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Dolphin Lagoon, B.C.

Sparks flew into the dark sky, a thick layer of clouds hiding the moon and the stars, the light from the fire dancing off the mirror surface of the lake.


Singing filled the forest, and the wolves stopped their nighttime hunt to listen. A bear left the stream that led down to the sea for he had feasted all day on the gift Salmon brought. He heard the beat of a drum.


The Old Man closed his eyes, his song reaching deep into his memory and dreams. That is when Bear took the form of a man and entered the light.


“Many fires have passed since you came before me,” and the old man stirred the embers, sending a shower of sparks to meet the stars.


Bear began to speak.


“Words from far away fill the sky, a tongue I have not heard for the time of many chiefs.”


“Why does Bear talk to me of such things?” the old man asked.


“An Outsider will seek you out. I fear once more for the people of the sea.”


The old man stirred the fire again.


“Since the time of the great sickness we have waited for the Outsiders to listen, to learn the wisdom of Sky, of Sea, and of Forest. I would speak with him and Eagle will know his heart.”


Bear stood and his arms spread wide as he turned into Eagle and rose into the sky.


The old man began to sing.




“Mandy, you can only edit and rewrite for so long. At some point you have to slay the beast and cast it out into the void.”


“Where did you hear that?”


I took a sip of my coffee and tried to look serious.


“PBS. I think Churchill said it.”


“Churchill who?”


I shook my head.


“Forget it. Get it done and be done with it.”


She let out a long sigh.


“What if nobody likes it?”


Mandy and I met every afternoon for an hour at Naomi's Grill after her shift at Walmart - that gave her just enough time to make the ferry home. I was pushing her to finish her manuscript. I had a promise from Jennifer McDonough-Gosling at HyperNews Canada to giver her a boost once she got her book up on Amazon.


“Mandy, I went through all these feelings. Many times. I learned a long time ago not to care what other people thought, or especially wrote online.


“Some of my novels have really sappy endings. I always thought I should change those, but they are the ones that sell the best. Some of them I can’t even read out loud without choking up.


“It’s not that they are Pulitzer Prize worthy. But they are like family to me - the characters, their challenges, their successes and failures. I actually sat on the forest floor below the fence at Natzweiler concentration camp in France and bawled my eyes out at the spot where they found Marianne’s remains. Marianne is just a character of my imagination, but she is as real to me as you are.


“Embrace what you write and stand up for it. People will feel that in your work.”


“But what happens when you leave? Who will help me then?”


I smiled.


“I’m just an email away.”




Dickson Rugger walked out of the Safeway on 3rd Avenue and caught a bus back toward the container yard where he lived in a small run-down trailer behind an abandoned port building. He got off the bus at the ferry terminal stop. As he approached the Park Avenue junction he saw the car.


“Shit.”


The window rolled down and he heard that familiar voice.


“I want my money.”




It had been a week since my encounter with Wa’ach,tee in the rainforest at the head of Work Channel. If it was even real at all. My analytical side told me to trust only what could be touched and documented.


I wish I could dismiss my vision so easily.


The cabin in the woods - it seemed so real. I checked the weather summary - Thomas Packett had been right. There was no rain or wind storm that night. And as for the Spirit Bear … he lived in my dreams at night if not in the forest.


Rhonda was busy with Roger Stone’s business accounts and planned on making her way here in a couple of days by way of the ferry from Port Hardy, courtesy of one of Stone’s security guys who arranged to borrow Tim Kaufman’s truck.


For the moment I was grounded. Groot and I took long walks in the morning to keep him from going stir crazy. I had Bridgeview Marine change the oil and filters on my diesels, got caught up on revarnishing the upper deck railings, and generally was running out of things to keep my mind busy.


I tried writing, but even that seemed balled up inside.


The article on the Spirit Bear prompted the usual array of comments on the HyperNews social media. To some I was a crackpot spouting the “usual native hocus-pocus”, while others found the article informative and the ending uplifting. One person accused me of promoting witchcraft while another thought my experience proved shape-shifters from ancient alien civilizations were living among us.


Jenny thought the click-throughs were fantastic.


“I told my dad we were working together, and he told me I was crazy,” she informed me in an editorial conference call. “That’s quite an endorsement,” and she left me with a new task.


“Write something edgy. Something off the beaten track. That shakes up these Internet trolls and pushes click-throughs through the ceiling.”


I wasn’t exactly sure how “edgy” fit into the social structure of Prince Rupert, but I resolved to keep my options open.




Prince Rupert Container Terminal

“Gentlemen … you, too Mischa. We have a busy day today.”


Albert Delmonte, the yard foreman for DP Prince Rupert, always greeted the distribution crew the same way each morning. He had taken a risk hiring Mischa Prevost two years ago. She did not fit the HR profile, had little previous work experience, and was awfully young. His crew, on the other hand, were seasoned and rough-edged longshoremen. But something about the young girl struck him and he took a chance.


When HR called him on the carpet over his greeting he countered:


“Because she’s not just one of the boys. She’s a cut above - that’s why I call her out every day. Makes the boys respect her.”


He always carried a clipboard with the day’s offloading schedule he printed the night before. Mischa always gave him a hard time over that - “your tablet always has the most current schedule” - but he liked the simplicity of his printed report. He liked being old school.


“All right, where are we on COSCO Autumn?”


One of the crew leaders finished his coffee and grabbed his tablet.


“Ahead of schedule. Customs is working through the night and should be finished by 0900 hours tomorrow. Number 1 Berth will be cleared and ready for docking by 1300 hours.”


“What about the 235 train? When is it scheduled to depart?”


“Train 235 is scheduled to depart at 0630 tomorrow.”


“Good. The Spring Rain will be arriving … ,” and he began flipping through his papers … ,”


“1500 hours, chief,” Mischa called out, tablet in hand. He hated being called “chief”.


“Thank you once again, Mischa. And it’s Mr. Delmonte, thank you.”


She just smiled.


“Got it, chief.”


“OK. You guys gonna sit here and drink coffee all day?”


The room began to empty as the crew grabbed rain gear and hard hats and headed for the cranes.




“You look lost today.”


Thomas arranged to pick Mandy up after he returned from a drive up the Skeena River highway and arrived at Naomi's Grill a bit early. He suggested we get a drink in the lounge and leave Mandy to wrap up her afternoon writing session on her own.


I needed the break.


“Mandy says you’ve lost focus. She’s worried about you.”


I took a drag off a brandy-rocks and let the heady aroma fill my senses.


“I can’t get the Spirit Bear out of my head. I haven’t slept well since. I’ve tried writing it out of my consciousness, but that has made it even worse. Rhonda will arrive in a few days and she’ll want to start heading north again, but this thing has me anchored right here. It’s like I’m afraid to leave until I sort this all out. I can’t seem to get my feet on the ground.”


Thomas tossed back a shot of tequila and motioned to the bartender for another.


“My people speak of the moment when a spirit guide takes the form of a man. A moment of decision, of faith.


“I was in the army before Mandy was born. I trained as a paratrooper. I thought it would show I was a great warrior, until I wrenched my knee so badly I was cashiered out.”


He laughed at the incongruity of that.


“The first time I jumped I felt that moment. I was afraid I would fail, afraid to jump. But I did, even though I peed my pants I was so scared. I’ve never told that to anybody.


“My service opened the door to this job, so that moment of doubt was actually a doorway to my future. I believe you are standing in that doorway right now. You said you want to get your feet back on the ground. Perhaps you need to see the ground from a different perspective.”


The ferry blasted its last approach warning that reverberated through the town. He dropped a twenty on the bar.


“Come to Metlakatla tomorrow morning. I've someone you need to speak with.”




For electricity he plugged into an abandoned building behind DP Prince Rupert’s Administration offices at the end of Scott Road, across the tracks from the terminal. He ran a hose from an outside faucet for water. The small trailer tucked out of the way was no bother - Dickson Rugger was on standby security 24-7. He paid no rent.


“Step 1 complete.”


Sitting in near darkness, his computer screen illuminating his dinette table littered with empty energy drink cans and Twinkie wrappers, Rugger gloated.


“Now, for a little mischief, just for fun.”


He began typing cryptic commands into his terminal program … ,




I rolled over after tossing and turning for what seemed hours and stared at the clock.


11:52


“Great.”


So I slipped out of bed and into sweats. Groot just gave me a “what the hell are you doing up?” look and went back to sleep, covering the end of the couch with a beautiful loogie. I pulled a sparkling water from the fridge and slipped behind my desk.


I thought a bit of research time would help push me into nah-nah land. The Port Authority’s WIFI tapped into a 5G fiber network, so working in this remote corner of the world turned out to be a blessing.


Remote is misleading. Prince Rupert’s deepwater port, the deepest in North America, was actually the first stop of the Great Circle shipping route from Asia. The building of a sophisticated container cargo facility propelled Prince Rupert to the forefront of Chinese imports. The rail service that followed the coast south then turned east toward the populated regions of North America ran on uncontested routes. Shipping from China to Chicago, one of the metrics used to determine shipping efficiency, was the shortest of all the routes through here.


Fairview Marina where I was berthed was but a short walk to the container facility with its 7 massive cranes and the rail network to match. When the giant container ships were in port the yard ran 24-7.


Tonight I was pretty frustrated.


“Goddamn WIFI.”


I tried following several research threads but my connection sputtered and completely locked so many times I began adding a little brandy to my water. So I switched to my Starlink … ,

Offline - Unexpected Location


“What? No. Not with the marine service.”


Starlink for boats allows you to remain in contact with the satellites regardless of where you are, even if you are underway. And I paid a premium for the equipment and the service.


I rebooted the router.


I ended up with a full glass of brandy, trying to scoot Groot over enough to get a seat on the couch.


“I need some sleep.”
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0900 Hours; Connected Coast IT

“We’ve received scattered complaints from Prince Rupert. Outages, interruptions, security protocols breaking down.”


“Any commonality?”


“Only the time. 0200 hours, give or take.”


“Anything going on now?”


“Nothing. And nothing in the logs. It behaved like a bad router somewhere in the system, but all of them checked out clean. No errors.”


Richard Drychuck, the Technical Supervisor for Connected Coast, a fiber provider for the B.C. rural connectivity consortium, looked over the night’s transaction log.


“Interference?”


Interference. Jamie Clark, the on-duty tech, just smiled. No one in management ever used the word “hacker”. Not in the fiber business.


“Unlikely. No signature entry point. No trace-back. It looks more like jamming on the router’s outbound signal, but there is not enough evidence so far to examine one way or another.”


Drychuck frowned.


“Keep monitoring this. I want to know immediately if it happens again.”




Metlakatla

“I am glad you came today. I believe we have much to talk about.”


I had expected deeply weathered skin and long black braids, a voice that spoke in allegories of spirit visions, with songs and banging drums.


“A Catholic priest?”


“A parochial vicar, to be precise. Kind of an assistant priest. Father Anthony,” and he held out his hand.


“Hewitt. Larry Hewitt, Father, uh, Anthony.”


“Please, among the Tsimshian they call me Father Tony,” he delivered with a disarming smile.


“Tony it is.”


“Thomas tells me you saw a Spirit Bear, and not just in your dreams.”


“Pretty much it.”




“Creation mythology actually takes similar forms in many cultures.”


We took a walk along the beach looking for a little privacy.


“I need to warn you up front, Father. While I follow the teachings I was brought up with, I do not believe in the literalness of the Bible, especially the Old Testament creation stories. And as for miracles and seeing the Virgin Mary in the swirls of a latte, not my cup of tea, so to speak.”


He smiled and placed his hand on my shoulder.


“Ah, a true skeptic. Then I promise I will not try to convert you.”


That broke the tension.


“First Nation myths at their core involve both Creator and Guardian Spirits, not dissimilar to God and guardian angels. And, of course, the Old testament’s foundations are oral myths of the wandering Hebrew tribes just as First Nation people maintained oral traditions for centuries.


“When writing entered the picture the creation myths of the Hebrews became formalized - the oldest Biblical scrolls. Had First Nation tribes created a written language it is likely there would be less variation among peoples.


“But that is the beauty of their songs.”


“You don’t sound like a priest.”


He laughed.


“I respect the old ways and customs. They predate Christianity and Western civilization by as much as 10,000 years. That respect allows people to find my teachings along their own path.”


“What I experienced, Tony. It was not a vision. Not a dream. There were physical manifestations over an extended period of time. And there was direct evidence we returned to the very spot where the cabin and the old man lived.”


“Yes, Thomas told me. The scat of your dog.”


“When I awoke the next morning, I was in the cabin. I would not expect that from a dream.”


“And yet,” he interjected, “the evidence shows there was no storm that night. And, of course, the clearing. It was empty. There was no cabin. You can't escape those facts.”


“That’s what freaks me out.”




“Chief, can I see your clipboard?”


Mischa grabbed her boss outside her office.


“What? tablet on the blink?” he kidded.


“Not the tablet,” she replied, a serious tone to her voice.


“Uh, what’s up?” he asked as he handed her his printed report.


“I’m not sure. I’ve been having issues getting input from the crane bluetooth terminals. Our network provider says they’ve been experiencing some ‘irregularities’,” and she scanned the report. “When did you print this out?”


“Right before I left last night … maybe 6:00.”


“And I clocked out at 5:30,” and she began to look down the list, carefully.


“What are you looking for?”


“Something does not line up. I looked over this morning’s customs inspection list. It’s different than what I remember from last night. At least what I think I remember.”


“Is this going to take a while? I need to be out at crane 4.”


“No, I’ve got what I need. I’ll let you know if I find anything.”




0930 Hours

The ferry finished loading and with a loud blast of the ship’s horn it pulled away from the dock and headed back towards Prince Rupert.


“The ferry follows a predictable path, every day on a set time schedule,” Father Tony continued. “People plan their lives around it. Our sense of the divine is not so different. It consists of a set of beliefs and rules which we follow to build our lives in harmony.


“What you experienced has upset that harmony.”


“That, Father Tony, is an understatement.”


“Yet at the same time,” and he stopped and turned to face me, “I suspect you've been preparing for this vision for a long time.


“In the Book of Genesis the Tree of Life grows within the Garden of Eden beside the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. This juxtaposition is part of a universal duality that pervades many religions, and is essential in First Nation beliefs.


“Each Spirit Guide, whether it be Bear, Eagle, or Raven, has elements of this duality within them. It defines the contradictions we face everyday in our own lives, just as surely as the battle between Good and Evil does in western theology.”


We walked along in silence for a while.


“I can’t sleep. I can’t focus to work. I've no desire to go anywhere, or do anything. I’m stuck in neutral.”


He smiled, and pointed back towards the ferry dock.


“The Tsimshian tell a story where an Eagle comes from the sky to bring wisdom to the people, but they tremble in fear before him. So he turns himself into a man and the people were not afraid. So too did God bring His word, then sent His Son as a man so people were not afraid. In my view these are the same stories.”


As we approached the ferry dock Thomas was backing a boat down into the water at the boat launch.


“I hope you will accept my invitation to speak to my church after Sunday’s mass. Perhaps a reading from one of your books. When Thomas told me you were a published author I did some checking. Quite an impressive collection.”


“Thank you, Father. I’d like that.”


We stopped and he put his hand on my shoulder.


“Your vision has yet to play itself out. Only time will reveal His true purpose. And I think Thomas has an idea for you to help you on that path.”




“Dolphin Island?”


“It will take you a couple of hours to get there. I put a map in the console.”


Thomas prepared his personal boat for me complete with a sleeping bag and a packed dinner, courtesy of Mandy. His grand idea:


“You already talked to a priest. Now, it’s time to talk to a shaman.”


“I can take the Dreamcatcher.”


“I wouldn’t. The entrance to Dolphin Lagoon is blocked by a large rock mid-channel, and the water on either side is shallow. To get to the eastern side you have to go through one of two narrow passages both filled with hazards. Go to the right. Just take it slow with this and you’ll be fine.”


“And just where do I find this shaman?”


“I marked the spot on the map, but it’s easy to find. A small creek drains from a lake. Follow it to the lake and you will find his camp - maybe 300 meters at most.”


“And if he’s not there?”


He released the boat and it floated free.


“He will know you are coming.”


He pulled the boat over to the dock.


“You’ve got enough gas to get there and back. I’d plan on not returning until morning. And maybe not even tomorrow.”


I looked at the cooler.


“No breakfast?”




1400 Hours

Mischa stood holding a clipboard in the air to catch Delmonte’s attention as he spoke with crane operator #7. He gave Mischa a “hold one” signal and finished up before climbing back down to the loading deck.


“What have you got?”


“I think we have a problem.”




“Come on, boy. It’s just like the skiff.”


Groot was having nothing to do with the powerboat. As big as he is, he does not like to jump down. He can climb up, but doesn’t jump up, either. And he likes his routine.


But I couldn’t leave him alone.


“I’ll watch him ‘till you get back.”


Betty Longbach lived in an old houseboat that had moored in the harbour since the last ice age according to the guy at the gas pump. She was the de facto security guard for this float and Groot always stopped to smear drool over her pants when she was about.


“Really? I’ll be back late tomorrow. Maybe later.”


“Be happy to.”


“I’ll leave his food out, and a leash.”


She turned to face the Dane who was standing defiantly on the swim step.


“Groot, want to go for a walk?”


He bolted from the swim step onto the dock and nearly knocked her over as he rubbed up against her.


“I guess that means yes.”


So I gathered up a small pack of necessities - rain gear, binoculars, a half-loaf of sour dough - and grabbed a warm coat. I closed up the Dreamcatcher and stepped aboard the powerboat.


Groot and Betty were long gone.


As I cleared the breakwater and pushed the throttle forward to gain speed, I sat back and wondered.


“Why am I doing this?”




“I don’t understand,” Mischa began. “This is the closing customs report from yesterday. It is exactly the same report you printed the night before. They match - each container, the declared contents, and its custom status.”


She turned to her computer and called up a report from the schedule system.


“This is the report I generated this morning and gave to the customs official for her inspection.


“Look at line 25. Container #DCH-1355, Auto Parts. It is listed here on this morning’s report. It does not show on your printed report or mine from yesterday’s closing.


“And to make matters more confusing, container #PSN-1141 which is on your report and mine shows on the customs report as having cleared yesterday. But it should be in the Customs yard.”


“Where is it now?”


“On train 235 halfway to Jasper, bound for Toronto.”


“What is in 1141?”


“Auto Parts.”


“And 1355?”


“In the Customs yard waiting inspection.”




Delmonte and Mischa rode across the yard in one of the service vehicles and came to a stop at the customs yard gate.


“Sorry, boss. Customs still has the gate closed.”


The containers selected for inspection had been placed in the yard and locked overnight pending the arrival of Customs Officer Sally Richardson this morning. Not even the yard boss was allowed inside during inspection.


“Get officer Richardson on the phone. I need to speak to her. Right now.”




“Why the fire drill? ” Officer Richardson looked at the bill of lading on her clipboard. “Auto parts. Pretty standard.”


“I’m not sure,” replied Delmonte. “There is a discrepancy in the reporting that has me concerned. Can you do a tail-gate on 1355?”


A tailgate was dock slang for a manual inspection.


“I scheduled 1355 for x-ray due to weight differential. That could be just a paperwork screwup. But if you think there is an issue, let’s have a look.”




I kept to the starboard shore as I headed south down Prince Rupert Harbour, keeping the ferry and commercial traffic safely to my port side. At the southern end of Digby Island I picked an open spot just behind the Masset ferry and in front of a massive container ship approaching from the open ocean. I crossed the commercial corridor at a right angle, heading toward the grain terminal at Port Edward.


The winds had begun to build once again from the Northwest, but the swell was checked by the mirror twins, the Kinahan Islands. The deep bow and broad stern made the ride following the winds, the tide, and the swells easy.


I took out my binoculars to get a better view of the huge ship.


“COSCO. I wonder where that hails from.”


The ship was still bow-forward to me so I could not make out the ship’s name. But even at this angle I could see the extent of the cargo this behemoth carried. It had backed down to almost a full stop, preparing for a turn to the north. With the movement of my boat it was difficult to get a clear view.


My bow hit a deep trough and plowed into the back of the leading wave, so I turned my attention to the steering wheel. By the time the swells moderated the container ship had powered up and turned with its stern facing me, heading up the harbour.


“COSCO Spring Rain.”


With the swells building I turned a little to the east to take Inverness Passage, using Smith and De Horsey Islands as a wind and sea break. That gave me protected passage all the way to Dolphin Island. As I worked my way down the coast one of the regular freight trains leaving Fairview’s container terminal rattled on past.




“Contact Canadian National and order them to stop that train at the next available depot. I want a forensics team ready to check the entire cargo load … you heard me correctly.”


Officer Richardson was quick to put an interdiction plan in effect.


“I will forward my official report in a few minutes. Also, contact the engineer and ask if they have made any unplanned slowdowns or stops along the route for any reason. Get me that as soon as you can.


“I've already alerted the RCMP we will be initiating an emergency response … good. I’ve already alerted Toronto.”




1700 Hours - Prince George

“What the hell is the holdup? I’ve got a schedule to keep.”


The engineer of train 235 tossed his cigarette on the ground as he climbed down from the cab. Two RCMP officers and three customs agents began to check down the line, car by car.


“This one - 1355. Bring the torch.”


A yard worker brought up a portable acetylene torch and began burning the lock off the rear door.


“You got a warrant to do that?” the engineer demanded.


The lock fell and the door opened. One of the agents shined a flashlight into the container.


“Empty.”




Vancouver, B.C.

His view from the top floor of the Grant Building was worth the price of admission. Vancouver Harbour spread out before him, looking toward North Vancouver, the lights creating a dazzling display of colour and motion.


He seldom left the condo, and when he did he had a driver, and always was accompanied by a bodyguard. Once achieving his status one simply did not mix with street rabble.


He enjoyed connections among the richest and most powerful figures in business and politics. His personal secretary was on a first name basis with the secretary of the president of the United States.


The president owed him money.


Tonight he waited on the veranda with a glass of cognac, waiting for the phone call.


It finally came.


“Yes,” was all he said.


He listened, smiled, then closed out the call.




Dolphin Island

“Thomas was right about not bringing the Dreamcatcher.”


The rock looked like it blocked the entire entrance to the lagoon. But as I approached at near dead slow I could see bottom. To the right I had about 12 feet of depth, which was good. The next obstacle, the passage to the right side, was nearly dry at mean tide according to my chart. That gave me only 6 feet on this tide - enough to squirt on by into the inner lagoon.


The way across was short. I landed on a sand and mud beach where the creek I was looking for spilled out across the sand and disappeared into the substrate.


I pulled the boat up as far as I could, ran a line to a driftwood log high on the beach, and unloaded my pack. I felt about as alone as one could, the forest closing in around me, a sense of mystery waiting through the trees.


I began to make my way up along the creek.


I found the campfire on the shore of the lake. The Old Man did not turn around.


“I've been waiting for you, Outsider. Come, sit by the fire.”




“I am told you are a powerful shaman, and you might help me quiet the dreams that fill my mind at night.”


The light from the fire, deep in the woods, had begun to flicker on the cedars surrounding us as if tall sentinels. The crackling of the fire was the only sound.


“I am Old Man, nothing more. Shaman was my name in another time. My place is no more, so I sing only with Firefly and brother Salmon.”


“Yet you agreed to speak with me.”


He turned his head slightly and looked at me with sad eyes.


“I expected you. That is all. It is not yet talk story time.”


“Talk story time - what is that?”


He gave a slow sigh and stirred the fire with a long stick.


“It is not a what, but a when … when snow covers the tops of the mountains and brother Salmon has laid to rest, his soul returning down the stream for renewal. But now the snow rises back to Sky before the earth turns to green again, and Salmon cannot find his way home, and the people are afraid, afraid their songs have lost power.


“The stories told in the sweat lodge no longer call Raven from the sky, or Orca from the sea. Our time has stopped spinning through the stars.


“And now Spirit Bear has come to an Outsider. Such a thing is hard to know.”


“The Spirit Bear is just in my dreams.”


He poked at the fire again.


“You are wrong. Spirit Bear spoke to you, so he told me in a dream. He shared his hearth fire and his wisdom. And in turn you warned him of the hunter and so saved his life.


“So he sent you to seek me out. I will speak to an Outsider of such things.”




“In the time of the Great Chiefs the eel fishers would not launch their canoes until brother Black Ant awoke from their winter sleep. The salmon berries ripen to tell the Blueback when to return to the streams. These are the brotherhoods that cry for a return to order cast into mist by the coming of the Outsiders and the end of time.


“For this I am fearful.”


He passed me a wooden bowl, and nodded his head, asking me to taste the bitter tea.


“To the Outsider time is a river that flows only one way. And yet even an Outsider can see the eddy, the swirl of a river as it flows over the earth, sometimes running like Deer, and at other times sleeping. Open your heart and hear the cry of Firefly as much as that of Orca.”


The tea made me wince.


“I've been to the land of the Outsiders. I've seen how their villages turn their back to Moon, who the shamans of the great chiefs call Tipiskawi Pisim. They say he has no power. For this I am fearful, for Moon is the way to the afterlife among the stars. The Outsiders anger Moon, and he refuses to bring souls back to become more of the people, and so our people die in numbers too great to understand.


“If Tipiskawi Pisim remains angry, even the animals will not appear for the hunt, and the people will cry for the children who die, and for the women who cannot give birth.


“And the people will vanish. This is what I fear.”


He reached beneath his cloak and removed a turtle shell and handed it to me.


“Count the ridges of the shell of Turtle, who carries the world upon his back so it does not fall to the bottom of the great ocean.”


I ran my finger along the edge.


“There are 28.”


He nodded.


“From the time Moon rises with his face full until the next are 28 suns. And these, in the center … ,”


“Thirteen.” It struck me like a thunderbolt. “The lunar calendar. Thirteen months of 28 days. Oh, my god.”


For the first time the old man smiled and spoke to the cedar trees.


“Even an Outsider can see when he opens his eyes.”




“In the heartbeat of every man lives a spirit, a helper, Oskap’wa,ta. He reminds the people we are kisik’ook,ok, beings of light and spirit. We live but for the safety and comfort of the village and the proper preparation of ceremonies. We are the wood cutters as well as hunters, shelter builders and fishers, trappers and fire makers. We are of the stars.”


We sat in silence. Time dissolved into the smoke from the fire.


He finally spoke.


“Tonight you will sleep beneath the dreamcatcher. If your heart is true, the web will catch your bad dreams and cast them out, the feathers, a soft ladder for the good dreams to flow to your heart.


“And when Sun smiles, return to the Outsiders and remember the words of an old man.


“That is all I know about this.”
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“What’s holding up unloading the Spring Rain?”


Delmonte immediately noticed when the large container cranes began to stand idle. The next container train - #278 - sat on one of the port’s sidings, its engine quiet. Barely half of its intended container cargo had cleared customs and loaded when a computer malfunction forced operations to grind to a halt.


He immediately hurried over to Mischa’s office.


“I stopped the unloading. I made a spot check and discovered the system is all screwed up. The report data is completely corrupted. I was here all night trying to fix it. I tried to reset the software, and even rebooted the system. Nothing is helping.”


“Did you call their tech support?”


She sighed.


“Waiting for them to open.”


“Damn computers. Better shut the whole thing down.”


Dickson Rugger finished off yet another energy drink and sat back. He had scrambled the port’s network connection and WIFI, disrupting communications and the scheduling system’s data redundancy. Then he successfully breached the system’s security and caught the record for container #6788.


“Hello, my little beauty,” he smiled as he changed the customs code to “AT” for “Advance to Transport” from “CE” - a Contraband Enforcement hold on a shipment under the suspicion it may contain drugs, weapons, currency, or other illicit contraband.


He went to click “Submit.”

System shutting down


“No, no, no,” and he banged on the submit button repeatedly.


He sat back, the colour draining from his face.


“I’m sure I made the change,” he convinced himself. “What fool shut down the whole fucking system?”


“What about a backup?”


“Well, we could used a spreadsheet. I could make up some input forms and send them to the crane cabs’ iPads, but the network has been acting weird this morning. We could get this shipment off manually, but it will take some people on the ground … and a lot more time.”


“I’ll get you the people. You get the forms ready.”


“We need to recheck the destination and customs status of everything that is already on the ground,” said Mischa.


“We have cleared almost half of the shipment already.”


“I understand,” Mischa said, “but the data might not be reliable.”


“Jesus,” Delmonte groaned. “I’m going to check with the Port office first - this is a little above my pay grade. In the meantime, I’ll hold off unloading anything more until I get the word. I’ll have a crew ready by top of the hour. Once we account for the grounded containers, I’ll get the cranes moving again,” and he headed for the door.


He turned back.


“Mischa, go home and get some rest. And a shower.”


I really didn’t remember much of the night. When I awoke Old Man was already gone, the fire merely smoldering embers. My head pounded ferociously as I stumbled out of the small hut, fashioned from branches and ferns.


What had I taken last night? Some sort of drink? Mushrooms, perhaps? I couldn’t remember.


A piece of dried salmon lay on a cedar plank near the fire. My breakfast.


The sky was overcast. The sun, not shining.


A small army of workers filled the loading dock carrying old-fashioned printed forms on clipboards hurriedly bought from the local Walmart. Each of the remaining containers’ bills of lading and supporting documents had to be manually inspected as the containers were moved in an odd conveyer-like method from one inspection process to another.


Customs had little choice but to tailgate each container.


“Where the hell is Rugger?” demanded the yard boss. “That SOB is supposed to be on call.”


“Haven’t seen him, boss,” replied one of the workers.


“Get over to that junk of a trailer and wake the bastard up.”


“I needed a break. I hadn’t left the office since yesterday morning,” answered Mischa. “Mr. Delmonte told me to go home, shower, and get some rest.”


“So you ended up here?” asked her friend, Mandy Packett.


“Yeah, go figure. Lucky for you I did take a shower.”


Mischa joined Mandy at her afternoon writing session at Naomi's Grill for a late lunch, some coffee, girl talk, and a much needed break.


“We have to tailgate every frickin’ container. It’s taking forever.”


“Tailgate. What’s that?” asked Mandy.


“When customs flags a container for an inspection we usually X-ray it first. If they decide they want to look inside manually, it’s what we call a tailgate. Right now everything has to be tailgated. The X-ray system is tied to the computer which is totally on the fritz.”


She took a sip of her coffee.


“The train is just sitting. Nothing more is getting loaded. That’s not going to happen until at least tomorrow. That is if we can keep the crew working overnight. It’s a mess all the way around.”


“What the hell?”


I had walked down the meager path that followed the stream to the inlet only to find my boat gone. I had pulled it far up onto the beach, but there was no indication where it went, no traces in the sand.


The Old Man had to have taken it. But why?


I decided to walk up the lagoon shore to see if I could see him anywhere on the inlet. The tide had been high early and was slowly receding which gave barely enough free beach to make the walk easy.


At the opening to the lagoon a point of rock jutted out into the inlet. I walked to the end for a better view.


“Two canoes.”


Dolphin Island was entirely First Nation land, so I guess it was not too surprising to see local fishers out on the lagoon. But in canoes?


I walked back to the beach and headed further up the shoreline. About two hundred meters further I saw them.


Two native women kneeled on the beach dressed in plain but authentic-looking clothing, a plank of cedar
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“See how I spin?” said the spider. “See and
learn, for each web will snare bad dreams.
Only good dreams will go through the
small hole. This is my gift to all so

the people of the sea will be as one.”
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