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Dedication



For Monica, my matriarch in the making,

and for all our future wayfinders and faithful followers
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Chapter One

Kinship


In the early morning before the wind of the day wakes up, before the Push of the tide changes to the Pull, there is nothing to stir the mist that floats above the water. Nothing but me.

My family is sleeping, all rising and breathing together after a weary night of searching for, and not finding, salmon. I swim beside them and roll belly up, just below the surface. Each beat of my flukes makes a ring of ripples on the still water. The ripples nudge the mist. It swirls up and away from my path as if I am some giant thing, a rising tide or a storm wind.

I am not so big. Not yet. For now, I am just a daughter—not strong enough to be a savvy hunter like Mother, nor wise enough to be a master wayfinder like Greatmother. I am not old enough to be a mother like my cousin Aquila, and not young enough to delight my family like the younglings do with their games and sweet chirping voices. They say I will be a brilliant wayfinder someday. But I cannot imagine them following me.

When I am dancing with the mist of early morning, I do not care. I roll again and let my fin break through the skin of the sea and split the fog in two. I huff a great chaaaah out of the breather on top of my head. The sun lifts above the ridge of mountains, casting a golden glow across the Salish Sea. I turn downward, darkward, gathering speed, and then lift my head skyward. I beat my flukes hard against the grip of the earth and the weight of water, tucking my flippers close to my sides. I burst into the air and imagine myself turning into a raven and soaring among the clouds. I arch over and hit the water with a satisfying smack and a happy fizz of bubbles. When I rise to the surface again, Greatmother is there, watching me.

“Beauty is the food of the mind,” she says.

Wayfinders are like this. They say nonsensical things. I was trying to forget about food. I was hoping to want it less. But now Greatmother has reminded me, and my hunger comes roaring back like a winter storm.

“Eat a little beauty every day, my Vega, my bright star,” Greatmother says. She comes over to nuzzle me. “It will give you strength.”

That makes no sense at all! is the thing I do not say out loud. Nobody questions the wayfinder. We follow. Always. But while the rest of my family is waking up, I chase the last wisps of fog and bite into them. Just in case. They are nothing but a drizzle of rain on my tongue.



We gather around Mother and Greatmother, shaking off sleep, ready to follow them.
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“Our Chinooks will return to us,” Greatmother says firmly. “They always have. Since the time of ice.”

She leads us on, choosing a path around the islands and inlets of our home waters. Mother travels shoulder to shoulder with her. Mother is the wisest of hunters. If she cannot find our salmon, no one can. And none of us needs our salmon more. Her belly is broader every day. When I make a click-stream, I can see the shape of my soon-to-be-born sister inside her. It has been a hard year, a lean year. But babies are always good luck, and she is the sister I have been waiting for my whole life.

We fall into our usual places. Greatmother leads us. Mother nudges the younglings, Deneb and Altair, to the middle, where they can be well looked after. Uncle Rigel swims on one side of them, Aquila on the other. I do not have a particular spot, so I tag along behind where I can hear and see everybody, but they will not pay attention to me.

We are a thing to see when we travel. One fin after another cuts through the water, rising like an ocean wave, fast and sleek and strong. Sharks head for the shadows when we come around. Eels slide farther into their caves. Gulls scatter. Seals watch us from their resting spots with wide brown eyes.

All day long Mother sends her click-stream into shallows and under stone arches. She circles underwater rock spires and forest-covered islands, looking for our salmon. We all search. The sea is full of fish, but none are big enough, meaty enough, rich enough. None are salmon. Pull changes over to Push. The younglings are ready to eat anything that moves.

“Fish! Fish! Fish!” Altair chants while Deneb flushes out one of the spiky fellows hiding in the rocks. I have already learned my lesson about those. I am not surprised a moment later to see the youngling boys spitting out the pointy bits and finding not much left to swallow.
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I cannot blame them. Another long day of hunting, another day of hunger. The sun is going down by the time we come to a less rocky spot with a smooth bottom. I spy a pair of eyes in the mud—blinking. I stop my bubble stream and draw in a mouthful of water. You can never tell how big a fish is from the size of the eyes. In my imagination, this one is big enough to feed us all. I squirt the water out of my mouth. It lifts the fish from the mud, and in one snap I have him! I crunch down until I hear the middle bone crack. Every fish has a middle bone, and when you break it, they stop fighting. I shake off the mud and sand.

It is small. Barely a mouthful. I blow out a big sad bubble and rise for breath. Deneb spies my catch first, and Altair is right beside him.

“Share! Share!”

These are the first words a baby learns. We alone among the creatures of the sea share our food.

“My clever Vega!” Mother says. “Always noticing the little things. It takes a sharp eye to find a flat fish.”
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We all know that flat fish are flavorless. Not quite as unsatisfying as eating clouds, but almost.

“Only a little one,” I say.

I offer her the first bite. She shares her half, so I do the same. The piece I’m left with is hardly worth swallowing. I wish I had given the whole thing to Mother. She needs every mouthful she can get. I look through Mother’s belly to see the curled shape of my baby sister.

“She is growing just as she should,” Mother says. “I promise.”

It is not kind to look through someone, but I cannot stop checking on Capella. I rub my head ever so gently across the stretched skin of Mother’s belly. A sister, a sister of my own! Someone to love and look after. Someone to swim at my side and share the work of a wayfinder.



Greatmother takes us out of the shallow and silty inlet to a place where the island is steep sided and rocky. The Push is stronger here. We rest and let it carry us along. There is a cave at the waterline that I remember from the last time we came this way. I move closer, and just like last time, there is a mother seal and her baby asleep inside. Another seal is floating just outside the cave, crunching through the skin of one of the spiny fishes without a flinch. Maybe it would not be so bad to eat a prickly one. I am hungry enough to try.

I duck under the water and send out my click-stream. I wait for the echo of my clicks to return, tilting my chin up to catch even the faintest sound. My clicks show me the cracks and crevices where fish like to hide, as if sunlight could reach there. I see a few of the prickly fellows and then . . . a big flash of silver.
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I quick turn. Click-stream again. Yes, oh yes! Smooth sides all speckled gray, a hooked mouth, and fast!

A salmon! A Silver!

I surge forward and it swerves toward the rocks, looking for a niche too narrow for my teeth to follow. I keep after it, and it zigzags up the face of the cliff. It jumps into the air. I scrape my side on the rocks in pursuit. I can taste it already. I snap and miss. It jumps again. I gather my strength and leap. I cannot quite grab it from the air, but with a swing of my head I knock it against the side of the cliff. It falls back into the water, stunned. I grab it, pushing my teeth deep into its meaty sides. Salmon! At last!

For a moment, I just hold the salmon in my teeth and breathe out round bubbles of bliss. I caught it all by myself! A Silver—not quite as mighty as our kings, our Chinooks, but food, real food. I feel that burst of oily goodness in my mouth. It is mine! All mine. I could eat it in one bite.

My family is ahead, turning in to the next passage between islands. They would never know I did not share it. I take a nibble. It is as rich as I remember.

I lift my head out of the water and watch my family swimming all together under the stars. One after another they breathe out a spray of air, water, and salt. Tall breaths from Mother and Greatmother; medium sized from Aquila, who is only twenty seasons older than me. Old Uncle Rigel has the biggest breaths of all. The smallest spouts come from the younglings—my brother, Deneb, and Aquila’s baby, Altair.

They are about to move around a bend where they will not be able to see me with even the strongest click-stream or hear me if I call. My heart races. I have never been alone before. I could get away with eating my entire salmon and then catch up. I could. My stomach makes a happy gurgle at the thought.

And then Uncle Rigel’s big fin turns, and I feel his click-stream wash over me. Mother calls my name, and then Greatmother and Aquila too. They are all hungry. Every one of them. Still, they are waiting. For me.

In the space of one heartbeat, my greed is unthinkable. A little together is more than a feast alone. So much more! I carry my salmon to them and we share. It is not enough. Not even close, but we are together, whatever the Push and Pull of the tides will bring.
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Chapter Two

Noise


Vega caught a salmon! A big one! Well, medium big. I leap right over her to celebrate. She holds it in her teeth, and I take my bite. It’s been a whole season since we’ve found a Silver. Everyone says they’re not as good as the Chinooks, but I’m too hungry to care.

“Well hunted,” Mother says.

“It’s not easy to catch one all on your own,” Greatmother adds. “How did you find it?” “Well . . .” Vega looks a little flustered. I’m glad I don’t have to answer to Greatmother like my sister does. She’s so much braver than me.
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“I saw a cliff face with crevices. Prickly fish like to hide, so I thought a salmon might hide there too. I did not know for sure if I would find one,” Vega adds. “I guessed.”

Greatmother gives a rare nod of approval.

“It’s time,” Mother says proudly. “You can think like a hunter. Come lead us like a wayfinder.”

I see a flush of pink all down Vega’s white belly.

“Time indeed,” Greatmother says. She nudges Vega into the wayfinder’s position. That’s never happened before. Sometimes Aquila leads when we’re in an easy stretch of water. I thought Vega would be much older before it was her turn.

I see a shiver of power go through Vega. She’s ready!

“Are you sure?” she says, because a wayfinder never brags.

“We learn to lead by trying,” says Mother. “And by trusting each other. You know the way.”

“Your name star is at the top of the sky,” Greatmother says solemnly. “Salmon season is upon us. Our kinship will be gathering.”

“I know the way,” Aquila says eagerly. “The Gathering Place is warmward, past this island and the next one. . . .”

She goes on and on. Aquila knows everything. She is constantly at Greatmother’s side, and she always has the right answer. And she always interrupts when it’s Vega’s turn to talk. I could bite her!

I start to sneak over to Aquila, but Uncle Rigel heads me off. He puffs out a big warning bubble right under my chin. I don’t know how such an old guy can move so fast. I veer away and give Vega a chirp of encouragement instead.

“I can find the way,” Vega says.

She’s going to lead the way! I jump-spin-splash. I swim a circle around her, smacking my flukes on the water to announce to even the littlest fish that my sister—my Vega—will take the lead today. And she’s only forty-four seasons old—a legend already!

I get in place to be her first follower. Also, I’m ready to bite Aquila’s fluke if she does something bossy.

“Lead on,” Mother says.

Vega sweeps the waters ahead with her click-stream, even though I know she has everything memorized. She has a story for each kelp forest and funny-shaped rock. She knows where the net boats are and how to not get tangled in them. There are lots of paths through the Middle Islands that could take us to the Gathering Place. Vega will choose the best one. The one with fish to eat. As we set off, Aquila and Mother sing “Side by Side and Fin by Fluke” to Altair, to encourage him to stay close, just like they used to sing to me when I was small.

[image: image]

I listen to Vega tell herself the story of each sea mark as we come to it—the steep slope with the ledge of bird nests . . . the rocky point with the lightning-struck tree . . . the sunken boat with all the eels lurking inside. I repeat every way marker as she calls them out. She’s going to lead our kinship when she’s old. And me? I’m going to have a fin as tall as Uncle Rigel’s and a wicked scar on my back just like his, proof of my brave deeds.

Ahead is an open passage between the steep-sided island and the island with the shallower slope where the water runs as fast as the wind. Vega lets us rest for a moment as she looks all around.

“The Push is strong here,” she calls out. “But easier waters lie ahead.” She encourages us, like wayfinders do.

As we round the end of the island and move into open water, the terrible roar of a human carrier reaches us. The noise is so loud it makes everything dark. I put my head above the water to escape the sound. The churning growlers are coming right toward us. Why did Vega take us this way? We have to get out of here!

My heart races. Vega’s going to lead us in a different direction. I’m sure of it. She was bitten by a boat’s growler six seasons ago. There’s still a notch on her fin. She hates the big boats.

Vega hovers, completely still. I can’t stop shaking, but she doesn’t even flinch! So brave! She definitely has a plan. We could backtrack and go the long way around. I’m tired, but I will follow her anywhere.

Vega looks at Mother, click-streaming through her skin to see the baby. Mother is much more tired than me. The long way around will be hard for her. But I’ll help. She can swim in my shadow when she gets tired. I look to Vega for the signal to turn back.

The lights of the human carrier shine out in all directions. The honk of its horn is louder than a whole colony of long-nosed seals. We have to get out of here now!

“Come on!” Vega calls. “Stay close.” She plunges into the passage, ahead of the human carrier.

For a moment we all pause, trying to understand why she would risk the growlers of the human carrier. But she’s my sister—my wayfinder—and I’m the first to follow her.

“Coming!” I shout to Vega over the noise. She knows we can cross in time. Why else would she take the chance? I wince against the pounding noise and swim to her side. Our family follows.

Vega tries to hurry, but little Altair can only go so fast, even with Aquila nudging him along. I send out my click-stream to help light our way, but the noise drowns my clicks and darkness falls around me.

I think I hear Vega shouting.

“Turn back!” Or maybe it’s “Try harder!”

I spin around and around, but I can’t see my family or even feel them moving beside me. The growlers thrash great clouds of bubbles into the water. The human carrier is nearly on top of us. Again I hear shouting, but I can’t tell what I should do. I reach out my flippers. I know my family is close, but in the noise it feels like they’re an ocean away. All I can hear is my own heart racing.
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Then out of the darkness Mother and Greatmother appear, swimming close enough to touch me. I lean into them, shivering with relief. I’m aching to rise for breath, but the boat is too close. I squeeze my breather tight and wait. Mother and Greatmother join their click-streams together. A faint glimmer of the path ahead shines out. I swim in the shadow of the strongest wayfinders of my kinship.

They take us under the boat. Vega shivers as she swims beside me, even though we are well clear of the biting teeth on the back end. I feel the pressure of it passing above. I gather my strength and swim faster, away from the growlers, away from the groan-rattle-thrum, out of the passage between islands and into the shallows of a protected cove. I plunge into the tall thin trunks of a kelp forest, gasping for breath.

The heat of my panic drains away and in time the shivering stops. I am cold and ashamed. Vega led us wrong. How could she?

“That was too close!” I shout. “Why did you do it?”

A breath later I regret it. Who am I to question a wayfinder? Uncle Rigel never would. It was her first try. Vega’s heart is racing just as fast as mine. Mother and Greatmother go among us, soothing our fears and praising our courage.

Nobody speaks to Vega. She holds herself apart from us.

We rest together in the cove, dozing and waking and dozing again. The smooth flat fronds of kelp stroke our sides, and the steady roll of the waves rocks us. Just before the sun rises, Greatmother leads us out of the kelp and into open water. But when she turns oceanward and heads for the Gathering Place, Vega turns in the other direction and swims away.
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Alone.

I can’t believe it. Two wrong things in one night!

Should I tell Mother? Should I not tell? Everyone has their eyes on Greatmother. They can’t even imagine leaving the family.

I can imagine it. My heart goes chasing after my sister, but the whole rest of my body sticks to my place. I know where I belong. Still, it feels like I’m being torn in two.
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