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Chapter One

The princess awoke to a crisp, fall morning
with the sun streaming through her bedroom windows. Outside were
the busy sounds of the royal city waking to another day. Trucks
rumbled down the street making morning deliveries and pickups:
buses, cars, garbage trucks – the low growls of motors straining
through low gears. Birdsong filled out the higher registers of the
morning serenade – hard to know which part of the midweek morning
symphony woke her. The Capital building was like a palace in most
ways except one. Rather than located on some picturesque hillside,
it was located in the heart of the biggest city in the Homeland.
Since her mother had died, her first morning thoughts were filled
with thoughts of the Queen.

The Queen was lovely, and everyone agreed her
daughter was a perfect likeness. Lore (short for Lorena) had the
same gentle curls of soft, golden hair framing beautiful green
eyes. Her presence, like that of her mother's before her, was such
a calming force that men and women alike found it warming and
comforting. The queen had an aura of poise and wisdom.

Then suddenly – the queen was gone. Collapsed
without warning, she fell into a deep coma and never woke. Doctors
were at a loss to explain the coma. There was no fever. None of the
multitudes of tests could find anything wrong. All did agree that
the queen was not in pain, quite beyond it – no symptoms at all
except for the deep, probably dreamless, calm sleep. A sleep from
which she never recovered. She passed from this world quietly with
no sign of illness – she simply ceased to be. Throughout that time,
all of it, Anne remained calm and serene.

The King was heart broken. The only thing in
his life that kept madness at bay was now his beautiful little
girl. He poured all of his energy, his love, and his considerable
wealth toward the assurance of his little girl's health, welfare
and happiness.

“Good morning, your
Highness!”

Jennequina entered the room loaded with
hangers supporting four or five gowns in one hand and two pairs of
elegant slippers in the other.

Lore was always impressed with Jennequina's
uncanny ability to appear at the exact moment she was needed, armed
for anything required of the situation.

“I'll just leave these items on the chair.
Pick whatever you like to wear to breakfast, and I'll return the
rest to your closet when you go.” Jennequina smiled at Lore and
gave her a slight bow that said “I am your
humble servant.” And a quick wink that said, “I'm also your best
friend...” With that, she vanished before Lore could get out a word
of thanks.

***

Jenn knew that she was appreciated. She
also knew that Lore didn't really have the
words to tell her how much so. I love that girl, but even I have
to admit she's one spoiled brat a good deal of the time,
Jennequina thought as she hurried down the hallway. And I'm
probably the one who has spoiled her the most over the
years...”

***

Since Lore's mother became ill, there had
been many needs on Lore's part. Jennequina comforted her by just
being Jennequina. Something which was more than anyone else could
do. Especially the King, who was hardly
himself most of the time these days. For the young princess, it was
Jenn who kept life moving. Of the young maids abilities, the most
unsung was her ability to listen. She never advised – ever! That
was not her role. But she was right there for Lore whenever there
was a problem to work out, tears to shed, or boys to dream about.
Jennequina was the princess's witness to it all. Pain, joy, or
hopefulness. Never judging or suggesting – just listening and being
one of the few constants in the young girl’s life of late.

What to wear? Lore sometimes longed for
someone to just tell her what to wear, which to choose...There were
so many choices for a princess who could do or have anything in the
material world. Her mother was great at that. Lore, you should
wear the green gown, it brings out the color of your eyes.

Lore smiled down at the green gown now on the
chair and picked it up. “Thank you mom,” she whispered and slipped
the gown over her head. Once the dress was chosen, the slipper
choice was obvious...low heeled dark red slippers. Lore walked over
to the vanity and sat in front of the
mirror to take inventory. She was pleased, as always, to see there
was little needed. Only a thorough brushing of her long,
blonde hair to remove the night tangles.
Makeup was something only for formal occasions, and besides, Lore
didn't really need it. Something of a tomboy, Lore had naturally
great skin – so long as she didn't spend too much time in the sun.
That caused her to freckle, and even those
on her looked natural and adorable on her youthful face.

***

Rrawk awoke from his pleasant dreams just as
the first light of the dawn was spreading across the land. Rrawk
dreamed the common dreams of his people, dreams of swimming far
below the waves. Exploring vast reefs of coral, plunging to muddy
depths and skimming along the shallows just beneath the waves close
to shore.

Rrawk had heard that the aliens (or, as they
called themselves, “civilization”) nearly always dreamed of flying.
They often would look to the sky in awe and longed to fly in waking
life, as well. Sad
really. Swimming and diving was something Rrawk's people had always
done, both in their dreams and in their waking life. But in
reality, they were only good swimmers. Okay, exceptional swimmers.
But when they dreamed, they were masters of the oceans able to dive
to tremendous depths, travel great distances, and even sleep in the
ocean. Rrawk could not imagine a belief that said when you die you
ascend upwards toward the sky and beyond – but then his people
didn't really believe in death as an end to existence any more than
the aliens did. Oh well, as his father once told him, “Beliefs are only dangerous if you subscribe to them –
or if you don't!”

Rrawk rose from his sleeping mat and pulled
out the sticks he had been working on. He had a small amount of
time before the boy showed up for his daily lessons. The pair of
sticks was about twelve inches in length.
One was around two inches in diameter and the other about an inch
and a half. Both were heavily carved with symbols. The purpose of
the sticks, while not a secret, was something of a mystery and
pretty hard to use correctly.

When the sticks were rolled against each
other they produced a series of clicking sounds in specific
patterns that constituted a language. And it was that language that
was a carefully guarded secret passed down through the
ages, a language that was said to have been
invented by the ancestors and still used to communicate to them
today. “Information is never lost in the universe,” was one of the
most sacred laws of Rrawk's people.

Rrawk's personal communication sticks were
made for him by his teacher, and now he had a student ready to
learn to communicate with the ancestors directly. These new sticks
were for Tsabai, Rrawk's young apprentice.

Rrawk worked for about thirty minutes on the
patterns, smoothing some ridges and deepening some gouges, working
carefully but with the speed that decades of practice allowed. Then
he placed the sticks back under the mattress. This wasn't so much a
hiding place as it was tradition. The sticks were thought to obtain
language by being close to their dreaming master each night. It was
also the most practical place to keep them.

“Morning, grandfather!” Tsabai always called
the old man “grandfather,” though, in
truth, there was no relationship beyond master and
apprentice between them. It was equally true that Rrawk had known
the boy since birth, and in fact, the
boy’s mother had called Rrawk “grandfather”
when she was a child.

“Good morning to you, young pup!” Rrawk
replied enthusiastically. “Are you ready to call some ancestors to
guide us today?”

On most mornings,
Rrawk would strike out inland to hunt dinner – usually coming back
with enough meat to share with several families in the Village.
Many did not have a provider as skilled as himself. But today was a
special day. With his young apprentice in tow, the two would head
to the ocean. There they would ask for permission from the
ancestors to enter the water. Once in the water they would ask for
protection while the two men would gather marine life for making a
big pot of stew that would be shared with all the members of the
tribe. This was a semi-regular feast that sometimes included guests
from the outside.

Outsiders were called aliens because they
claimed to be from somewhere beyond the sky. They also thought they
would return there someday. Rrawk often wished for that someday to
come soon. The outsiders, for their part, also hoped the day that
they would leave the planet would come
soon. For reasons quite different from Rrawk, however. Rrawk's
people believed their ancestors were children of the land. When the
aliens came down from the sky, or so the legends said, Rrawk's
people fled to the sea. The aliens had little regard, it seemed,
for the plants and animals of the land, killing whatever they
couldn't tame and subjugating that which they could tame. They had
then turned their attention toward exploiting the sea, over fishing
and polluting it.

The ancestors then sent some of their number
back to the land to this place near the sea, away from the larger
population centers of the aliens from the sky.

It is said that when the aliens finally do
return to beyond the sky, Rrawk thought, the ancestors will
begin the work of cleaning up all this. And it will be no small
task, indeed. It was for that reason that Rrawk also hoped the
beliefs of the aliens were true. One day the last one of them
will leave. Well, one can always hope anyway.


Chapter Two

Usually breakfast in the royal household was
a family affair, which now pretty much meant the King and his
daughter. But lately the King and daughter hadn't had that much
“alone time.” Pressures of the throne had encroached on every
aspect of royal life. While it was still true that it was “good to
be King,” these were difficult times for the Megascion empire.

The economy had gone from bad to worse after
booming times of expansion and a relatively calm period of
stability. Previous Kings had assimilated neighboring kingdoms into
the empire while retaining the original structure of the state. Now
the Royal domain had become a vast empire controlled by the King
and his Ministers. The empire had found its dependence on the
colonies, and trade with smaller countries for goods and resources
was not sustainable. Since almost all production was done overseas,
there was little work available in the homeland. This led to a
huge, dense population with little in the
way of means to support itself. There was little agriculture beyond
small village gardens, and practically no manufacturing, as that
was cheaper anywhere else. The only jobs were in education,
policing, health care and banking. Problem was that without
agricultural or manufacturing jobs, few could afford to educate
their children, tend to their health needs or put money into the
banking system. Consequently the biggest domestic employers were
the police and the prison system. The latter being a huge drain on
the Royal coffers. So being King was now, “not what it used to
be.”

King Albion had so many problems to consider,
yet all he could think about was his lost Queen and the firm
suspicion that her sudden illness and subsequent death was not some
unknown virus or previously undiscovered genetic vulnerability.
King Albion was certain as he could be that it was the work of an
assassin who missed his real target – the King himself. Although
the monarchy was not universally loved, the Queen was enormously
popular in most corners of the world and especially in her home
country. Albion, on the other hand...

It was Albion himself who must solve this
puzzle before another attempt could be made against his family. His
concern for his daughter was motivation enough for him to
discreetly procure the services of the top
scientists, physicians and forensic investigators on the planet -
all the brilliant minds he had good reason to trust.

No known toxins had been discovered during
the Queen’s illness or on autopsy. Nothing
could account for her sudden decline. Samples of her blood and
tissues were secretly stored and meted out to the top labs around
the world for study. A multidisciplinary team had been assembled to
uncover the theoretical toxin or virus in hopes the source of the
poison would point to the hand that delivered it.

Motives were numerous, but the means and
opportunities narrowed the field of possible assassins
considerably. Knowing what agent was used would suggest certain
delivery methods – ingestion, injection, inhalation, etc. Discovery
of what was used and how it could be administered would surely
point directly to who did it. The King wanted those responsible to
pay the highest price. But most of all, he wanted to protect his
daughter, and by doing so, the future of
the Empire.

Albion had a meeting with the head of his
secret investigative team this morning, but first breakfast.
Normally he kept breakfast company limited to himself and his
daughter. Occasionally, family would visit, or friends of family,
but mostly he tried to make it a daily father-daughter ritual. He
didn't like the idea of sharing what precious little time he could
see his daughter with others, but the reality was that Lore was
already a beautiful young woman. She was less and less daddy's
little princess. Though the King knew that no man would ever be
good enough for her in his eyes – he also remembered that many felt
the same about his wife, the Queen, and that he himself felt lucky,
if not quite worthy of her love. No, Lore would fall in love one
day soon and he would have to “give her away” to some lucky – if
not completely worthy – man. As much as he wanted to grab all the
private time he had left to spend with his daughter, the problems
facing the Empire were too great and too numerous. Squeezing in
every possible minute of the day to address these problems was his
duty. And even meals were working meetings and strategy sessions.
Even breakfast would have an agenda.

Albion strode through the doorway into the
dining room which had been set up as something between a breakfast
buffet and a boardroom. There was a long table to the side of the
room set up with various pastries, breakfast meats, and a large urn
of tea. In the center of the room, on an equally long table, were
place settings for eight. In addition to the King and his daughter,
six ministers of various departments were expected. The ministries
of trade, education, health, finance, war, and revenue had been
invited to have breakfast with the King this morning. More of a
summons, really. One of the few “it's good to be King” things
Albion had left him was the ability to command an audience.

Already seated around the table were
messieurs Alber (Education), Dunlop (Health), Vilhelm (War),
Stockman (Revenues), and Bizzet (Finance). Trade minister Volt was
missing which was a surprise to no one. Volt was chronically late
to everything these days, being involved in meetings at all hours
and locations, often away or just back from travels around the
colonies. His days were long enough without starting them early. He
would be along, no doubt late, but offering no apologies and in his
normal grumpy mood.

Everyone, including Lore, rose when Albion
entered the room. “Good morning to everyone and thanks so much for
sharing your morning with me!” Albion beamed a genuine smile to
everyone as he grabbed a plate from his place at the head of the
table. “Let’s enjoy some food before we
solve the problems of the Empire, shall we?”

Relieved cheers came from around the table as
the most powerful members of the cabinet and the future Queen
queued up at the serving table pretty much like school kids going
through a cafeteria line.

The conversation was light during the morning
meal while pleasantries were exchanged, the weather thoroughly
discussed, and everyone's good health was confirmed. The instant
every guest had finished their meal and refilled their teacups with
fresh warm liquid, Lore rose from her seat, drawing every eye in
the room to her and announced her departure.

“I know you gentlemen have much work to do,
and I will leave you in confidence that the affairs of the Empire
are in the most capable hands. Good day to you all.” As she left
she stopped by her father and gave him a light peck on the cheek
and then seemed to float to the doorway and disappear into the
hall.

Just as suddenly, a dark robed figure
appeared in the place which was just an instant before framing the
lovely princess. Asnimov Volt, minister of Trade was a stark
contrast to the fair princess. He was as dark and imposing a figure
as she was all lightness and warmth. And he seemed to be in his
normal less than sunny mood. His mood was seldom cheerful, as the
trade situation was on a continuously plunging course. The Empire
brought in a lot of goods, but had little to offer in trade.
Little, that is, except debt and promises. A debt that continued to
climb daily, and promises that seemed emptier all the time.

The meeting consisted of mostly bad news only
made brighter by the thought that things were likely to get worse
in the future. There was, however, interesting revelations brought
to the table by the minister of Revenues, the honorable Mr.
Stockman. It seemed a relatively promising find of radioactive ore
had been found in a colony that was sparsely inhabited. A bonus was
that the find could probably be mined cheaply – perhaps hiring
indigenous labor at next to nothing to do the back breaking work of
mining. Additionally, the site of this find was relatively close to
a deep water port just up the coast from the location known locally
as “The Cove.”

This find could provide both the ministries
of Trade and Revenue with some very excellent leverage in the world
markets. The demand for cheap nuclear fuel was limitless on the
crowded world which was reaching the end point of fossil fuel
supplies, not mention the Empire’s need to maintain superiority in
the area of nuclear weapons. And by superiority, the Empire meant
to remain the planet’s sole possessor of a nuclear arsenal. The
minister of War, Stephen Vilhelm, listened intently as Stockman
described the geological survey and mining feasibility reports. His
dark eyes sparkled, and the trace of a rare boyish smile was there
if you looked closely at him.

If you looked close enough at any man, the
trace of a little boy could be found. But some men hid the boy in
them pretty deep.


Chapter Three

Rrawk and his young apprentice gathered up
items from Rrawk's hut to take to the shoreline. Rrawk reached
under his sleeping mat and retrieved both his personal sticks as
well as the new ones he had just finished early this morning.
Saying nothing to the younger man, he slipped them into a leather
pouch which he hung around his waist using a hair cord. Tsabai was
busy gathering pouches of herbs and powders made from hand
pulverized colored rock. Yellow ocher, red ocher, and white clay.
There were a number of packets of dried plant material that would
be used in fires, teas, and smudging.

 


They left the hut together, and the young
apprentice led the way down the sandy path that wove its way
downward toward the Cove. The path's gentle descent was
occasionally broken up with short, steep parts that the two men
slid down on their feet, like expert skiers on a bunny slope. It
was no problem after years of practice, though Rrawk knew Tsabai
could easily remember when he dropped to the ground on these
sections and slid on his rear to safely get down. He probably had
the urge to do so now – it was really a pretty fun thing to do.
Almost as if Rrawk could read the younger man's thoughts, he
smiled, remembering a distant childhood memory. So, when the two
reached the last short pitch to the beach they exchanged a brief
glance, took a couple of short quick strides toward the top of the
slope, dropped to the ground, landed on their bottoms, and slid
down the slope side by side, laughing like children.

 


“I wanted to do that for weeks!” smiled Rrawk
as they slowed suddenly to a stop at the bottom.

“Weeks?” said a puzzled Tsabai.

Rrawk laughed and said, “Oh, I do it every so
often when no one is around to see me.”

Rrawk looked years younger somehow, and the
thought of this old man sliding down a sandy slope on his tail
seemed to both amuse and frighten Tsabai. Perhaps it was also
somehow comforting. Maybe growing old wasn't quite as bad as Rrawk
usually let on.

The Cove was like paradise. The sand was as
white as the Alien's flour, or, perhaps, more like sugar. In
texture it was a little coarser than sugar. At this time of day,
with the sun having been up only a little over an hour, and the two
men being the first to arrive, the beach sand was perfectly smooth.
No footprints anywhere, the beach was constantly swept by the
gentle waves of the protected Cove. The two men quickly prepared
for the permission ceremony.

The permission ceremony was a simple but
important ritual known to every whale whisperer and learned in
childhood. It was absolutely necessary to ask permission from the
ancestors before entering the water. To fail to do so was extremely
dangerous. The ancestors were very much incarnate today, as
creatures who lived just beyond the Cove's shelter in the open
ocean. They were aware of everything that went on beneath the
surface, and through their descendant’s, most of what was happening
on the land as well. They would protect the whale whisperers from
danger in the water, but could only do so by the ancient language.
The permission ceremony was used to open the direct line of
communication by opening consciousness on both sides to the
language of inter species communication.

Rrawk produced a small bladder filled with
fish oil and three wooden cups. He poured a small amount of the oil
in to each cup and proceeded to add a handful of red ocher into
one, powdered white clay into another, and yellow ocher into the
last. The paint was mixed thoroughly, and then the two men set to
work decorating their bodies to reflect the colors of the reef
fish, who they considered as much a part of their clan as anyone in
the tribe. They took turns applying a base coat of red paint to
each other’s back, and then each washed the
rest of their bodies in the red paint. Next, the yellow paint was
applied in parallel streaks running the lengths of their backs and
legs. Finally, white paint was dotted between the yellow lines. The
results produced a pattern familiar to the fish of the Cove. They
were becoming creatures of the sea in appearance. The older man
produced the newly finished sticks and presented him to his
favorite student.

“Mine?” Tsabai asked
incredulously.

Rrawk answered, “I thought you might like to
do the honors today and well from now on, if you would like.”

Tsabai shot back with the old familiar
rhetorical joke, “Does an ancestor shit in the ocean?”

***

Tsabai ran to the shore line and stood ankle
deep in the surf. For a few minutes he gazed out at the horizon. It
was breath taking. The beauty of the ocean and sky was stunning in
the morning light. The temperature of the water was approximately
the same as the air. He took a minute to ground himself as he felt
the connection between his life on land and his spiritual life in
the sea. There was no separation between these two existences to a
whale whisperer. He took his new sticks and placed them in his left
hand, feeling the perfect balance between them. Cupping his fingers
around the pair of sticks, he began to gently roll them against
each other hearing the clicks they produced in the fresh sea air.
He felt the vibrations of the sticks as the different patterns
moved across each other. The ancient language, as it would be heard
by the ancestors, could only be felt by the whale whisperers. After
a moment, his senses seemed to reach out across time and space. At
that moment, when he felt completely one with all of creation, he
lowered the sticks beneath the water and continued rolling them
across each other. He could no longer hear the sound, but he could
feel the vibrations the sticks were emitting.

“We wish to enter the dreaming, we ask for
your blessings and your protection, we are your descendants, we
come in peace.” Over and over he repeated the prayer. Then he felt
the response as the sticks began to move in different ways, out of
his control. He quieted his mind and felt the vibrations travel
from the sticks up into his body.

He heard the ancestors reply, “Come
safely, peace be upon you, you are protected, my brother.”


Chapter Four

Albion brought the breakfast meeting to a
close by assigning each minister to draft a report for him
outlining plans to: start the mining, process the raw ore, and
market a profitable portion of the final material to trusted allies
who needed it to fuel their reactors and keep the lights on. The
King strode out of the room leaving the ministers space to compare
notes and collaborate before returning to their respective ministry
offices to begin their individual assignments.

Albion took the elevator to the third floor
of the capital palace where he kept a spacious office. Security
guards stood on either side of the door to the King's office suite.
They snapped to formal attention as soon as they saw their king
exit the elevator. It was a small change from their normal stance –
from a militarily rigid alert posture to their current statue like,
eyes forward, and square shouldered pose. Albion returned their
precisely synchronized salutes, and the guard to the right swiftly
opened the solid oak door with the bronze plague which read “Office
of His Royal Majesty.”

Inside was a small reception area with seats
placed in groups of twos and threes around a few tables. At the far
end was a large wooden desk filled with computer monitors and a
multiple line telephone. Behind the desk sat an attractive,
middle-aged, blond haired woman named Annea, who had been Albion's
office secretary since he had ascended to the throne upon the death
of his father, Albion the Second.

“I saw him into your office as you requested,
Sire,” Annea said with the normal formality which she always
somehow managed to soften with the warmth of her voice.

“Thank you, Annea, but if you keep calling me
Sire I will get a god complex!” Albion had always tried to keep
their relationship more like family (which she practically was by
now) than King and lowly staffer. Annea, for whatever reason, never
dispensed with the formalities of status, even in private. But she
sometimes carried it into playful familiarity.

“Very well, my lord,” she said smoothly, with
the slightest trace of a smile which mostly shone in her bright
blue eyes.

Inside his office, Albion found a neatly
dressed man of some sixty odd years with mostly gray and slight
amounts of what was light brown, perhaps blond, hair. Both the gray
and the light brown were thinning. He was, or had been, studying
Albion's globe of what was thought to be the ancient world. It was
a recreation of the planet at a time that it was thought to be only
about two thirds ocean, and the remainder occupied by large
continents distributed fairly equally between the hemisphere, with
slightly larger landmasses in the northern hemisphere.

 

Levi Deangleo was a distinguished scientist
who had literally written the book on
forensic microbiology and chemistry. “Forensic Microbiology and
Chemistry” was written when he was only a grad student, but it
still was the definitive book in the field. By the time Levi was a
full professor, he had added titles in toxicology, forensic
archeology, and neurophysiology. In the publish or perish world of
academia, Dr. Deangleo was an immortal, or as close to it as a
cutting edge scientific investigator could be. As intimidating as
all his accomplishments were, he was surprisingly down to earth.
The best description of his personality was probably humble, warm
yet slightly awkward in social situations. One on one, however,
Albion considered him a personal friend and one of the handful of
people the King both trusted and genuinely liked.

Levi was also very direct, never constrained
by social pleasantries, and often started a conversation by jumping
straight to the point. This was such an occasion. “We discovered
very small traces of an unknown chemical compound in some of your
wife's tissues. While the compound has never been seen before, it
is however an organic compound, meaning that it most likely occurs
naturally in some life form. Our guess is a marine life form, but
that is only a suspicion that we are not yet able to confirm.”

Albion was always a little taken aback by
Levi's clinic detachment. Good grief, did he not realize that he
was talking about his friend's wife? A woman he knew well? Albion
felt his face flush slightly, just for the instant it took to
remember who he was talking with. Levi could separate “work” from
friendship as easily, or more so, than anyone Albion had ever
known. He was just wired differently than most people, but the King
knew that aside from his professional manor, Levi was actually as
kind and warm as anyone in this world. He just had a funny way of
not showing it. “So you think this compound may be what killed my
wife? And that it is something that exists in nature? So what does
that mean, exactly?”

“Well, I was able to synthesize the compound
and have done preliminary tests using animal models. It is not
definitive, but it would appear that this substance would explain
exactly what happened.” Even Levi looked a little uncomfortable
with the chilly presentation of data. It was one of those rare
times that Albion saw a brief crack in the facade that the
professor so carefully maintained. It was these moments that
reminded the King of why he was so fond of a man that most found
cold at best, and downright irritating for the most part.

Albion thought through the facts just
presented. He felt in his bones that his wife's death was actually
a botched attempt to assassinate him. Though this new information
pointed in that direction, it also raised many questions. Who would
have known about this toxin, how would they
have procured it, and in what manor did they try to deliver it?
Somewhere in there was the obvious question as well, how did they
miss their target and kill the Queen?

Levi interrupted the Kings train of thought,
“I want to bring in some outside help on this, Sire.”

“Sure, whatever you want. Marine biologists?
Zoologists? Tell me who you want, and I'll get them on it straight away!” Finally, Albion thought, a
hot lead. The investigation has a direction after all this
time.

Levi watched the King’s face carefully as he spoke, “I mean, I want to
utilize some indigenous knowledge systems, Sire. Specifically a
small band of coastal natives known to us as the Whale
Whispers.”

Curious, Albion thought, that the
same remote geographical region and same group of people have been
brought to my attention within hours. A connection between the
region's ore resources and the mysterious events surrounding his
wife's death was hard to imagine. Coincidence? Albion did believe
in coincidences, but he also believed they were extremely rare.
There had to be some connection between these two bits of
information. But what?

“Levi,” Albion chose his
words cautiously, “just exactly how are you proposing to
proceed gathering information pertinent to this toxin from the
Whale Whispers?”

“I would like to visit their village and
undertake to contact someone I met years ago. He is a medicine man,
or shaman, if you believe in such persons. But if anyone has
knowledge of a substance obtained from some form of marine life, it
would be him. Unlock those mysteries, and we can most certainly
determine by whose hand the Queen’s life was taken.”

Albion thought for a moment and then made his
proposal. “I am today assembling a delegation to travel to the area
for the purposes of entering into an agreement with the Whale
Whisperers regarding mining in the region. Would you like to travel
with them?”

“Absolutely not!” Levi's normal calm demeanor
was shattered as he took on the posture of a man ready to go into
battle. “Do you have any idea how sacred the land is to indigenous
people? If they sense I am in any way connected with some
imperialistic plot to desecrate their home land, I will get nowhere
in my investigation. Albion, you must put whatever plans you have
to exploit these people on the back burner until I at least have a
chance to gain some small measure of trust amongst their
ranks.”

Now Albion was confused and stated as much.
“But my understanding was that these people's spiritual life was
centered around the sea, not the land.”

“A typical misunderstanding by those who have
never spent time with indigenous people,” Levi interjected, pushing
the old friend side of their relationship firmly in front of the
King-Subject aspect that he normally maintained. “Albion, to these
people, land, sea, river, tree, sky...it's all the same. They hold
all of creation not only sacred, but as kin to themselves. Harming
any part of the environment is like cutting off an arm or leg. They
simply will not trust anyone they suspect has evil intent toward
the environment.”

“I'll give you two weeks, Levi. Two weeks to
see if you can get the information we seek from these people. Then
I'm sending my teams in to try to come to some agreement about the
mining. The Empire needs these resources badly. I'm not saying I
would resort to simply taking them without compensation to the
people, but we must obtain mining rights one way or the other.”

If Levi had been uncharacteristically
insubordinate before, he was near a murderous rage now. “Are you
saying that you would employ violence to obtain this ore? Please
tell me you're not reverting to the ways of your grandfather!”

“Levi, let's burn the bridges between our
different world views, if and when we are faced with them. We'll
attempt to deal with the Whale Whisperers in the fairest and most
considerate way. Perhaps in your time with them you can advise us
how best to proceed with that. For now, just go. See what you can
learn from and about these people. Send me reports, and I will keep
my ministers of finance, revenue, and trade at bay for as long as I
can. The minister of war may need to be sedated, however.”

Both men smiled at the thought of Stephen
Vilhelm planning invading forces and preparing for an all-out armed conflict – his favorite pastime.

Poor Stephen. If only he had lived during
my Grandfather's day! thought Albion. He was definitely a
throwback to less complicated times, when
might equaled right, and to the victor went the spoils.


Chapter Five

Beneath the calm surface of the Cove was a
metropolis of varied life forms, all living together in relative
harmony and peace. Relative harmony and peace if you take into
account that big fish eat little fish, who eat smaller fish, who
eat various smaller life forms, and so on. Being the biggest “fish”
in the sea at the moment, Tsabai and Rrawk had nothing to fear, and
since they were not on a spear fishing expedition they in turned
were not feared by any of the thousands of fish they were
surrounded on all sides by. Their body paint pretty much washed off
within seconds of diving into the water, but it had already served
its ritualistic purpose, which was to create empathy with the most
numerous inhabitants of the Cove: fish that
were roughly the size of a large breed of dog, with white bellies,
red backs, and flanks decorated with yellow stripes and white dots.
Tsabai and Rrawk called them cousin fish and felt a special kinship
with them as fellow travelers in this world – and perhaps the next
for all anyone knew.

Tsabai allowed himself a few minutes to just
float on the surface and gaze down into the water at the beautiful
scene below him. A huge ray swam beneath him along the bottom,
gently undulating his enormous wings as he glided along in silence.
Off to his left, a large gray eel darted out from a hidden fissure
in the coral to snatch a bite of some unsuspecting small prey and
disappeared back out of sight just as quickly as he had appeared.
Tsabai felt the warmth of the sun on his back, as if it was
reaching him from another world. He turned his head to the left
until his mouth found the surface, took in a deep breath of clear
salty air, curled into a ball, and then extended his upper body
downward into a steep dive, kicking hard with his feet. He was
quickly around ten meters under water, snaking through the water without using his arms except to
guide the direction. Then he pulled up from his dive and used his
arms and legs to propel him horizontally in the water. He could
sustain this depth and level of exertion underwater for at least
three minutes – longer if he pushed it. He was an amazing
swimmer.

Tsabai broke the surface, not gasping for air
but merely resuming normal breathing, and rolled on his back to
survey the sky. It was a clear day, and he felt he could see all
the way to the edge of the atmosphere, to where the blueness faded
and diffused into night. While Tsabai floated on his back, Rrawk
took short scouting dives over and over again, on lookout for the
man eaters. These were the common enemy of both the Whale
Whisperers and the ancestors alike. These prehistoric creatures
were little more than eating machines that cruised through the
waters tirelessly devouring pretty much whatever they came upon.
They were perfect predators, but they served their purpose in the
cycle of life. They weren't evil creatures so much as cold blooded
mindless killers. Yet they killed to eat, and actually, who
doesn't? If you were aware of their presence and their habits, they
posed little threat. Rrawk was well aware of their habits and was
taking care of the awareness issue while Tsabai started The
Listening.

Floating on your back was the perfect way to
listen to the ancestors sing their songs. With your ears under
water you could perfectly hear the sounds originating from below,
while the sounds that came from the surface had to be loud and
coming from nearly right on top of you. But the sounds of the ocean
were magnified, and certain frequencies could travel for many
kilometers in the water. Hundreds actually. The ancestors were
always singing, and anyone could listen in. Though there were few
that could understand the songs. There were just a couple of things
to know about the ancestor's songs. First, and very important, the
ancestors loved to sing. They sang to themselves, to each other,
and finally to anyone who was willing to listen. But the second
thing (the most important thing of all) was you had to truly
listen. That meant quieting your mind. If you did that, then you
could begin to hear the songs they were singing. Not as sounds, but
as dreamlike visions. The more you practiced truly listening, the
more detailed the visions became. It's something the Whale
Whisperers referred to as dreaming songs. An old Whale Whisperers'
saying held that men dreamed up songs to sing, Ancestors sang
dreams into reality.

So Tsabai entered into the dream song. He saw
huge machines, scratching and digging at the earth. He saw two
alien men. First one that was kind, older, somewhat like Rrawk if
someone had dunked him in bleach. Funny image, that. The other was
younger, but not a lot. Tsabai felt a kind of sadness about him
that he wasn't familiar with. Something about loss. The song ended
suddenly. Tsabai opened his eyes and found a cloud was crossing
overhead in front of the sun. He heard Rrawk surface next to
him.

“We should head in, young pup!” Rrawk said as
he nudged Tsabai in the shoulder with his elbow and pointed toward
the point at end of the Cove. Rrawk shouted, “Race?”

Before Tsabai could answer, Rrawk put
probably fifty meters of ocean between them. The two men raced
along the surface, in an all-out contest of speed and endurance. It was the
latter that put Tsabai at the edge of the Cove first, yet both men
had plenty of strength left to swim back the way they had come.

“Now what?” Tsabai asked his mentor.

Rrawk just pointed at the horizon out to sea
as if to say, “wait for it...”

A giant tail fluke appeared only about
fifteen feet from the two men. The ocean floor dropped very steeply
here, and Tsabai could feel the coldness of the deeper water on his
feet as he tread water. There was an ancestor very near, and he was
about to give the two men a nice salty shower. Wham! The huge tail
slammed against the surface, spraying water twenty to forty feet in
the air in every direction showering two laughing Whale Whisperers
in the process.

Rrawk was grinning from ear to ear. “Come,
let’s swim home and compare songs!”

The two men had a nice slow relaxing swim
back to the beach to the exact spot where they entered the
water.


Chapter Six

Albion sat in his office for several minutes
considering what he had already learned this morning. His wife was
indeed the victim of an assassination plot. Most likely she somehow
had come between him and the delivery of the toxin. What was the
method used to deliver the fatal substance? There had been no signs
of an injection site on the Queen, but at the time everyone assumed
they were dealing with an illness. Still, she had been thoroughly
examined at the onset of the coma. One would think any suspicious
marks or bruises would have been found then. Albion doubted that a
single hand was at work here. A conspiracy was almost implied, but
a conspiracy that included the royal medical service? That seemed
unlikely. In fact, all of the Royal staff had always given every
evidence of their loyalty over decades of service. Albion found it
impossible to believe anyone serving in the royal household could
be bought or pressured into helping an assassination plot. Leaking
information, maybe. Gossiping about the Royal family in the
presence of outsiders, even the press? Even that was unlikely! But
someone got close enough to poison the Queen. Either directly or through an unknowing proxy. That
must be the case! Somehow, the fatal dose was delivered to the
Queen via an unsuspecting carrier, a pawn who if the mystery was
ever solved would provide a convenient patsy to take the blame.
Albion buzzed his secretary and instructed her to summon the chief
of security. She rang back within minutes to say the General was on
his way.

While Albion waited for the General, he
turned his thoughts to the curious meeting with professor Deangleo.
Albion knew that Levi was obsessed with what he called “Indigenous
knowledge systems.” Levi had held that these hunter gatherers held
a rich data base of knowledge of the natural world that was an
inexhaustible source of information. Information held in oral
traditions thousands of years older than current science. He looked
frequently to these groups for answers to questions that had
puzzled him over his career. It was the source material for at
least a dozen of his scores of papers and books on a variety of
subjects. That he was so keen now to contact the Whale Whisperers
on this matter should not come as a complete surprise, and Albion
hoped it was not just another case of Levi being Levi. This was too
important. Still, Albion shared with Levi something of a soft spot
for native peoples. A combination of “white guilt” and genuine
curiosity. The few 'original' people – as Albion tended to think of
them – who survived with most of their culture intact through to
the present day were particularly admirable for their self-determination and strength. There was indeed much
to appreciate about them and, as Levi's entire career had borne
out, there was also much to learn from them.

Albion's desk unit buzzed, and Annea's voice
announced that General Pickworth was in the waiting area.

“Send him in, please Annea.”

Albion prepared himself to play a role of
sorts. He had to play this carefully as he really had no idea who
in the Royal household he could trust or how easily a conspirator’s suspicions would be triggered. He was
winging it. The door opened and a tall, slender man of about forty
five years strode into the office in full military uniform, hat
tucked tightly against his side under his left arm. Pickworth
strode deliberately to within exactly three feet of Albion's desk
where he sharply stopped at attention and gave Albion a formal
salute with his right hand. Albion respectfully returned the
salute, thanked the General for both his time and his service to
the Empire.

“General, I called you here to ask a favor.
Please sit down. Have you had your breakfast? I can have Annea
bring some food or perhaps some tea.” Albion was trying hard not to
show his nervousness at this hastily called charade of a meeting.
The General, who probably ate breakfast before some men went to
bed, declined both food and drink. Albion launched right in. “I
want you to do a special investigative report for me: a report that details a plan to poison a member of
the royal family without chance of discovery. In short,
theoretically, would it be possible for a group who, for whatever
reason, wanted to disturb the chain of succession to do so by
assassination without raising suspicion?” Albion watched the
General’s face carefully for reaction. He saw only the face of a
man hard at work at a problem. No concern, no shock. Just another
security problem to be assessed and taken care of. The man is a
true professional in the coldest
sense, thought Albion.

“You want me to plan an assassination plot of
a member of the royal house...” It was not a question. The General
was clarifying the problem in his mind. Thinking aloud, he
continued. “A plot that, if successful,
would leave no suspicion that it ever existed...” The General
seemed genuinely intrigued. He clearly lived to play such war
games.

“Exactly.” Albion smiled. “I want such a plan
thought through to the last detail. But don't bother with scenarios
like snipers. I want to know if it is remotely possible for agents
within or without the Empire to attack us in such a way that we
wouldn’t even know we had been attacked. Understand?”

“Most definitely, Sire. I will get to work on
it this afternoon. I take it that this project is only to be known
to you and me?”

Albion nearly laughed out loud. The man in
front of him was so professionally detached it was almost a
caricature of the perfect stereotypical military mind. That or a
computer. “Precisely. It wouldn't do to share such plans with too
many people, now would it?”

After the General left the room, Albion
buzzed his secretary and requested lunch in his office then
inquired as to the whereabouts of his daughter. He then requested
that she be asked to join him for lunch.


Chapter Seven

General Pickworth took the elevator down to
the basement level where he kept his private office. He wanted to
escape the security command center with its banks of monitors and
watchful staff. He had a problem to work through and a scenario
that definitely was right square in the middle of his area of
expertise. Thinking like an assassin, a terrorist and/or a
conspirator was his forte and why he held the top security
assignment in the Royal Army. After all, he had started his career
as a spy. As a young man he had carried out some of the dirtiest
little secrets his government plotted to advance the reach of the
Empire. Later, as an intelligence officer, he developed plans and
scenarios much like what the King had suggested against other
regimes, organizations, and governments.

First, he thought, how to make a
death look natural? The first thing that came to mind was an
injection of potassium. Excellent choice, but a fatal dose would
require an intravenous injection which would leave a mark. But once
delivered it would mimic a heart attack and traces of the poison
would be gone well before an autopsy could be performed. If the
subject could be made ill – ill enough to be
hospitalized, then slipping into the room
and administering the poison via the patients IV tube would be
simple enough. Posing as a nurse, doctor, or orderly, the agent
could gain access to the victim without raising suspicion,
administer the dose, and even participate in the resuscitation
effort, putting them firmly in the clear.
But this would indeed require a bigger number of conspirators than
he'd like. The more people involved, the higher the risk of
failure. He really needed to get into his office, shut the door and
spend some serious time pondering all the various possibilities.
What kind of group are we talking about? What motivates them?
Power, personal vendetta against the royals, jealousy, money?
Knowing what the end game was made the play more obvious. That was
his experience anyway.

He rounded the corner from the elevator which
led to his office and came face to face with Stephen Vilhelm,
Minister of War.

“General Vilhelm, what brings you down here
to our humble security department?”

The minister of war was known to hold in low
opinion what he referred to as “Albion's rent-a-cops.” Apparently,
in Vilhelm's view, real military men were not security guards (or
as he privately confided to his friends, “door rattlers.”)

“I was hoping for a few minutes,” Vilhelm
said.

The two men walked together to the door of
Pickworth's office, then disappeared behind it.

***

A father-daughter lunch was something Albion
badly needed. After the death of his wife, the two had a sacred
bond. They had always been close, but Lore had been a mommy's girl
her entire life. Now, they shared and worked through their grief in
a way that only people who shared a common wound could.

For the first dreadful weeks, Lore could only
think of her own terrible loss, and it was only recently that she
began to see, in her father, a different kind of hurting. Slowly,
after she came out of her personal hell, she saw her father
differently. Not as King Albion, the kind King, the King who
ascended to power after centuries of war with various rival empires
and governments to address the problems of the common man. He
thought first of the welfare of his people rather than the
ambitions of the throne. She always admired the kind of strength
her father had. Strength that was tempered by compassion and used
to defend the poor and down trodden. Strength that sought a way to
lift up rather than conquer. But for the first time in her life,
Lore saw her father as a man, a husband who had lost his wife. It
was probably also the first time in her life that she caught a
glimpse of something of a selfless feeling. And it felt good and
right to care about his happiness. She even thought that one day
her father would hopefully find another woman to love. She mostly
was repulsed by the thought of another woman in her father's life,
yet she didn't know if she'd ever see her father happy again unless
he had a wife, a lover, and partner in his world. Albion was a good
husband to her mother. So good at being a husband and father, it
would be unthinkable that he would not seek to fill that role again
someday.

Eating gave Lore time to have such thoughts.
It also provided an excuse not to bring them up with her father. It
was enough to share the room with this fine man and father. She
felt no need to bring up her worries for him. She began to consider
possible candidates for future queens and therefore step-mothers.
Every time she let her thoughts go in this direction, the same
ridiculous thought came to her. Jenn. It was true that Jenn was
nearly young enough to be Albion's daughter. But viewed another
way, she was pretty close to being exactly between the age of her
father and herself. This made her in many ways an excellent
candidate for step-mother to Lore. She was young enough to be in
touch with Lore's teenage angst but old enough to be an appropriate
marriage candidate for the King. Okay, she was not a “Royal,” but
Royals didn't always marry within their own caste. The Royal
bloodlines were incestuous enough as it was. No, there was no major
objection to a union between a commoner and a Royal. But then Lore
really didn't know anything of Jenn's past or her family now that
she thought of it. Maybe she should begin to show a little more
interest in Jenn. Other than being a loyal and completely
trustworthy companion, Lore really knew little about Jennequina.
Her likes and dislikes seemed irrelevant, so long as she was aware
of Lore's. Curious thought! Maybe Lore could make some inquiries of
Jenn to find out. By the end of lunch, Lore had resolved to find
out as much as she could about Jenn.


Chapter Eight

The next few days went extremely fast for
Lore. Her father seemed preoccupied and distant. Understandable
given the responsibilities of the leader of an empire in decline.
And the decline was accelerating. As various dominoes fell – more
followed. Lore kept herself busy with her legions of private
tutors. For children who were not as fortunate though, a quality
education was merely a dream. Under the rule of Albion's father,
public schools were virtually eliminated by cuts. The emphasis was
on private for profit education, which fewer and fewer could
afford. Worse still, the private institutions were held to no
common standards and often were funded by groups who monitored, and
in many cases changed, curriculum to suit whatever agenda suited
their personal interests. For a time, a long while actually, most
students learned trade skills touted as important in the work life
and more grounded in the needs of the Empire. However, as the
collective wealth of the populace declined, few could afford
contractors or even doctors for that matter. Albion the third had
recently launched a public education program with a few public
schools. This was not well received by the moneyed and powerful few
in the Kingdom.

Lore, as well as the richest patrons of the thrones and the noble born,
received a remarkable education. Her studies had always been richly
diverse and exhaustively thorough covering philosophy, ethics,
arts, music, mathematics, and science. But Lore had little trouble
keeping up with her studies. Learning came, like everything else in
her life, easy.

This afternoon she had a break from studies
and decided it was time to pursue a thought that had only recently
occurred to her. That her father would one day, hopefully not too
far off, become interested in taking a new Queen and companion. And
she thought she had the perfect candidate for her new step-mum. She
sent word for Jennequina to come to her room and of course, Jenn
was there for her immediately.

Jenn entered the room ready to serve her lady
in any way she could, but was slightly
taken aback when Lore simply said, “Sit, Jenn, I was wondering if
we could talk?”

Jenn was confused, but complied and simply
said, “What would milady wish to talk about?”

Lore couldn't share her ideas about Jenn and
her father directly. Even if she could, she hadn't quite made her
mind up about Jenn. She simply wanted to know her better. Lore
suddenly realized that she was a little unsure as how to proceed.
She could not simply interrogate her as if she were a witness to a
crime. She would have to try to get her talking about herself. This
might not be so easy. Lore had known Jenn as long as she could
remember and never once had Lore shown any interest in Jenn's
thoughts, feelings, likes, or dislikes. How does one start to
“know” someone who one already “knows?” It was a daunting task
which would be made so much simpler if she could simply say, “So do
you fancy my dad?” Lore settled on a less direct tack...

“Jenn,” Lore's voice was slightly off, dang!
“I was thinking about you earlier, and I realized I don't ever
remember you talking about your parents. Are they still
living?”

Jenn looked slightly uneasy. Her dark eyes
looked down at the floor for an instant before looking up directly
at Lore. “My father is alive. I think, I mean. I lost my mother
when I was quite young. I was orphaned.”

“But your father lives. Have you any contact
with him?”

Jenn again looked extremely uncomfortable.
She wasn't used to familiar conversation with a Royal.
Understandable, Lore thought. She tried to smile comfortingly at
Jenn as the woman composed a well thought out answer.

“I don't, I mean, no. He has never been in my
life. I was raised by step-parents.” She quickly added,
“they were wonderful to me. But they both
passed away when I was a little younger than you...from the
flu.”

Lore felt suddenly sad and embarrassed. A
relatively minor inconvenience for a princess, the virus was
virtually a death sentence to the poor. She felt tears forming in
her eyes, and her faced flushed. It was perhaps the first time Lore
had felt shame. It didn't feel good. This felt like an
interrogation. It felt intrusive and wrong. “I'm so sorry, Jenn, I
had no idea.”

“Oh, don't feel bad. These things happen. I
am lucky to be employed. Your parents gave me a good job, a place
to live. Being in service to the Royal family is both an honor and
a pleasure!”

Lore decided that maybe conversation was not
the best way to get to know Jenn better. A quick change of strategy
was indicated.

“Jenn, do you like horses?” This was
instantly better. The two young girls talked about their love of
horses for a few minutes until Lore excitedly suggested that they
go down to the paddock and take a couple of horses out into the
park trails for a ride. This invitation was accepted wholeheartedly
by a completely thrilled Jenn.

***

Albion took a break from his pile of mind
numbing memos and reports. He tilted back in his chair and
stretched. Quickly deciding that a simple seated stretch was not
enough to clear out the kinks in his neck and shoulders, he rose to
pace about his office a few minutes and then walked over to his
window to look down on the wooded park that occupied perhaps twenty
city blocks behind the capital building. Far down below, he saw two
riders enjoying the crisp fall air. One with long beautiful golden
curls, and the other had just as beautiful long, straight, brunette
hair. As the rider ahead checked her mount
up short to wait for the trailing girl, she turned to speak to the
other, and he recognized his daughter. So much like her mother!
When the other girl came up even with Lore, he realized that it was
Jennequina. Surprised to see the two out for a ride together, he
also felt a bit of happiness. He had always intended that they be
friends rather than Princess and serving girl. That was his hope
from the time he brought Jenn into the household.

The joy was bittersweet. Like Lore, Jenn was
also the image of her mother. Poor Jenn, Albion thought.
Like her mother, she was intelligent, warm, and kind. Lore had
taken to her right away. And since Lore had lost her own mother it
was little wonder that the friendship between them was growing.
Of that, Albion thought, only good can come. One needs
friendship in life.

Albion turned from the window. No time to
dwell on such matters. He was waiting by the day for word from Levi
about his contacts in Ensorclea, the so called Whale Whisperers. He
had also hoped to gain some theories about security vulnerabilities
from his chief security administrator, General Pickworth. About
Levi, he could only wait, but Pickworth was reachable, and Albion
was tired of waiting! He buzzed Annea and requested the Generals
presence in his office. Now!


Chapter Nine

The journey to Ensorclea was not particularly
taxing. Levi was able to fly in a perfectly fine airplane to an
airport on the continent's most populace city. Only thing was,
Ensorclea was a huge continent, and the city of Orleon was hundreds
of kilometers south of his final destination on the northeast
coast. It was summer here, a season which more and more agreed with
Levi's aging knees and back. Levi rented an all-terrain vehicle suitable for less than optimal
driving conditions yet fast enough to make the trip in a couple
days if he more or less drove constantly with only brief stops for
rest and food. He outfitted himself with provisions including extra
fuel and plenty of water. He also strapped two spare tires onto the
roof rack of his vehicle. When it came to driving through
wilderness, this wasn't Levi's first dance. Truth was, he loved it. He loved seeing the strange wildlife,
meeting even stranger and sometimes hostile people. Loved solving
problems related to surviving in previously unknown surroundings.
He may be a scientist by training, but at heart he was an
adventurer.

After two days, he reached tropical
rainforest and equatorial weather. Hot and humid, this area really
didn't have seasons. The days were all about the same length. Aside
from the occasional severe storms, every
day here was pretty much like every other day. Sunset and
sunrise happened pretty close to twelve hours apart. Tides on the
coast were small shifts in the waterline, hardly noticeable. Levi
thought of it as paradise. For a man who dedicated his life to
discovery, he found it somewhat ironic that he really was a fan of
stability, predictability, and comfort. He noticed it more and more
as the years marched on.

“Maybe this time, I'll just stay here.”
Easy, Levi, talking to yourself is the first sign of
insanity. It was a thought that made Levi laugh out loud. He's
always loved talk to himself. Even as a geeky kid he had always
been his own best company. One thing they will never take away
from me, thought Levi, is my own good company.

Finally, Levi entered the city of Portship,
Ensorclea's water gateway to the world. Portship was an active deep
water port on the northeastern most coast of the continent.
Although there was a lot of sea traffic at its busy ports, the city
itself was only modest in size, without an airport and only enough
inhabitants to man the cargo docks and fueling stations. Fuel was
trucked in over the same roads as Levi drove but from various
refineries along the southeast coast line where crude oil was piped
from the interior of the continent. From here, there were two
options. Levi could try to get a local fisherman to ferry him and
his provisions around the cape to the protected north shore area
known as the Cove. Alternatively, he could drive to the roads end
and hike the remaining twenty kilometers carrying what he could on
his back. Though the boat trip would save several of strenuous
hours hiking and allow him to bring virtually everything he had
brought with him, the Whale Whisperers were not terribly impressed
with visitors who came by sea. They were not overly impressed with
visitors period, but those coming by a fishing boat were not likely
to be joyously welcomed. By agreements made back in the days of
first contact, the locals here did not fish the waters of the Cove.
For that matter, ocean traffic in this area avoided the waters off
that part of the northern shore completely if at all possible. Not
out of fear. The Whale Whisperers were not a dangerous people. It
was more a matter of respect. The local legends about them were
numerous, and it was commonly known that the inhabitants of the
Cove region were deeply spiritual people to be treated as
respectfully as possible. Their beliefs, the few of which were
known, were mysterious and awe inspiring. The Whale Whisperers made
the most of this and had always remained superficially friendly,
while at the same time coldly aloof.

After a night in a local hotel room, Levi
drove as far as allowed across the cape to a beach park that
allowed overnight camping, deposited enough money with the camp
host to insure his vehicle would not be towed away in the near
future at least, packed his backpack and set out on foot on a
narrow but well-worn trail leading through
the forest toward the Village of the Whale Whisperers. Though the
trail was not difficult, the heat and humidity wore on the sixty
one year old scientist. Levi had spent a lot of his younger years
hiking through all types of terrain and climate. But these
conditions, and his age, were not doing him any kindness. Levi was
careful to keep a slow, but steady, pace. He didn't come all this
way to be struck down by heat exhaustion or a heart attack. And he
was dangerously close to both.

He stopped after four hours and sat in a
shady spot next to the trail. Levi studied his compass and his map
while drinking freely from his canteen. He opened the front of his
shirt and took a scarf from his pack, which he soaked in water from
his canteen, and used it to wipe the sweat from his forehead and
the back of his neck. He learned a long time ago, and the very hard
way, that the best way to avoid heat stroke was keep the skin moist
with tepid water. Cold water could induce shivering and function to
drive the body temperature even higher, but tepid water helped vent
the heat coming off the skin.
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