 

Their visitor couldn’t have been in one for very long. A message would go to her handler, regardless. She was to report any unusual incidents to her contact to be evaluated and passed up the chain. 

At first, being part of what she understood to be Admiral Ramos’s personal cadre of people felt like a promotion. After a time, she wasn’t sure what use she could be. There were a few things she passed along, nothing huge to her mind. 

Her handler pointed out it was all information, and it all went to Ramos. It gave the admiral a clear picture of how his fleet operated. He needed to know if anyone harbored anger or dissatisfaction with the upper echelon. Leisha had swallowed her doubts and kept feeding reports upward. 

No one suspected the paymaster of a vessel to act as a spy for the brass. Not that she considered herself a full-fledged spy, more of a gossip.

The Castner was her third berth. She liked variety and had changed ships as the openings arose, encouraged by her handler. They said it gave a better picture of the fleet overall. Since it meshed with her needs, everyone went along with it. 

More buzzed through the crew. The Arkalian was to be given a berth, food, clothing, and allowed access to the less important parts of the ship. There were things he was to stay out of and a list would be forthcoming from the captain within minutes. 

Curious heads poked out of units as the bootfalls of several crew members bounced off the metal walls. Within her purview to discover what she could for the admiral, Leisha left her desk in the narrow cubby and positioned herself at the door. 

With it open halfway, she got a good look at the Arkalian... and her mouth fell open. She closed it with a snap. The male coming toward her pushed every sex button she ever had. Tall—over seven feet—lean, and wiry, his ragged clothing barely covered his body. 

A muscular body with pale skin under a mass of beard, plaited to keep it in check. Dark hair on either side of his neck formed a trail that merged in the center of his chest. Her eyes followed it to the waist of threadbare and torn pants. 

His was an angular face, with bones beneath the skin that appeared to have been formed by chiseling them from an alabaster rock. His prominent forehead held a mass of dark hair that appeared to tumble back over lean shoulders. 

Dark eyes met hers. They held her gaze until he passed. That’s when she noticed the hair falling straight down to a behind she wanted to bite. Lusty heat bloomed. One guard, a female she knew well, a Fjellskoglander named Elma Telmdotter, grinned at her when they went by her door. 

Her wingform and drinking buddy apparently had the same reaction. What she wouldn’t give to help the refugee get cleaned up. Then her brain kicked in and told her sex drive to put it on hold. Tonight, she would invite Elma in for a drink. If the Fjellskoglander had been on the bridge, she might have additional information. 

Sure as the gigantic waves battered Pacifica when both moons aligned, this had to be transmitted to her handler. The more information she had to flesh out the report, the better. Not to mention, the more she had... well. 

His direct gaze from those dark eyes contained secrets, but she thought she caught a spark of something else. She wondered how old the male was. Guessing an Arkalian’s age wasn’t easy. How experienced was he with females? 

She waited outside the cubby she shared with two others—the com officer and a medic. It seemed both females must remain at their posts a little longer than usual. Their guest’s fault.

Her three-tiered chessboard took up space her shipmates allowed as long as she didn’t make waves about a few additional things they brought on board. She also sweetened the pot by supplying Spodahn whiskey once in a while. Tonight was one time she intended to bring it out.

Leisha didn’t have to wait to contact Elma. The woman flopped on her bunk, arms out to either side. “By Freya! Wasn’t your underwear wet just watching him?”

Leisha retrieved the bottle from its hiding place in the hammock strung inside her bunk. She waved it in front of Elma. The other woman sat up and reached for the blue-green bottle. 

Held tight in her hand, Leisha hung on. “How about a hit? You get one mouthful, no more.”

“Don’t be stingy.” Elma put her hand down and waited for Leisha to remove the cork. “If I figure out how to get an in on our guest, I’ll invite you. He looks like he could handle both of us.”

“I don’t want to get on the captain’s bad side by being too hungover to function tomorrow.” Leisha grinned. “Who knows what the hell she’ll decide to do? Maybe our guest needs to be taken somewhere.”

“Not right away. I suspect she’s waiting on orders from higher up. Maybe as big as the admiral. The kid says he’s been a prisoner of a pirate enclave for years and forced to tweak AI code. If that’s for real, Odin only knows what the hell those slime-soaked lowlifes have been doing.”

“Fuck! For real.” Leisha folded up on the floor and took another sip. “That rates two hits of this stuff.”

Elma took the bottle and tipped it up. “Damn, that’s good liquor. You said I got another, right? I heard you.”

“You did. How in the seven hells did he get away?”

“LaDalle hushed him up in a hurry. I’m thinking that’s going to be need-to-know only.”

“Makes sense. I bet we’re on the way to somewhere else by change of watch tomorrow.” Leisha took the bottle back, put in the cork, and laid it on the bed. 

“Yeah, and who knows how long it’ll take to get there. Maybe enough time to see what that boy knows about females.”

“Boy? He looked like a full-grown male to me.”

“Nope.” Elma shook her head. “I’ve been around Arkalians before. If he were full grown, he might have another meter in height.” She rubbed her chin. “Unless his growth spurt got interrupted somehow. When that happens, they’re shorter than usual. l still bet you another hit from that bottle, he’s young.” 

Elma grinned. Her pale blond braids shivered when she gave a mock shudder. “I’m going to try it, providing our captain gives him some freedom. If he got captured when he was a youngling, who knows? He might be a virgin. I’ve always wanted to break one in.”

Leisha joined in her friend’s hearty laugh. “That could be a bundle of fun, true. But I wonder why the pirates didn’t sell him in the slave market?”

“Oh, didn’t I mention he’s some sort of prodigy coder? They had him messing with code.”

“Yeah, come to think of it, you did mention it. A virgin looking like that?” Leisha fanned herself with one hand. “Fuck, would I like to help explore that.”

Elma and Leisha bumped fists. “Right with you there.” The other woman rose. “Guess I’d better get some sleep. Odin only knows what the higher-ups are gonna want us to do. And how much trouble we’re in. For sure, the slime are looking for him. If they get word he’s on the Castner, we’re in for a full-scale battle. Night, Le. See you at watch change.”

Leisha reorganized the information in her head. Best to try making contact tonight with her handler. She guessed by change of the watch, laDalle would have the Castner locked down tighter than a Vicillian sitting on a pile of credits.
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Chapter One
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This was a cage. It might be larger and have nicer accommodations, but it was a metal cage powering through space. It didn’t take a genius to discern the differences and still realize he had lost his freedom years ago. 

Free of the fuckers responsible for his lack of growth and lack of education regarding females, he still hated the pirates far more than the members of the SUN fleet now holding him. Necessary to put up with the not so intelligent captain of the scout ship, he would bide his time. 

He had a goal and a plan to reach it. He took the Little Sister from the pirates; it should be his. The AI already answered to him. His knowledge of the ships the pirates had compromised should buy him something. 

There were things he needed to learn and on a SUN fleet ship was a good place to work on that. He slipped on his new pants. A little short, they were still better than the rags he’d been wearing. The shirt with all insignia removed came next. Both arms in the garment, he stood before the mirror in the quarters he now shared with an ensign and a clerk. 

Shoulders back, he pulled the shirt into position and flattened his palm over the front to seal it. The boots were a problem. While the length worked, his narrow feet slid around inside. Should he bring the matter to his guard’s attention or not? That might not help him.

Bantan reached for the old shirt he’d been wearing. He ripped it into strips and sat on the chair. Boot in hand, he stuffed the material inside. After pushing his right foot in the boot, he stood and took several steps around the small space. That would do. 

On the closed door a hand-written note he’d perused earlier listed what the different “bells” meant, along with approximate times to expect each notification. One of his roommates was obviously as new as he to the schedule on a SUN ship. The last bell had signified a watch change. 

The guard told him to leave the room when dressed and he would be escorted to the mess hall where he could get something to eat. For a change, he would eat his fill. Another reason for his growth deficiency—lack of nourishment. 

Anger simmered beneath the surface. Why hadn’t someone freed him earlier when he still had a chance to reach full height? A bit of resentment at his parents, the Arkalian government, and SUN festered inside. 

Bantan choked it down. He’d waited to escape until his brother reached majority on purpose. Bandee could handle the assassin the pirates assigned to him now. He’d taken steps to alert both Bandee and his parents. Having fulfilled his obligations to family, he would look out for him now. 

One check in the mirror and he snapped out a small salute. “If not for the beard, you could pull off pretending to be one of them. Remember the plan, S’kan. Freedom is the goal.”

Which meant taking note of anything that might help him attain what he craved. Undoubtedly, he had a lot to learn. It had never stopped him before and wouldn’t now. He almost forgot one other thing. To appear non-threatening, a slight lift of the corners of his mouth would ease the severity of his features. 

A few practice tries in the mirror, and he felt ready to tackle the ship. Attitude. Grateful for rescue would be best. How wonderful that SUN found him—right where he’d positioned himself for an easy retrieval. That part was best kept to himself. 

Stepping into the hall, he greeted the guard. “Not a bad fit.”

The male nodded. “The pants are a bit short, but you’re not exactly average size.”

Bantan swallowed the reply that hovered like a bad taste in his mouth much as too-sweet tekel pudding. So he was taller than the form in front of him. That wouldn’t help him blend in on Arkalia one fucking bit. “Thanks. It’s a great deal better than what I wore when rescued.” 

“Come with me.” The guard turned to the right. “Looks like those snakes didn’t feed you much either.”

He felt a touch of affinity for the lifeform leading him toward food. The guard did express sympathy for his situation. “They fed me what they felt would keep me working. Not more than was necessary.”

“What did they have you doing? I doubt it was physical. You don’t look like they beat you a lot.”

He’d said too much. Bantan lifted his lips higher. “I don’t think I’m supposed to get into much about what I did there. I believe your captain wants to ask questions first.”

“Yeah. That’s on a need-to-know, I guess. Forget I asked. Wouldn’t want the brass to think I was poking my nose in where it don’t belong.” The guard grinned. “I was just making conversation.”

He turned a corner and made another right turn. Ahead of them lay a room filled with tables and chairs. “Let’s get you to the kitchen entrance. It’s a little early for us regular types, but the cook should have something they can get out.”

In no time at all, he had a recyclable plate loaded with something he desperately wanted to taste. Bantan took the closest chair, set the dish on the table, and began shoveling food in. “Fuck! This is the best thing to reach my mouth in years.”

The guard sat across from him with a steaming cup of something. “Yeah, they feed us decent. No complaints about that. You should slow down a little. A stomachache won’t help you when I take you to see the captain. She can be intense. After all, we’re out here on our own cruising around in frontier space. We get into trouble and it’s a long jump for reinforcements.”

As suggested, he stopped, took a deep breath, and nodded. “Good idea. Thanks.”

The guard had been helpful. He ate at a slower pace, making sure to chew it all. No one here was going to dart up and steal his food. Time to make a few adjustments, put his powers of observation to work, and gather information. 

As many different races as could be found in the Stellar United Nations seemed to be represented on the ship. The organization hummed. Like well-written code, every piece had a part to play and did so. 

Unlike the pirates, these crew members didn’t act out of fear or an inflated sense of superiority. Two of the crew entered the mess hall and went to the liquid dispensary. One, a male, spilled a little and cleaned up after himself. He didn’t leave it for the next form to deal with. 

They had rules and followed them. He suspected Captain laDalle would expect cooperation from him. Exactly what and how much he planned to give would soon be laid out. Priority for him was taking possession of the ship. Little Sister was his. Given the opportunity, he'd take it and go. 

True, he had no credits to fuel the ship, but he could get those. His coding skills were known by many. When still a youngling, he earned credits his parents had put away for him. They would surely withhold all in a bid to make him return home. Going to Arkalia couldn’t happen. 

The pirates would search for him there. They would watch and wait, hoping to recapture him. He couldn’t put his parents and brother in harm’s way again. 

Bantan turned his attention to the last bite of food. He could delay no longer. Appearing hesitant to face the captain wouldn’t look good for him. A cooperative demeanor and humble gratitude for being rescued would go a long way toward getting what he wanted from SUN. 

“I suppose I need to get this over with.” He aimed a wobbly grin at the guard. “How difficult is your captain?”

A gurgle of laughter came from the other form. “She can be a hard-ass. Still, she’s fair. You being a civilian lifts you a little above the normal crew member. I don’t expect she’ll roast you as hard as one of her own.”

He reached for Bantan’s empty dish. “Tell laDalle what you know. Answer her questions truthfully and you’ll be good.”

Bantan watched the guard dispose of his used service. Everything went into different recycling bins. It made sense to him. A scout ship, or any ship for that matter, must carry as little as they could. Recycling allowed the same basic building blocks of matter to keep the crew in what it needed without adding extra weight. 

The AIs he interacted with complained of their treatment at the hands of the undisciplined, uncaring hordes they carried. The Dragon claimed they were worse than the captives. Captives bound for slave markets had no choice. With no cleaning facilities, being dirty and smelling nasty must happen. Pirates seemed to revel in being that way. 

All too soon, they reached the bridge. With a nod for the guard, the captain walked to a doorway and went through it. The other male waved him forward. 

With a deep sigh, Bantan followed laDalle. The guard closed the door behind him. 
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Chapter Two
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His unofficial ring of informants produced the information regarding the Arkalian in the lifepod scooped up by the Castner. At the same time, the dispatch marked urgent came through from the scout ship’s captain, laDalle. 

Admiral Ramos sat in his favorite chair and sipped from a glass of his vintage wine. Soon, he should switch to drinking wine from Caleta. He didn’t want to finish off his special stash before he could create more. A dismal prospect in view of the way things sat in the universe now. He sighed. Retirement had been nice... while it lasted. 

His thoughts went back to laDalle. A good, solid officer, she wouldn’t get wound up over nothing. The captain said the young male swore he’d been held captive by pirates. She had allowed him to get cleaned up, eat something, and would then question him. Which made perfect sense. Lull the male into a relaxed state then interrogate him. It’s something he might do himself, given the same set of circumstances. 

The lifepod had been discovered in the vicinity of Samana at the north end of Brierton’s Wall, far outside of SUN space. He had hoped the Castner could operate out there without garnering too much attention. 

How in the seven hells had the Arkalian found himself in that location? A few possibilities came to mind, all of which were troubling. At the top of the short list—the pirates knew about the scout ship and had plans for it. 

Then again, they might be trying to stay out of range and had designs on Samana. If they did, there wasn’t much to be done about it. SUN had no authority in that sector. Any fleet ship operated in that area on its nerve. 

Bantan S’kan somehow got free of a ship full of pirates, took a lifepod, and escaped. It sounded too much like a miracle to him. Miracles didn’t exist, not in his purview. It all felt too contrived. 

He wanted his hands on laDalle’s interrogation of the Arkalian as soon as possible. Then he thought about Dahteste, Maden’s mate. Her information always proved to be solid. There were times he wanted more detail, but when dealing with spirits, you had to take what they were willing to give. 

Which brought him to another matter he wanted clarification on, but didn’t expect to get. Someday he might find out what Nizad hid. Tsela having gone directly to the Life Foundation for help in joining SUN eliminated other means of getting information. 

Under the right circumstances, he wouldn’t be above grabbing the shaman and seeing what could be wrung out of him. He wouldn’t undertake such an operation lightly. Still, he wouldn’t rule it out. The entirety of SUN, the health of all those sentient beings, outweighed the life of one male. 

The talk he’d had with Ruket Remse gave him some information. In the event he had to pressure the shaman king, he knew the male couldn’t leave the planet. Whatever he did must take place on Nizad itself. 

With Dahteste giving him information and what he’d found out from his spy on Nizad, he had no reason to go after Tsela. The status quo could continue as it had. The spirits spoke with the Distani female, and he understood they spoke to the shaman. That being true, they surely knew what he would do if the need arose. If they understood, he’d bet his last bottle of wine Tsela knew what he was capable of. His streak of ruthlessness only went on display when necessary. 

Fernando Enrique Ramos, admiral of the SUN fleet, swirled his wine in the glass. His gut told him the young Arkalian was a wild card. He detested those. A little predictability suited him fine. 

Adar Genn, now there was a wild one. Still, in Adar’s case, it was the devil you knew. There were a few things he could count on when it came to Genn. The male’s word, once given, could be relied on. Things happened out in the universe. A form couldn’t predict everything. He could—and did—depend on Adar’s character. 

Exactly where did this new player fit in? He finished the wine and placed the glass on the table. He needed some downtime. His implants must go off for a bit. LaDalle would get back to him with information as soon as she could. 

He’d call Stann, his husband. They’d chat about inconsequential things for a little while, then he would sleep and recharge. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three
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The pulse of light, no more than a slight brightening, told her a message from her handler had come in. The other two females were in the crowded little cabin. One in the cleaning unit would go to bed soon; the other nearly ready to go on shift would leave in a few minutes. 

They each went about their business without much talking. They’d agreed long ago to a few rules. Kit, the female from Caleta, didn’t want to talk after cleaning up for bed. You could make noise if it wasn’t music, and the sounds weren’t jarring. 

Nunda, the Selvian, still in her female phase, always needed a few minutes before going on duty to get her head in the right place. It wasn’t easy on a Selvian female with all the males around. If she didn’t keep a tight rein on her inner need to find a male and do everything for that individual, she’d get a reprimand for sure. 

Leisha had thought it a bad call for the female, staying on the ship knowing they would be in stealth mode out beyond SUN space for a long time. LaDalle and the brass, knowing Selvian traits, gave her the chance to take a berth on a different ship, one that had more contact with others. Nunda chose to stick with the Castner. 

Seated on the chair, eyes closed, Nunda did her pre-duty meditations. The female swore by them, said she’d come across a Gossican female who’d found a Nipponese temple where she got them. The nuns would produce a tailored set of meditations for whatever your problem, asking only for a nominal gift in exchange. 

At first, Leisha had thought it all a great scam. As time went on and what they’d given Nunda seemed to work, she’d grudgingly agreed there might be something to it. 

Silent, without a word for either of them, Kit came out of the cleaning unit. Her mask on her face, she felt her way to the third bed closest to the compact unit. She eased beneath the covers, flipped on her side, and cuddled into a ball on the gel mattress. 

The tinkle of her five minute alarm brought Nunda out of her meditation. She left the chair and stretched from side to side. The curvy female touched her toes, blew a kiss at Kit’s back, saluted Leisha, and left. 

Leisha gave everyone five full minutes before going over to the three-tiered chessboard in the corner. Lifting the chair so it wouldn’t scrape on the floor and wake Kit, she lowered it carefully, sat, and got to work on the message her handler had sent. 

Slapping a hand over her mouth, she managed to control the laugh. It came out as a strangled near-cough. She hurried to shut down the message, ducked into the cleaning station, and sat in shocked silence. 

Admiral Ramos wanted her help. Better yet, he wanted her to get as close to the Arkalian as she could. Elma would shit bricks if she knew. The message said to try anything necessary, sex if possible. That did bring up a giggle she couldn’t stifle. 

“If possible.” Leisha gave a snort of disbelief. She could have any male on the ship and a couple of females, too. All that was necessary was to let the one she picked know she had an interest in making a connection. 

Her biggest problem when joining the service had been learning how to keep those interested in a little shipboard fling from pursuing her. She’d made it an absolute rule to never play in her little sandbox. 

There were a couple of enlisted men she’d looked up after leaving the ship they both served on. Neither were mated, another hard stop for her. Of all the civilians she’d done a little R&R with over the years, the only one she’d kept in contact with was the Gossican, Cenzzy. 

They had become good friends, something she hadn’t thought possible. Cenzzy had been the one guilt-producing hookup she participated in. She never realized until after the fact how Gossicans could become fixated on humans. 

She had a couple of hours’ downtime. A trip to the library might be in order. She didn’t want to call anything up in quarters. Looking up Arkalians would be a giveaway. It would be best to go there and see what she could find. 

Other forms on the ship liked going there and getting away from the mostly cramped quarters. The NonCom’s lounge and the library were the two best places to escape. But if you went to the lounge, everyone assumed you wanted company. 

Not so in the library. Any form in there wanted solitude. Peace and quiet. Not a life form on board would disturb another in there unless it was an emergency. The library was sacred. If you wanted to have a good cry, you could. There were a couple of alcoves which allowed the form using it to shut the door and sob, scream, or sit there and stew for an hour or two. The only glances you got would be to see if the space was available or occupied. She could grab information on Arkalia, get in one of the alcoves, and research with no one the wiser. 

That settled, Leisha moved the chair back to its regular spot. No need to make her shipmates wonder what she had done with the board. They all knew the Castner had to maintain silence for the extent of this trip. 

She folded her cap and stuck it in a pocket before leaving her quarters. Not on duty, she didn’t want to be stopped for any crew questions. Someone always had a matter regarding finances they wanted to discuss. Not this time. They would honor her free time once she let it be known. The simple act of removing the cap did that. 

Face set in her usual mask of professionalism, Leisha set off for the library. Inwardly, she had a hard time containing herself. If she had to describe what she felt, the best word she could come up with was glee. A sanctioned seduction. Fancy that.
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Chapter Four
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High above the deep blue ocean, the sky darkened as the two moons grew closer together. When they met, one would block the other from the light of the star Pacifica orbited. When they aligned, the bright glow that lit the sky would fade. 

She waited. Knees on either side of the board, her gaze stayed fixed on the two small, dead planets caught in the gravitational pull of her world. Nearly all ocean, the pinnacles that breached the surface were few. Those only a few meters above the sea would be cleared of all vegetation once the effect of the alignment made itself felt. 

The small patches of land with enough elevation to survive continued to try spreading vegetation on the lower islands. It never worked, but the small populations of insects and animals held on, never quite giving up. 

On the deck of the floating city she called home, others watched and waited. Getting too old for this, still she carried on. Until her granddaughter came home and took over, she would dance on the waves. 

The smaller moon slid across the sky and slowly covered the face of the larger one. As if shaken by a giant hand, the water moved. No sound warned her. The dance of static electricity on the surface of the water did. 

What had been a gentle rocking increased. The cables anchoring the city to the sea floor made a strange sound as they stretched in response to the rising water. Eyes closed to better feel the motion, she flung both arms out, palms up. 

“It comes.”

The shouts from the city affirmed what she already knew. The giant wave created by the alignment of the moons rushed toward her. As if jerked upward by a flyer, she and the board flew up and out. 

She scrambled to her feet, balanced on the board, and prepared to dance on the leading edge of the wave. How far she went, how many waves she could dance on, predicted the year for the city, for her kin. 

As many as she had strength for, she would take. The euphoria engulfed her. Always the same, once the thrill grabbed her spirit, she wouldn’t stop until she could no longer stand. She was a wave dancer and would continue until she could no longer mount a board. 

Her scream of triumph echoed out over the dark water as the wave beneath her lifted. This one wouldn’t take her down—she still had the strength to work the board and the towering wave. 

Another came advancing toward the city and the female dancing on the water. She rode one after another, and another until her lungs struggled for air and her knees refused to hold her upright. 

Clinging to the board, she held on. Waited. The waves slowly began to subside. Above her, the moons had pulled away from their embrace. No longer would the intense pull create the monster waves which dashed across the equator of Pacifica. 

Lacking the strength to swim in, she still waited. Exhausted, but satisfied, she waited until her nephew came for her. She knew one of them would. Plucked from the water and deposited in the boat, she smiled. The only thing which would have made it better would have been the presence of her granddaughter. 

“Auntie, you can’t keep doing this.”

She looked up into his dark eyes. “Until she comes home, I’ll continue. There must be a wave dancer.”

On the way back to the city, she fell asleep dreaming of the days when she rode the waves to the horizon and beyond. When she had the strength to grab one and take it around the planet. 
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Klah carried Auntie into the house. His mate stood at the door to Auntie’s room with a big towel. Before he put her on the bed, Ettie placed the towel on the bare gelbed. He gently laid the old woman on it and stood back, hands on his hips. 

“I’ve got her. Callie is on the way.” Ettie laid a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll get her clean and dry. Dinner is in the cooker. I grilled a tortoa. There’s fresh nut beer in the cooler.”

“Damn Leisha needs to come home.”

“I agree. At least Auntie Arev didn’t try to ride the biggest one all the way. She listened when you told her she was too old for that.”

“There’s that. Still, I had to threaten her...”

Ettie rubbed his shoulder. “She’s okay.”

“This time.” He looked at his mate. 

“Callie tried. Not everyone is chosen to be a wave dancer.”

“And Zerothirty’s last one takes herself off to sign up for the SUN fleet. She knew Auntie was old when she left.” 

Ettie’s fingers combed his wet hair back behind his ear. “She had to get away. If she knew how bad it was, she might come home.”

“Except that ship she transferred to is off on some fucking secret mission and she’s out of touch.”

The front door opened and Callie hurried in. “I’d have been here sooner, but Arden had trouble getting the boat secured again. It broke its mooring.”

His younger sister came up on his left side. “She looks so old and... fragile.” 

“Because she is,” Klah said. 

“We’ve got her now.” Ettie gave him a small push. “Go eat.”

He did. In the kitchen he got a bit of fish, a mug of nut beer, and sat at the table looking out the long window at the sea. Pacifica had never been an easy world. The first colonists didn’t think about what the moons, when aligned, would create on a world mostly ocean. When the first big waves hit, the flooding washed away a quarter of the population. 

Back in the ship still orbiting the water world, the scientists discovered they could expect the huge waves at least once a year. What arable land existed had to be dedicated to keeping the plants they had nursed for two generations alive. They had to build floating cities. Platforms which not only would hold the colonists, but would also stay in place, anchored to the sea floor with enough cable to stretch when the big waves came through. 

He understood how the wave dancers came to be. He’d studied it along with every other kid on Pacifica. The superstitions around them grew as time passed. No city should be without one. Wave dancers let the waves know the populace understood their power and could live with it. 

His cousin must come home. Klah glanced toward the soft sounds of Ettie and Callie talking as they cared for Auntie. So Leisha wasn’t reachable for him. That didn’t mean the fleet couldn’t get to her if necessary. 

Klah pushed aside the plate, pulled out his communicator, and began doing research. By the time the two women came into the kitchen, he’d sent word to SUN administration he needed to reach his cousin as her grandmother was very sick. 

Finished with that, he found and pulled up the local Life Foundation representative living on Tensixty. He must contact his cousin. She had to come home. He didn’t know how much time her grandmother had left. Klah gave a grunt as he glanced at the closed door where his aunt slept. He could take a good guess. Close to a year—when the next alignment took place. 
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