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      “When I began to read, I was absolutely captivated. A marvelous story, and I love the spiritual aspect. I have myself experienced the connection between Native Americans and First Nation’s people, and dolphins.”

      —Dr. Jane Goodall, D.B.E., primatologist and anthropologist, UN Messenger of Peace
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        * * *

      

      “The Blackfish Prophecy is a sweeping, emotionally packed book, with a grip-ping tale and a big heart. Rachel Clark has created a fascinating world of smart kids, mystical orcas, and acts of morality that must be carried out, no matter how difficult. Readers of all ages will learn much about killer whales, and why they simply do not belong in captivity. This wonderful story is fictional, but the facts are all too real.”

      —David Kirby, author of Death at SeaWorld: Shamu and the Dark Side of Killer Whales in Captivity
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        * * *

      

      “Rachel Clark has created an entrancing story that not only captures the beauty of the Pacific Northwest and the native and orca societies which make it so unique, but also the potential for deep and powerful connections between human and killer whale cultures in the wilderness environment. I enjoyed it immensely.”

      —Tim Zimmerman, Associate Producer and Co-Writer of Blackfish
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        * * *

      

      “The Blackfish Prophecy opens many doors to understanding and possibilities for living as members of the family of life on Earth.”

      —Howard Garrett, co-director of Orca Network
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        In memory of all those beings who have suffered too much or died too soon in the shadow of The Fallacy.

      

        

      
        With love to my sons and the generation of the Great Transition:

        You are unleashing an epic force for harmony

        just by being you.

      

        

      
        This is your time.

      

        

      
        This book is dedicated to you and to the whales…

        and to all Earth’s life and ecosystems

        with whom you dance across the universe.
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        The greatest story is that all life is one.

        -Carl Safina

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Blackened Birth

          

        

      

    

    
      TERRA KNELT IN THE PUNGENT GLOOM inside the ancient cedar tree. Huddled in focus, she worked her bow drill back and forth, laboring for a spark. Sometimes she’d use a match, but today was special. Today needed the sacred birth of a coal. A match was so different: the quick unmistakable snap of ignition, the whiff of sulphur, the instant leap of flame. But this quiet work of drawing fire from cool wood, of running the spindle fast against the board, the heat of friction slowly building to a flame drawn up from deep inside her…It was the only way to properly celebrate this news.
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      Eyebrows knit in concentration, her arm working as sure and strong as any logger’s, Terra whispered in sync with her work until it was almost a mantra: “Welcome, little one. Welcome to your dark, cold home. Welcome to the waves washing over you. Welcome to the salmon that will fill you. Welcome to the sounds that will guide you. Welcome to your mama, your sisters, your aunties and uncles and cousins and friends. Welcome to your Granny.” Lowering her voice even more, her throat tight, she blinked and murmured, “You are so lucky, little one, to be born while your Granny is still here.”

      Terra’s dream came to her again, the way it had almost every day for the last few months since she’d first awoken from it. But now. Now everything was different. As of today, the calf she’d dreamt about was real. Could that mean the rest of her dream was real too? She shook her head, trying to focus on her work, but took a quick glance at Tiluk, her best friend. Maybe she should tell him the rest of her dream. Maybe Granny did need help. Her throat tightened again, remembering. But it was just a dream, wasn’t it?

      There it is. She inhaled sharply. The birth of a coal was always a miracle.

      She put down her bow, bent further and leaned on her palms, her long, otter-brown braid grazing the dirt, and breathed gently into the tiny hole where the newborn orange light lay nestled. Smaller than a match head, it glowed with her breath, an instant response. She sat up, pushing her braid back over her shoulder as she reached for the tinder bundle of dry moss she’d gathered for this fire. Then, tilting her board, she carefully nudged the little ember from its notch into the dry tendrils and whispered, “Welcome little blackened one. Welcome to the Salish Sea. Welcome to Earth.”

      Terra blew gently on the tinder bundle and a lick of flame leapt up, answering her. She placed the bundle into the ring, and fed it carefully; adding more moss, then the bits of kindling she’d laid aside to dry months earlier. The fire wrapped its arms around the moss and sticks, quickly growing, tripping over itself as it rose higher. Hungry orange light flung back the shadows and the walls came alive. She sighed with satisfaction as she leaned back on her heels; the fire illuminating her pale moon cheeks, her long slender nose, and her prominent heart-shaped face as she looked up at dozens of killer whales dancing across the cave of the hollow tree. She smiled, knowing it was a family tree inside a tree. She and Tiluk had carved every single killer whale of the Southern Resident Community in Puget Sound, all 79 of them, on the walls of their tree cave. The Southern Residents were made up of three maternal family groups called pods—J pod, K pod, and L pod. And now the newest calf of J pod was about to be inscribed here, too. The 80th orca of the endangered Southern Residents. A cause for celebration.

      Terra glanced at Tiluk again, her quirky, expressive eyebrows mirroring her quiet smile. Tiluk’s black eyes flashed sparks of warmth in the flickering new light. Now she could see Fierce, her kestrel. Fierce was a bird of prey, a falcon, and he was perched on Tiluk’s arm, hooded by his tiny leather cap, patiently waiting until it was time to hunt. That would come next…after the ritual birth of fire and carving of the new family member. Like no one else, Tiluk got her reverence for the orca, and now, this calf. Maybe she should tell him everything. She just couldn’t believe it was happening. The calf was real! She shook her head to clear it. Did that mean she was destined to have a special mission with the calf, as Granny had transmitted in her dream?

      Laying a few small logs carefully on her fire, she stood and reached inside her back pocket for her knife. She’d built the fire to last for about thirty minutes, just the right amount of time to carve an orca on the wall of cedar.

      Tiluk moved Fierce from his fist to his shoulder and pulled out his wooden flute with its intricate orca and raven-headed mouthpiece. His father Joseph, a native of the Pacific Northwest whose family roots went back about a thousand years, had made the flute for Tiluk’s seventh birthday; and, for Terra, he’d made an elk-skin drum painted with orca and salmon. She realized that was almost exactly seven years ago, since their 14th birthdays were coming up. Tiluk’s shiny, bone-straight black hair glittered in the firelight, reflecting the etched black ink drawings on his flute. His hair was almost as long as hers, but his was loose, falling around his shoulders like moss hanging from a tree. Terra stared at Tiluk. It felt like they’d always been playing for the whales. Always.

      He raised his flute to his lips. Terra recognized the song after the first three notes and flashed a grin of approval, forgetting her dream for a moment.

      Simple Gifts was a perfect choice. She sang the words quietly alongside his melody as her knife blade moved deftly beneath and to the right of J-16; also known as Wendy. ‘Tis the gift to be simple, ‘tis the gift to be free…Wendy was Granny’s granddaughter, and the mother of this new calf. The calf she’d dreamt about. Her parents and Tiluk’s and a group of other researchers known as ExplOrca had been studying the Southern Residents here in the Puget Sound for decades. In particular, they followed J Pod. J Pod was a group of 24 killer whales who hunted, slept, swam, and played together. And they were all governed by Granny. And when we find ourselves in the place just right…Terra’s parents and her “other parents,” Tiluk’s mom and dad, were marine biologists who’d spent the last 20 years following these whales. It was they who’d helped discover that the Southern Resident families are among the largest, most highly stable family communities of killer whales in the world. And even more important, they’d helped show that long-standing, multi-generational families are the norm for all killer whales. That included another group of related pods known as the Northern Residents who lived in the tidal straits around Vancouver Island, just north of Puget Sound. The whole area was known as the Salish Sea, home to both populations of resident whales. And to Terra’s family. ‘Twill be in the valley of love and delight.

      Then there was Granny. Terra looked up at the etchings as she sang. Granny was at the very top of the family tree. She was the best known and oldest orca ever observed, anywhere. J-2. She was over 100 years old and had been with her family for her entire life. Suddenly Terra was face to face with Granny again—as she’d been in her dream—and she felt her urgency once more. The force of her power…and her burning desire to save her family.

      She shook her head, confused. Maybe it was all just a big coincidence. That had to be it. Besides, in her dream Granny had said that the new calf and the calf’s older brother were destined to work with her as a team. But Terra knew there was no older brother. Wendy only had daughters.

      That had to be it. The new calf didn’t have a brother, so it was just a coincidence. The dream was just a dream. Even if the calf was real. Right?

      Tiluk played the melody again and this time she joined him in a round until the tree cave swirled with their duet. Terra’s hands fell away from the wall as she twirled around, singing upwards, into the hollow tree, towards the whales. To turn, turn will be our delight, Til by turning, turning we come ‘round right.

      “Watch the knife, Terra!” Tiluk’s quiet but sturdy voice rang out for the first time, his flute silenced. Terra reached for the wall of whales and steadied herself, a slow blush creeping to her face. She smiled sheepishly at Tiluk and tilted her head down a fraction of an inch, acknowledging his care. Tiluk laid his flute carefully in his lap and took Fierce from his shoulder. He stroked the handsome bird as he nodded up at her work. “The calf looks like she belongs there.”

      Terra exhaled as if she’d been holding her breath. She knew from his reserved statement that he meant a lot more than what he’d said. He knew about her dream, she’d told him about it, and how sure she’d been that Wendy was pregnant. She just hadn’t told him everything. He knew she was keeping something from him, but he respected her enough to wait until she was ready to share. That was how they operated.

      “Yeah, she does.”

      The fire was dimming. Terra turned back to her task, chips of cedar flew from her fingertips as the new whale emerged, J-50; Wendy’s new calf. To the left and underneath the carving of Wendy were her daughters: J-28 (Beauty) and J-32 (Babe), J-36 (Bountiful), the new calf’s sisters, and the ones who—besides her mother, Wendy, grandmother, Eve, great grandmother, Granny, and her adopted uncle Jake…Big Jake—would be nearest her side for most of her life. Wendy was known by the researchers to be an excellent mother. Most female killer whales are born that way, but some are exceptional, and Wendy was one of those. She was unusually protective and watchful with her calves, and Terra believed it was because Granny and Eve helped her all the time. The researchers knew Wendy was about 43 years old and had raised every one of her offspring successfully; she hadn’t lost a baby. Or grandbaby, for that matter. Wendy already had at least two grandchildren—Beauty and Babe were both still nursing their first calves. Actually, Wendy was so old no one had expected her to have another baby. This calf was a big surprise to all the researchers, especially since Terra had predicted her birth. She smiled to herself, thinking of the way her mother’s jaw had hit the floor when she’d gotten the call earlier today from her graduate student Jason, who’d phoned from the research boat and sputtered something about Wendy having a new baby. That’s when Terra had grabbed her bow drill and knife and beelined up here with Tiluk and Fierce.

      “I’ll be back before paddle watch! Wait for me!” she’d called out as she ran outside to find Tiluk. Because of her dream she was even more surprised than anyone and had to escape her parents to absorb this news. The calf was real.

      Terra stood back checking her work in the flickering fire light. Squinting a little, she stepped in with the knife once more, edged the rim of J-50’s mouth, nicked a small mark for the blowhole, and nudged the dorsal fin upwards.

      Then she bent over and grabbed a piece of old charred coal from the outside edge of the fire. She smudged the new whale carefully, blackening the calf’s skin and leaving open spaces for its white and gray patches.

      There. She’s here.

      Even though Terra didn’t trust all of her dream, she was certain the calf was a female. She couldn’t shake it. Something was different now that she knew the calf was real. Her brows furrowed. Is it possible that somehow Granny had really communicated with her? Because that’s how the dream felt.

      “Terra,” Tiluk spoke into the cedar-smoked air, “maybe some part of you knew Wendy was pregnant because you heard the whales on the hydrophones.” There was a long pause, as if Tiluk and his ultra-quiet nature had to wait a beat before uttering more words. He was just as surprised that the aging Wendy had given birth to this calf as she was. And he’d been thinking about how to explain it, too. “Maybe you understand more of their language than anyone realizes and that’s why you had that dream.”

      Terra knew Tiluk was talking about the live feed her parents had set up before her own birth. The hydrophones just offshore constantly broadcast whale calls up to the main house and the family yurt, where she’d slept with her parents when she was a baby. She’d heard all manner of clicks, squeals, whistles, and rippling harmonic slides since she was an infant. Once she was old enough, she’d moved into her own small yurt and her parents had planted a microphone in her warm, circular room so that she could talk and play music out into Blackfish Cove, the small inlet that was Terra’s backyard. One of the reasons her and Tiluk’s parents had built their living space and lab— what they called the “main house”—here on Blackfish Cove, was because J Pod often used the cove as a sanctuary; they’d come to rest and play here. From the day she moved into her own yurt with its two-way live feed Terra had broadcast daily messages to the whales whenever they appeared in the cove. She called them her “podcasts,” to the delight of everyone in ExplOrca.

      “I just don’t think that’s it, Tiluk,” she slipped her knife back into the leather sheath she’d made. Thinking about her inexplicable sense of connection to this new calf, she shook her head, frowning to herself as she added one more small log to the fire.

      Terra sat down next to her friend, shoulder to shoulder as always, and they quietly leaned back against the comforting wall of the tree cave. Fierce rested on Tiluk’s shoulder while the two admired the new calf who’d taken her place with the rest of her family on the wall of etchings. Absently, Terra picked up a nearby piece of cedar and pulled her knife back out, the blade finding the soft wood with the same surety of purpose as her bow stick twirling against the board.

      Soon more cedar chips fell from her hands. Feeling the weight of his attention, Terra looked at Tiluk and found his eyes resting on her thoughtfully. Glancing down at her knife, he nodded towards her hands and said simply, “Maybe we really did make a connection back when we did the Morse Endeavor.”

      Besides playing their elk-hide drum and flute together for the whales when they were in Blackfish Cove, it was the coolest thing she and Tiluk had ever done. They’d secretly called it the Morse Endeavor, and even their scientist parents had practically swooned with anticipation. She smiled mischievously at Tiluk, recalling the time she’d hatched the plan when she was ten to use her whale walky-talky to “teach” Granny’s pod Morse code by way of a telegraph. She’d spent day after day, every single time Granny’s pod was in the cove, clicking out the alphabet into the live-feed microphone for hours. And she’d always follow the code with her spoken English translation. She’d also speak, and then click out a few simple musical poems, over and over again, hoping her voice would be a grounding rod for the Morse code, just in case the whales could figure it all out. Sometimes she’d use her elk-hide drum and beat out the code with its deep, resonant tones.

      Tiluk would help her and take turns tapping, but more often than not, he’d stay closer to the water and play his flute…Terra smiled warmly at Tiluk now as her fingers continued their whittling. He’d always preferred the mystery of music to the more mechanical, scientific approach of her tapping. He was like his father in that way. Joseph was the boat captain of the crew, and though he always helped the researchers on the team with whatever needed to be done there was also something reserved and unspoken about how he viewed the whales.

      Her favorite poem to tap out, either with her drum or her telegraph, had been One Fish, Two Fish, Red Fish, Blue Fish by Dr. Seuss, which had been her mom’s idea. “That poem might speak to the whales,” Claire had said, “if they have any capacity at all to grasp our language through a code.”

      Terra had agreed, since the first stanza seemed written with orca in mind; the local natives, Joseph’s tribe, had called them Blackfish as far back as anyone could remember, maybe even thousands of years. Of course, orca were about as similar to “fish” as she and Tiluk were to Fierce. Whales, she knew, are much more like humans…but unfortunately a lot of people didn’t realize that for a long time.

      The lines came to her—words that, to Terra, managed to embody both her beloved Blackfish and the real fish they depended on. For Terra, it was about the interconnection between salmon and orca. The red fish and the blackfish.

      She grinned, thinking of what Dr. Seuss would think of her interpretation of his poem. By now, after all those hours of hopeful tapping, the lines had become part of her, and they rang out in her mind as her knife moved like a wiggling minnow in her hands, the fire flashing in her eyes. And then that last line hit her.

      Go ask your dad. She glanced at Tiluk, wondering if maybe she should tell his father the whole story. Joseph, after all, was the one with his quiet native heritage and the one who, when they were very lucky, would tell her and Tiluk stories about the old ways and the Blackfish myths from long ago. No, she thought, scolding herself. There is no older brother. It was just a dream. Still… Keeping this new idea to herself, she said, “But Tiluk, we know they never learned Morse. Even after all those months of trying. It was a failed experiment.” Tiluk just stared at her, hard. She could almost hear his voice resonate inside her head: There are no failed experiments. But she knew better. It hadn’t worked.

      “I’m taking Fierce out to let him hunt,” he said as he stood, nimbly holding the bird while tucking his flute into a leather sheath he’d made for it that resembled a quiver for arrows. Terra understood that Tiluk was annoyed and instead of telling her, he was giving them both some space. He was also making a point.

      As Tiluk ducked through the doeskin covering the tree cave’s opening, Terra wondered if he could be right: that their Morse Endeavor had made a connection with Granny’s pod. It just didn’t seem possible. She was sure it hadn’t worked. Even after months and months of tapping, practically until she had calloused fingertips, nothing had changed. There were no magical moments of “short short short short, short short, long, short, short long short, short long short, short long:” Hi Terra, clicked in Morse from the cove beyond her yurt’s window. Just the usual sequences of clicks, flutters, whistles, and sliding, rippling harmonics. And certainly not a language, as they’d all been hoping. The entire ExplOrca team had been quietly holding their collective breath—the researchers were just as curious and excited as she was about her project. Often someone from the crew would drop in at her yurt to listen with her and see if there was any response from the whales as she tapped into her two-way. But eventually they’d all gone back to business as usual, doing their research and whale observations. They’d given up. It hadn’t worked. Disappointed, Terra had resumed her usual Orca DJ routine; only now with Morse code peppering her daily podcasts.

      She looked down. Whoa. There was the calf, almost finished. Her knife found the soft wood once more, her hands instinctively nicking the finishing touches while she remained heavy in thought, deeply perplexed. She’d never gotten the sense that the whales ever talked back. So why now? Why this unexpected connection with this calf? Why the dream? Could it be real? She shook her head again. No. The calf didn’t have a brother. Period. But how did she know Wendy was going to have this baby? Would the hydrophones be transmitting something her brain could decode now, after all this time?

      She knew her parents had planted the hydrophone into her bedroom when she was born on the off chance that a baby human, if exposed to orca song from birth, could develop the brain capacity to understand their language, once and for all. For decades people had tried to teach dolphins to communicate with humans, and it hadn’t ever really worked. Not because the animals weren’t smart enough. Many whales and dolphins were at least as smart as humans, maybe even more so. The problem, she knew, was that the whales were just not built to make human sound. Their equipment was wrong. Teaching a whale to use human sounds was like trying to teach a snake to do push-ups.

      Loud clanging suddenly rang out from the house down the hill. Terra’s head jerked up and her knife slipped. “Ouch!” She’d sliced her finger. Insistent and dark, the clangs erased everything else. Into her mouth went her bleeding finger as she hastily slipped the knife back in its sheath and stuck the carving of her calf into her pocket. She quickly stamped out the dying embers of the fire and poured the contents of her water bottle on it, just to be sure, then ducked quickly outside, almost crashing heads with Tiluk. The clanging filled the woods.

      “What’s going on?” Her voice was off-kilter and high pitched. She didn’t expect him to know the answer.

      Usually, the damp quiet of Pacific Northwest cedar forest and its peaceful stillness soaked into her pores. But now, instead of the harmony of this place, she breathed fear. And she could see it in Tiluk’s flashing eyes, too. The heavy iron dinner bell never clanged when it wasn’t dinner time. Except in emergencies. Except that one time…

      As one, the two friends tore off down the hill towards the main house. Her legs thrashed hard down the trail alongside Tiluk’s. Was it her mom? Her dad? One of the crew capsized in some kind of boating accident? Her heart raced and blood pumped against her ears. What was going on?? The first time she could recall the triangular bell ringing for an emergency was when she’d been two and the twin towers collapsed. Even after all these years, if the bell rang when it wasn’t dinner time, she assumed the worst. She’d never forget the earsplitting clangs as her mother had stood in shock, gripping her tight against her chest with one arm, the other rattling that bell for all she was worth...Summoning her husband and closest friends from their boats and their binoculars.

      She skidded on the steep part of the path, nearly tripping over a huge tree root. Tiluk reached out for her. Get a grip Lewis, she chastened herself.

      “Hey,” he breathed sharply, “maybe they’re ringing the bell to celebrate the calf. Maybe they’re having a party.” Immediately she felt better and slowed down. Of course! Her mom was always finding an excuse to celebrate, and this was a big deal, especially since Terra had predicted the birth.

      “Oh wow, Tiluk, I’m sure you’re right. That’s gotta be it.” They dropped back to a fast walk, and Terra put her fingers to her lips to call in her kestrel who was still hunting. She tasted blood and remembered the cut on her finger. The bell stopped, and they smiled at each other, certain they’d figured it out.

      Catching her breath, she whistled again for Fierce, this time leaving her bleeding finger in her mouth and lifting her other arm as she saw him swoop through the branches, a mouse dangling from his small ruthless talons. He landed on her hand as they entered the clearing to the main house. Her folks stood waiting for her on the porch, looking ashen.

      Terra stopped. Seeing her somber parents, she knew at once that the bell was not clanging for an early celebratory dinner. OK, at least they’re both okay, that’s good.

      But then, she knew. Oh no, it’s the calf. The calf!

      She crumpled to the ground under the trees, Tiluk beside her, certain that her baby whale had died: the most dangerous time for any wild whale is the first few days of its life. Pulling away from Tiluk, she reached into her pocket and gripped her little whittled orca. Tears sprang up instantly. The carving quietly soaked up her blood as her vision blurred and her parents were coming towards her in slow motion. Her mom, who understood her so well, suddenly knew what Terra was thinking.

      “Oh honey, no it’s not the calf. The calf is fine.”

      Her mom and dad sat down in the forest duff, next to them. “The calf is fine Terra,” her mom said again, speaking to her daughter’s special connection with this calf, hugging her close as her dad quietly took Fierce.

      “It’s not the calf, sweetheart,” her dad said again, gently. Then turning to look at Tiluk, an odd twinge of pain flittering across his face, he added, “But there is very bad news. It’s the calf’s older brother at OceanLand. He’s killed again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Blue Fish

          

        

      

    

    
      THE ONLY WAY MILES could put up with another stupid trip to OceanLand was if he could do “Lunch with Shantu.” His mom, Karen, had wanted to take him and his little sister Aria to the park again and it totally pissed him off. He knew the real reason she took them to places like this was because she felt so guilty about the divorce. “Seriously, Mom?” he’d jumped up from the dinner table, flinging back his chair when she’d brought up OceanLand that night a few weeks ago when Aria was crying again after dad had dropped them off. “Do you really think Shantu is going to fix this?” He’d stomped out of the kitchen and slammed himself in his bedroom, popping his ear buds in and turning the volume up full blast. Nothing a little Violent Femmes couldn’t handle. Add it up, Mom.

      She’d caved, of course. And so here they were. Dining with freaking Shantu. He could almost tolerate this with Blister in the Sun blasting in his ears. It seemed like the first thing his dad had done after he moved out was start showing off his old music collection to Miles…in his spare time; his dad was always working. But that was okay. Turns out he loved the Femmes. Then it got even better when his dad had hauled off and given him his whole collection of tunes for his 14th birthday a few months ago. If he had his way he’d just sit in his room, game out on his tablet, and crank up Gordon Gano. His mom’s lips were moving, and Aria was all excited, pointing at Shantu. The Femmes kept throbbing inside his head while Miles forked up huge mouthfuls of the Swedish meatballs he’d carried off from the “delicious all-you-can-eat buffet.” At least he was going to eat well.

      He rolled his eyes at his mom when she looked at him again, imploring him to ditch his ear buds. “Fine,” he snapped, pulled them out, stood up and went back for dessert before the show started. He piled his plate with cheesecake and cherry sauce, refilled his drink, and slumped heavily back in his seat, pulling his hoodie down over his eyes.

      “Isn’t this exciting Miles?” His mom was too perky; he knew what she was up to.

      “Yeah mom, whatever,” he grumbled pulling his face and neatly trimmed sandy hair even further into the dark of his hoodie. Peering out into the glaring sun and away from his mom, he stared at Shantu. That whale is freaking blistered in the sun, he thought angrily. Aren’t killer whales, like, supposed to live in the dark ocean? Whoa, Miles caught himself. He’d never thought of it that way before…it was the Femmes and zoning out on Blister. But come to think of it, what the heck? This was freaking Florida. It’s like 95 degrees out there and that whale is baking! Narrowing his eyes, Miles knew he’d noticed something he wasn’t supposed to. He’d bet his whole Femmes collection that this whale’s black skin was seriously sunburned. He could see it; the top of the whale’s back was shedding rolls and bits of skin that looked eerily like this own when he got a sunburn, only a whole lot worse. It looked like it hurt. He knew for sure that the whale’s black skin attracted the sun’s intense rays, and there was no shade in this restaurant-side pool. Are whales supposed to get sunburned? He snorted. I seriously doubt it. He gulped his soda, Freaking screwed up whale. Welcome to my world.

      At that instant, Shantu rolled over and pressed his tail flukes hard, whirling immediately towards Miles, Aria, and their mom. “Doodle, he’s coming right for us!” He grabbed his sister’s hand and squeezed. Miles caught himself pressing backwards in his seat while he squeezed his sister’s hand a little too hard. The whale stopped, raised his head above water and hovered just in front of them. Even from up here Miles could see that Shantu’s body was wider than all three of them sitting at the table. A thread of primal fear snaked up from his abdomen curled in his belly, then slithered up to his throat. The ocean’s top predator, he recalled from previous shows. No freaking kidding. But then he looked into the whale’s liquid gaze and sucked in his breath. His fear evaporated. Shantu caught Miles’ eyes and stared. For like a whole five seconds. Miles stopped breathing. Then the whale just disappeared into the deepest part of the pool, his immense dorsal fin draped like a giant deflated balloon over his truck-sized back.
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      “Oh, my word, honey, did you see that? Shantu looked right at you!” his mom gushed at him. Jeez, could his mom ever give him a little space? He could hardly enjoy the moment—Shantu had looked right at him, and not only that, it was almost as if he’d read Miles’ mind, coming over at that exact moment… but now he had to get his mom off his back, again.

      “Yeah mom, I noticed,” he grumbled. “Whatever.” But when he looked furtively at Doodle (he’d given Aria that little pet name a long time ago, you know ‘cause she was a dude but not a dude…she was a Doodle!) she smiled at him as sweetly as ever. She knew it was way cool. She crossed her eyes then winked, their little secret society handshake. They’d gotten pretty good at communicating without words. Words blistered. He reached over and gently pinched Doodle’s inner wrist. “Here’s some cherry sauce. I can’t eat anymore.” He shoveled the last huge bite of cheesecake into his mouth and stretched back in his chair, letting his long legs unfold in front of him. The blasting music for the show was riling everybody up, including that poor blistered beast of a whale. Well, buddy, you and me, we’re in the same freaking boat. Miles chuckled to himself. Killer whale in a bathtub. Kids with divorced parents. Same freaking thing.

      “WELCOME TO OCEANLAND!” called out the disembodied voice narrating their Lunch with Shantu. “TODAY YOU ARE HAVING LUNCH WITH SHANTU, A 12,000 POUND MALE KILLER WHALE.” There was an expectant pause, “THE BIGGEST WHALE AT ANY PARK IN THE WORLD.”

      I guess they are proud about that, he grimaced to himself. Biggest whale in a bathtub is more like it. Miles was having a hard time letting go of the outrage he felt. He glanced at Aria, “That’s like as heavy as an overloaded tractor trailer truck!” he whispered to her. Her eyes went wide.

      “SHANTU AND OUR TRAINER ARE QUITE A TEAM. THEY WORK TOGETHER EVERY DAY AND AS YOU CAN SEE, THEY HAVE A LOT OF FUN!”

      Miles watched the tall slim woman working with Shantu almost right in front of their table. She had a tiny whistle in her mouth and long blonde hair pulled back in a bouncy ponytail. She had another trainer with her, off to the side, and a huge bucket of dead fish. She wore a slick blue wetsuit with white splashed across it. Blondie was swinging her head back and forth, back and forth, in front of the whale, all perky and hoppy, leaning quickly from one foot to the other. Shantu responded by shaking his head back and forth, back and forth; his precision in reflecting Blondie’s exact movements made Miles’ jaw drop. It was like they were two bodies governed by one mind. The audience ooohed and ahhhed in appreciation. Maybe Shantu did like it here after all…he sure likes that trainer.

      “Miles, honey, isn’t that amazing the way Shantu is moving so in sync with his trainer?” His mom was really trying.

      “Yeah, mom. It’s pretty cool,” he had to give it to her, it was pretty darn amazing.

      “SHANTU AND HIS TRAINER ARE A TEAM THAT PRACTICE EVERY DAY,” droned the voice. “WHILE HE PERFORMS HIS BEHAVIORS SHANTU GETS HIS DAILY PORTION OF FISH. CAN YOU GUESS HOW MANY POUNDS OF FISH A 12,000 POUND KILLER WHALE EATS EACH DAY, BOYS AND GIRLS?”

      All the kids yelled out at once, Aria included. “100 pounds!!”

      “SHANTU EATS CLOSE TO 300 POUNDS OF RESTAURANT QUALITY FISH EVERY SINGLE DAY.” The audience let out a collective gasp of amazement. “AND YOU THOUGHT YOU HAD A LOT FOR LUNCH!”

      The audience loved it. They cheered for the whale. Blondie was throwing a handful of fish into the whale’s mouth. Even from back behind the barrier, Miles’ adrenaline surged. Dude, his mouth is huge. Look at those teeth! Blondie must totally trust that whale. Miles was fascinated by how close the whale hung to the deck where the trainers worked; he was right there.

      It was riveting. Killer whales are just amazing. It’s no freaking wonder everyone wants to come to OceanLand! He glanced at Aria, who was totally enraptured as the trainer sent Shantu around the side of the pool and everybody next to the edge got soaked as he hurled water over the sides with those giant tail flukes of his. Aria screamed with glee, and his mother jumped out of the way. Miles sat motionless, letting himself be doused by Shantu.

      “KILLER WHALES ARE ALSO KNOWN AS ORCA. ORCINUS ORCA IS THEIR OFFICIAL SPECIES NAME. BUT PEOPLE ARE MOST FAMILIAR WITH THE COMMON NAME: KILLER WHALE. THESE WHALES ARE THE OCEANS’ TOP PREDATORS. PEOPLE FIRST CALLED THEM KILLER WHALES BECAUSE OF THEY WAY THEY HUNT IN THE WILD. THEY ARE ALSO KNOWN AS ‘THE WOLVES OF THE SEA’ BECAUSE OF THEIR EXCEPTIONAL TEAMWORK. THEY HERD FISH, TAKE SEALS FROM ICE AND BEACHES, AND TOGETHER THEY CAN EVEN TAKE DOWN LARGE WHALES OF OTHER SPECIES.”

      Miles’ mind clicked into high gear as Shantu went back for more fish, hovering there like a giant puppy begging for treats. Some puppy, snorted Miles as he watched the huge killer whale hang in front of the blonde trainer with her floppy ponytail. The top predator of the ocean is doing circus tricks for a cute girl giving him dead fish. Miles had a sudden unexpected flash of what the top predator would really do for fish, out in the actual ocean. Hunt. At high speed. With other whales. An orca team! Totally awesome! The trainer rubbed the whale’s head fondly, then flung her arm straight out, flipped her wrist in a signal. Shantu swam upside down, spinning into the whale’s version of a handstand. He propelled his huge tail up and out above the water and waved his flukes at the crowd, who were all revved up, clapping madly.

      “OUR TRAINERS WORK WITH SHANTU’S NATURAL INTELLIGENCE. HE LOVES TO WORK AND LEARN NEW BEHAVIORS LIKE THE ONE YOU JUST SAW. INSTEAD OF HAVING TO HUNT FOR FISH, HE RECEIVES THEM AS A REWARD WHEN HE PERFORMS HIS BEHAVIORS CORRECTLY.”

      “Miles, wouldn’t it be amazing to grow up to be a killer whale trainer?” asked his mom, still trying to draw him out from under his hoodie.

      “YEAH!” squealed Aria, “that’s what I’m going be to when I grow up!!” as if she’d never considered this possibility before, as if suddenly her whole world was right.

      “Oh sweetie,” gushed his mom, “What an exciting thing to think about!” Miles rolled his eyes. He’d have to talk to Aria, but later. He didn’t want to ruin this one sweet day for her. There weren’t enough of those anymore.

      He looked back at this poor sod of a whale begging for his fish. How can he stand this? Miles asked himself for the first time in his life. He’d been to at least half a dozen OceanLand shows before, and it never once occurred to him that the whales were anything but overjoyed to perform. But now… now everything was different. Now that his parents were divorced, he could see things he hadn’t seen before. I mean, yeah, the trainers say they love the whale, but is he allowed to be a freaking whale? Shantu had looked right at him, and he’d seen it: there was definitely someone home in there. He grunted in angry empathy and turned his head away from his mom and sister; he didn’t need them reading his mind, too. Just like my parents think they’re doing what’s best for us.

      Miles scowled, looking back down at the table as Blondie stretched out on the stage lying down, propping her head up with one hand and waving at Shantu and the audience with the other; an end-of-the-show farewell. He reached over and grabbed Aria’s plate, forking the last of the cherry sauce into his mouth, pissed off. He was done. I’ve gotta get outta here. But suddenly the applause tapered off and he glanced back up at Blondie. Wait. What the hell? All he saw were the trainer’s feet thrashing above the water just before her entire body slid beneath the surface alongside the immense black back of the whale. Miles stopped breathing. The applause died. Was this part of the show? Shantu had jerked her off the stage and down under the water. It was all happening so fast Miles didn’t know what to think and everything went deathly quiet. But then the spell broke and someone yelled from behind him, “Hey! Hey! That whale has the trainer!! The whale’s got her! HEY!!”

      Someone else started yelling, too. “Help her! Please help her! Oh my God, he’s got her!”

      What the... Miles’ heart rate took off like stone from a slingshot. People started screaming. All of a sudden what seemed like a hundred trainers clamored in from nowhere, descending like lemmings to the edge of the pool. They were all frantically slapping the water and whistling, but the whale ignored them. His mom grabbed Aria and yanked her into her arms, pressing Doodle’s head against her chest, away from the tank. He’d never seen his mom like this. Wait, there was the trainer. He could see her down there with blood seeping from her head. Her ponytail dangled from her head in a very odd way; her scalp had been partially ripped back off her skull. Miles’ stomach rolled. Shantu sat there holding the trainer down at the bottom. He looked like a dog who’d snatched a roast ham from the dining room table and slunk away to where no one could reach him.

      Blood pounded in Miles’ ears, and he couldn’t hear anything but his own throbbing pulse. An invisible weight pressed into his chest and his stomach hissed. He couldn’t move. In slow motion, he saw his mom from the corner of his eye speaking to him—her lips moving but his ears hearing nothing. He couldn’t look away from Shantu. Karen got up and disappeared with Aria; he was probably supposed to follow, but he was frozen. He was vaguely aware that security had come into herd everybody out of there. But in the growing chaos he remained, unable to move, watching everything.

      Shantu was back at the surface with the panic-stricken trainer, she was gulping for air while blood flowed freely from her ripped-open scalp. The water around her went from a sparkling sky blue to hamburger pink. Shantu let go of her for a moment. The other trainers went into overdrive, dangling dead fish over the edge, smacking the water with their hands, and blowing their whistles as hard as they could. Miles saw the injured trainer treading water as her friends tried to distract the whale away from her. She took that one moment to try to swim to salvation. But the killer whale had other plans. He grabbed her arm in his mouth and clamped down, then hurled with her to the bottom. Miles could see her down there; her panic filled the pool and everyone surrounding it. Then he saw her arm snap in two pieces before a rush of blood surged like an angry red mushroom cloud from the bottom of the pool. The whale and the trainer disappeared inside it.

      Miles’ stomach heaved against his roiling guts. He clenched his eyes shut and clamped his jaw tight. A violent, all-consuming shudder convulsed his rigid body. Cheesecake and Swedish meatballs hit the back of his throat before splattering against the poolside glass, blocking the reddened water.

      He passed out.
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      THEY MOVED SLOWLY DOWN the steep wooden steps leading to the dock and kayaks, more like a funeral procession of hunched over, defeated penguins than a family joyously welcoming a new arrival. The introductory strains of Samuel Barber’s Adagio for Strings carried across the cove and amplified the melancholy aura enveloping the group. Even the sinking sun seemed dim and drained of warmth behind a thick drape of overcast clouds, the dense forest of evergreens rimming the edges of the cove a somber matte black with none of its characteristic dark emerald gleam. The water, too, was a threatening frigid black. The kids’ four parents, Claire, Bill, Maggie, and Joseph led the way with Tiluk and Terra trailing behind with the two graduate students. Claire and Bill, Terra’s parents, had met long ago in grad school. When they came to the Puget Sound to study orca, they met Maggie and Joseph, who were already deeply involved in tracking the wild whales. A quick, intense camaraderie ensued and the four became inseparable. Now, twenty years later, they were family.

      Claire and Terra shared a striking resemblance; Claire with her thick, hip-long braid of light brown hair and her kind, open face reflected Terra’s youth with a wise and seasoned beauty. But her porcelain skin was quite fair compared to Terra’s bronzed complexion as if her brown-eyed daughter had been sprinkled with a light dusting of cinnamon while she was merely sugared. Her pale face, with her warm sea-blue eyes, long straight nose and a well-earned web of grin wrinkles, offered steady humor and acceptance.

      It was the magnetic warmth of Claire that Bill had fallen in love with all those years before. But he’d always been the rough one of their partnership. Prone to losing himself in thought or his scientific pursuits, then occasionally erupting with the hot fire of debate, he’d become softer and more laid back over the years, as if his coarse edges had been polished against a river bottom. His prominent lion’s mane of thick sandy hair was tousled with fringes of gray. He was tall and large-framed against Claire’s slender, strong form. He was the rapscallion, she the peacemaker.

      While Terra and Claire looked similar, Tiluk appeared to be one of those young men who channeled his father’s youth, repeating physical history. Tiluk’s likeness to Joseph had recently become so strong that Claire had already gently teased everyone to be sure they kept track of who was who. “It won’t be long before we’ll be calling you Joseph, honey,” she’d say fondly to Tiluk sometimes. “You already look so much like your dad when we first met that sometimes I have to catch myself.”

      Like Tiluk, Joseph’s hair was bone-straight and very long. But his was a muted silvering black compared to his son’s glittering, free-flowing jet-black strands. And unlike Tiluk’s, he kept his locks in two tight braids that hung well below his shoulders. Their eyes, too, were black and mysterious; both father and son seemed to see through some kind of veil, their eyes full of unfathomable depth. But Joseph’s gaze came set with a force of wisdom that left no doubt as to who was the elder of their group. Like his son, Joseph rarely spoke. But when he did, everyone listened.

      And Maggie’s unmistakable dark red mane of curls swept up out of her green eyes every day by a simple bandana, framed a face full of Irish cheer and freckles. Her dark brown skin and corkscrew mop of black-cherry locks were the result of her incongruous mix of Native American and Irish heritage. And though neither deep red curls nor green eyes had appeared in her son, freckles dotted Tiluk’s shoulders and chest—a patch o’ the Irish—as if to remind him he was connected to more than the generations of native ancestors of this ancient place.

      But this evening Claire was no peacemaker. She’d rung the bell. The bell was only for extreme emergencies. Yet when she’d gotten the call from a colleague in Florida about what had happened at OceanLand this morning, ringing the bell was her first response. With that phone call, all the years of hurt and frustration burst, and something broke inside her. She’d known even as she rang the bell that obviously this wasn’t a true emergency, but a part of her needed the tolling just the same. Something had to change. He’d killed again. Her heart cringed, thinking of him. She wiped her eyes, again.

      Claire shivered inside her parka and glanced back at Terra and Tiluk, hand in hand as they descended the long set of stairs behind her and the other adults. She saw that Terra gingerly held the carved and bloodsoaked whale that she’d brought home, her fingers bandaged from the cut she’d given herself. Claire hadn’t been surprised to see Terra’s carving of the new calf. She knew her daughter felt a special kinship with Wendy’s new baby. She took a deep breath of the salted air she loved so much, reminding herself why she and her family were here. But her stomach remained tight with grief and empathy. Now, instead of having the chance to meet the new calf her daughter had dreamt about with a free and easy heart, the news of the killing shadowed everything. And even though she was a scientist, a world-class researcher of the highest order, Claire had asked Terra to broadcast the Adagio on the two-way. Just this once. With this latest killing, she felt an overwhelming need to ritualize her sorrow with the whales.

      She looked at her husband Bill, taking in his salt-and-pepper windswept tousle of hair and etched face. His grim glance told her he felt as sick with the news and what it meant as she did. Looking back at Joseph and Maggie, she knew they felt it, too. Joseph reached out and clasped her shoulder for a moment, his eyes holding hers.

      “Careful Claire,” Maggie said, eyeing the narrow, steep stairway. “Mercy, we don’t need any more injuries today,” she murmured. Claire stopped short, turned all the way around, and leaned into Maggie, hugging her briefly from the stair below.

      “I know, honey.” Maggie hugged her hard. “I know.”

      Terra met Tiluk’s eyes, puzzled. What is really going on here? The adults said they’d explain about the Shantu news later, at dinner. Why was her mom so upset? Terra didn’t even know how to feel about what they’d told her. She was too dazed. The calf has a brother. The calf has a brother. Her mind, overwhelmed by this news—and the killing—had shut down. The words kept rolling around and around her head: The calf has a brother. But her brother killed a human. Her brother killed someone. It was all she could think of, as if the news itself blocked her from considering its implications. Tiluk had grown even more solemn and quiet than usual. Neither Terra nor Tiluk were ready to know more.

      Besides, this was paddle watch: their unbroken daily routine of taking their kayaks into the cove before sunset. Sometimes bidding good night to the sun with the whales, if they came, and sometimes not. Early on in their observations of J Pod, the research team witnessed whales performing sunset rituals that included spyhopping up out of the water as they raised the top half of their bodies above the surface, seeming to peer together at the setting sun, sometimes even mirroring one another’s alignment towards it as if they were creating a living orca sundial. Their nightly paddle watch here in the cove had become sacred because Granny’s pod so often arrived. It was almost like the whales came here to say good night. Across all these years, the team kayaked into the cove every evening with the precision of a beating heart. Just to watch.

      Joseph turned back to look at Terra and Tiluk, soaking up their confusion as if by osmosis. His dark eyes were full of warmth. Tiluk squeezed Terra’s hand; they’d talk about it later.

      As they reached the bottom of the long stairs, Maggie, Claire and Bill put all their focus into uncoiling the ropes linking the kayaks to the dock, as if by dealing with the coiled ropes they could disentangle the sad mess leading up to the Shantu killing…as if hoping to avoid the conversation that had to come later. Meanwhile, the two graduate students, Gwen and Jason, scanned the cove’s inlet for whales. The grad students had become part of their family. They’d been here for the last three summers doing research alongside their scientist mentors. Terra and Tiluk liked having the grad students around; they were part grown-up and part kid. But right now, they were just as confused by the OceanLand news as the kids were. Joseph stood with his son and Terra and the grad students, gazing out over the cove. His was the only peaceful face in their group.

      “Uh, Claire?” said Gwen as soon as she’d scanned the cove with her binoculars. “They’re here already. They’re at the mouth of the cove.”

      Ever the consummate scientist Claire dropped her rope and pulled her own binocs up to her eyes. “They’re early,” she breathed. “That’s odd.”

      Bill grabbed Claire’s kayak before it floated away in the chop. “Let’s get out there, shall we?”

      The music Claire had chosen was starting to swell, it pooled and eddied from the speakers on the dock out and over the water as they climbed into their kayaks and started buckling their lifejackets.

      “Dad,” Terra went suddenly cold. “Are you sure it’s safe?”

      Terra had been on paddle watch almost every single evening of her life. Never once had it occurred to her that danger might lurk amongst the immense whales they studied. She loved them. She trusted them. But it suddenly occurred to her that the trainer who’d died today probably loved and trusted Shantu, too.

      Bill’s eyebrows shot up and he looked to the other adults, connecting to them as if they were a linked web. “Terra, you are probably safer out here with these whales than you are when you build a fire or hike in the woods with Fierce. Put that worry out of your mind.” He helped her cast off from the dock as he backed up in his own kayak, making room for the others to cast off, too. Then, almost too quiet for anyone else to hear, he murmured, “You’ll understand soon enough.”

      “I don’t know about any of the rest of you grim reapers, but I’m really excited to see if the pod brings the new calf into the cove!” Jason exclaimed, lifting everyone’s mood a little. Jason was the one who’d first spotted Wendy with her new baby this morning out on Haro Strait, where the pod spent a lot of time foraging for fish. He and Gwen were out on the big boat with Joseph navigating, the way they were almost every day of the long summer, tracking Granny’s pod as unobtrusively as possible. Joseph’s keen, almost uncanny sense of the whales’ movements had garnered him a reputation in ExplOrca as the best orca-tracking boat captain in the world. He could trail the pod without bothering them and somehow, even when they’d disappear for long stretches at a time, he usually guessed right where they were going to surface again. Joseph’s whale-tracking skill had brought the team reams of vocalization, foraging, and travel data specific to individuals in J Pod. They were also awash with orca poop, known scientifically as scat. Scat gave researchers important data on the whales’ hormones and nutrition status. Scat was Maggie’s specialty…which, of course, had led to jokes among the ExplOrca researchers over the years.

      But it was sunbleached blond Jason—who looked more golden-tanned-surfer-dude-in-flip-flops than scientist—who’d spotted the new calf swaddled between the enormous backs of its mother and grandmother. First, he saw the telltale breathy spout of the newborn, much smaller than any other whales. And then the small little dolphin-sized lump of a baby, a dark bump wedged between the two huge black backs. Jason, stunned, had called up to the main house. Rendered nearly speechless, he’d managed to choke out, “Claire…Terra’s dream! Dude! Tell that girl she was right…Wendy’s got a new calf!” Click went the phone as Jason hung up on Claire in his amazement. Claire had gaped at Terra over their lunch, and Terra had whooped out loud and run for her bow-drill and knife.

      Now, even with the sad news about Shantu, Jason still beamed with his discovery. He hadn’t believed Terra when she’d predicted Wendy’s pregnancy with a dream, but he’d paid attention. They all had. Terra was their special whale walky-talky girl. And, as Joseph had said four months ago, after Terra told them about her dream and suspicion that Wendy was pregnant with a female calf, “You just never know with these whales.” Besides, with this calf’s birth, Jason’s PhD thesis tracking Granny’s pod—the whales’ long-term relationships and their lives in the Salish Sea—had taken a whole new turn: Oldest known orca to give birth at age 43, has support from four-generation family. His thesis might even make it into the venerable pages of the journals Science or Nature; it was that unprecedented to see an elder animal give birth, let alone track family members of any species in the wild, especially animals as problematic to follow as whales…with four entire generations of family members. Jason, in short, was stoked!

      “Heads up, people,” Bill called out softly to everyone. Granny’s large head rose above the water in a classic spyhop just a few dozen feet away. She eyed them for a few seconds then blew loudly and sank beneath the water.

      The crew gasped. Even though they saw these wild whales up close fairly often, it never felt routine. It always prompted a mixture of nerves and woozy, volatile joy. Even now...after the tragic news.

      “I can see Big Jake out near the edge of the cove. He’s patrolling.” Gwen said, her ’nocs glued to her face. “I think he’s on task to guard the cove.”

      Gwen, too, was studying this family for her PhD project which was different than Jason’s. And even though they were almost always out on the boats together collecting similar data, that’s where any resemblance stopped. Gwen radiated farm girl. To this day, she felt naked without her cowboy
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