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This book is for those who connect to animals. 

For those who believe that animals have their own souls and minds.

For those who treat them well.

There could be a person beneath that fur, those feathers or those scales, after all.
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Chapter 1




West could smell the tang of the sea when they were still half a day away from the coast. The wind was blowing strongly from the west. And something was familiar about that tang, just like the cries of the seagulls that were riding high on the gusts. Which was strange, since he only remembered life with the Whales, in their house in the Sacred Square. 

Riding out of the forest that covered most of the west coast of the Holy Empire, he saw the Pyramid jutting into the sky, set high above the harbor town.

He looked away.

That was where his life would end, and he didn’t want to think about that at all. Despite himself, his thoughts wandered back to the Sacred Square, where four of his family had died, Moon, Sun, Sky and Earth.

Only Earth’s death had touched him. He had been the one taking her to her sexual release before the Priests slashed the arteries in her neck, letting her blood flow down the side of the Earth Pyramid.

With an effort, he wrenched his thoughts back to the present, focusing on the last trees they were passing, his mule carrying him to the site of his death with no delay.

The town itself wrapped halfway around the large harbor. Two wave breakers reached into the sea, made of the same dark rock as the houses in town, the cliff to the north of it and the Pyramid that stood on top of it. Beyond the harbor, the sea shone in burnished silver, darker than the cloudy sky.

West pulled his cloak tighter around his shoulders, not just shivering because of the cold wind. This whole town seemed dark and hostile.

No, he didn’t want to die in it.

But then, none of this had been his choice.

When they reached the compound nestled at the foot of the cliff, he was relieved to be out of the wind and glad to be surrounded by familiar sounds and bustle.

Keyla, the Priestess who he had lain with a few times during their journey, directed him to a small room with an even smaller window. At least the bed was wide and looked comfortable.

She had been caring, touching him with some kind of love, about the only one in the entire procession. He hoped that she would be the one to be with him on top of the Pyramid, when his time came.

Oh, and he hoped she would lie with him tonight, driving away the cold dread that seemed to have settled in his bones.

Soon, he was called to dinner. It felt strange to eat with a group of people who weren’t his Whale family, but he didn’t have much of an appetite, anyway. Not knowing whether this was the last food he would eat in his life could do that to a person, he thought.

The Priests chatted and talked about the town, and he learned that it was called West Harbor. It was a trade port as much as a fishing port. Building the wave breakers had been the joint project of several houses, although the Whales had not been involved. He tried to feign interest, tried being polite but he longed for silence.

Of course, Keyla saw through that.

“West is tired,” she said gently. “We should let him get some sleep.”

“You may rise,” the Head Priestess said with a wave, and West gave her a grateful nod. As he pushed his chair back to get up, he caught Kayla’s wink, and felt relief flood him.

He wouldn’t spend the night alone.

She came later than he had expected. He lifted the blanket, and she slipped into bed with him quickly. He didn’t need her kisses and caresses to feel aroused, but he enjoyed them nevertheless. In the Whale house, he had made love to South most of the time, with Earth demanding his attention when she felt like it. But South had always pined for Sky, and so he had felt like a flawed replacement all those years. Of course, Sky wouldn’t even look at South.

Keyla wanted him, West, for himself. And he was safe to make love to, he wouldn’t demand any long-term relationship of her, something she couldn’t have as a Priestess. Or so he thought.

When she mounted him, he let her, enjoying her warm embrace when she took him inside her. A part of him was too weary to fully respond to her, but she obviously didn’t care. She rode him with an enthusiasm that he had never experienced in his entire life. Soon, she reached her release and was considerate enough to make him find his, as well, before lying down on him, panting and smiling dreamily.

“You are so good,” she muttered after a while.

There was nothing he would say to that.

“And I’m not supposed to tell you, but there hasn’t been a signal yet. We’ll have tomorrow.”

He felt relief wash through him. He had at least one more day, and he hoped he could spend it to find the calm and acceptance that Earth had displayed before her death.

That was expected of them, he knew that.

That was why they meditated every day.

And finding calm would make it so much easier to ascend that black Pyramid, every step taking him closer to his death.

Keyla fell asleep on top of him, and he didn’t mind. Her weight anchored him for now, even as his mind wandered.

Those meditations had rarely been about finding peace, he realized, looking back on them. Most often, they felt like work.

Once, just a few months ago, their meditation time had been spent in battle. All Houses had united to attack a village south of the Empire, a small place, one that the Priests had called the Home of Evil. Even then, he had wondered why Evil had chosen such a beautiful, calm place to roost. Of course, it hadn’t remained calm. Nor beautiful.

The Winds didn’t actively attack, they just prepared the way, and crossing the Veil to reach the village hadn’t been easy. The Veil itself had resisted them, something that he had never told the Priests.

And when the attacks had commenced, when fire, hail and lightning had rained down on the village, when the ground shook, he had sensed her. The one protecting her home, the one working to save everyone.

She had been incredibly strong.

And yet, she had not once lashed out at the attackers. No, she had spent all that immense energy to keep a shield going for much longer than anyone had expected. House after House had dropped out of the fight, exhausted, spent, worn out.

Of course, Sky had enjoyed spurring Moon and Sun on, and had delighted in throwing lightning down himself. He had speared the main house, lighting the fire and then telling North to fan the flames.

So typical of Sky.

West sighed.

North had blown wind into the flames, and both had cheered when the house had collapsed.

He had watched that lone woman, struggling to protect those that had fallen around her, impressed by her courage and determination. And he hadn’t sensed an ounce of evil in her, either.

There had been that last burst of energy from one of the women lying on the ground, and the protector had used it to reach out to the Veil. And a moment later, the Veil had blocked them all, locked them into the Empire, had prevented any further attacks.

The Priests had been furious, and very privately, West thought that they had been shocked to the core. Of course, they wouldn’t admit to being afraid to anyone, but they were.

Because the Veil itself, the Empire’s holy protection, created with the energy of the Sacrifices, had stopped their attack on that village.

On that woman.

West still didn’t understand it, and never would. Yet he couldn’t forget her. He wished he could meet her, but it wouldn’t happen. Instead, his own energy would be added to the Veil soon.

Keyla stirred, kissing his throat. His neck. The places the Priests would slash soon. He shuddered at the thought, and she put both of her hands on the sides of his face.

“Shhhh, West. Let me distract you.”

And he did as he was told, letting her fill his senses, fill his mind, until she had driven out all thoughts of death, at least for the night.


      [image: image-placeholder]The next day dawned clear and bright, and when he was served breakfast, he knew that Keyla had told him the truth.

Sacrifices fasted on the day of their death.

Except Sky, of course, who had crept into the kitchen when the Priests weren’t looking. 

But then, Sky had always loved to make trouble.

There had been that one year when the two House Priests had actively prevented Sky from riling up everyone. That year, Sky had done more latrine duty than ever before or after. And it had been the only year with a little harmony among the Whales.

Of course, once they moved Houses after the Solstice, Sky had taken his revenge on all of them, and the new Priests had looked away. Moon and Sun had distanced themselves even more, and South had become inconsolable.

He certainly didn’t miss Sky. Sensing his death had been a relief. Not that it would last long.

West got permission from the Head Priestess to leave the compound and wandered down to the harbor. There he sat, staring at the sea and the waves, reaching for a calm that just wouldn’t come.

For a while, he walked up and down those wave breakers, disregarding the salty spray that soaked his hair.

The sun moved through the sky, and when it was close to reaching the western horizon, he found himself on the waterfront again. Sitting on a bench, he stared at the silver sea.

Seagulls screeched overhead, and something blew up a little fountain of spray inside the harbor.

Dolphins.

He watched them for a bit, but their freedom made his heart ache even more. He was trembling when Keyla found him and sat down next to him.

“Oh, West. Please don’t be so hard on yourself.”

He gritted his teeth and didn’t answer.

“It is Fate. You were chosen for this.”

He took a deep breath. “I know. It doesn’t help. I’m not ready.”

“Sacrifices rarely are.” She put an arm around him, and something about the way she did it told him that it would be tomorrow.

The sun was hanging lower in the sky, giving the silver sea a blood-red hue. He shuddered.

“Come. Let me comfort you.” Keyla tightened her hold.

“Not yet.” He couldn’t. He wasn’t even sure he wanted her close. He wanted nothing of this at all.

“West.”

He glared at her. “This is the last sunset of my life. Would you let me watch it in peace?”

She looked shocked, but she did remove her arm from his shoulders and sat a little further away.

He could sense the Pyramid towering above them, an ominous presence, menacing, almost evil.

A dolphin blew in the harbor.

He yearned to be far away from here.

In his meditations, he had often flown, free as a bird.

But he was caught in his body, much too heavy to fly.

“West,” Keyla said again. “Don’t make it so hard for yourself.”

He glared at her, but she smiled, with some determination.

“Just think, tomorrow you’ll be reunited with all the Whales.”

Revulsion tore through him at those words. That was the last he wanted.

“The Pillars are already waiting for you.”

That was a lie. Not one of them cared in the slightest about him, least of all Sky.

He did not want to be reunited with Sky. Not in this life, not in energy. Not ever.

“West.” She put her hand on his thigh.

Shaking with disgust, he rose from the bench in one fluid movement, and without even knowing what drove him to it, he ran two, three steps and flung himself into the harbor.








  
  
Chapter 2




The water was cold, a slap to his entire body, shocking him breathless. And he sank like a stone. 

Energy swirled around him.

Something squealed, clicked, and nudged him.

His face broke the water, and he took a deep breath before sinking under again.

More nudges.

Realization dawned.

The dolphins. They were playing with him, or maybe saving him.

If only he could be like them.

Another nudge, another breath, a glance up.

Keyla screaming his name.

He wanted none of this, letting himself sink under again. Even death would be better.

Squealing.

Dolphins.

Free to swim where they wanted.

Free!

Energy swirled, grabbed a hold of his body, twisted him. He screamed under water as his arms shortened, his legs fused and his face stretched. The pain of the change was excruciating.

Another nudge, and he grabbed a breath, fast, quick, deep, before sinking under again.

He could see in the water now. Three dolphins circled around him. He moved his arms, and his body tilted.

One of the dolphins steadied him.

Clothes floated in the water, and he recognized the shreds of what he had been wearing.

With an effort, he pushed awareness through his body, and would have stared at himself if he could have. His shape did not allow it.

Carefully, he moved his legs, sensing the water around them. Around the fluke at the end of them, at the end of his sleek, strong body.

With a shock he realized what he had done.

He had shifted into the shape of a dolphin.

Which made him a human in dolphin-shape, not a true dolphin. He had no idea how to move. Or what the real dolphins were saying to him.

One of them positioned itself in front of him, then nudged him to get his attention.

When he looked, the dolphin moved very slowly, very clearly, obviously showing him how to swim.

West grinned to himself and copied the movements. He was surprised at how fast his fluke propelled him forward.

Dolphin laughter echoed around him.

He pushed up, for a new breath, and then looked at the harbor, keeping his head above the water with less effort than he had expected.

Priests were rushing around, two were staring into the water, and Keyla was on her knees, being tied up. For a moment, he worried about her, then pushed that thought away.

The dolphins squeed, and he followed them, swimming awkwardly, out of the harbor and away from that black Pyramid.

Away from his fate.

He would have laughed, but all that came out was a squee just like the others had uttered.

What had he done?


      [image: image-placeholder]It took West a few days to learn the ways of his new shape. The dolphins brought him fish, and he slowly learned to catch them on his own. He started to understand the gist of their squealing, and even learned to do the clicking sounds himself, discovering how they helped him know what was around him.

They stayed close to the land, because he didn’t trust his new body out in the sea just yet. And because something kept him here, in the shadow of the black Pyramid.

Nobody had walked up to its top, at least nobody he had noticed. He could sense the unease in the Veil, however, and he knew the sacrifices had been delayed.

Of course, they needed to replace him.

So he hung out in the water, surprised he never really slept at all. Neither did the other dolphins, and eventually he thought that maybe that was normal for them.

On this particular day, he noticed movement on the Pyramid around noon, and knew that the day had come when someone would die in his stead.

He stuck out his head and listened as best as he could. There were screams, not a surprise. He touched his human awareness, extended it, and discovered to his shock that Keyla was being tied to the orb on top of the Pyramid.

One of the Priests was already lifting his robes to ride her and bring her to a release, getting her ready for the knives.

He felt guilty beyond measure.

She would die because of his actions, something he had never intended. And the very least she deserved was that he witnessed her sacrifice, much as he wanted to flee.

The Veil was quivering as he swam up to it. It entered the water just below the Pyramid, and that was where he stayed, full of dread.

Keyla was getting closer to a release, and he could even sense that she was thinking of him. He felt desire himself, remembering their nights, and his guilt reached new heights.

He could hear her moan as the Priest drove her towards ecstasy, felt the exact moment when she writhed in the throes of it, when the knives flashed, felt the rush of her blood leaving her body, felt her shudder in death.

The Sacrifice had been made.

The Veil pulsed, and he could sense the other remaining Whales die, as well. The only one he mourned was South, the sad, gentle one who would rarely smile, even when he did his best.

Their energies flowed into the Veil, mingled with those already there. Suddenly, he could sense Sky, and that was when he turned and swam away, leaving the black Pyramid and his old life behind.

He was done being a Whale. He was a dolphin now.








  
  
Chapter 3




The days stretched into weeks, and West felt more and more comfortable in this body. He was getting as fast as his friends, and had started to jump with them, playing in the waves. Hunting fish had almost become second nature. 

And yet, something was nagging at him, something that didn’t fit with his life as a dolphin, something that went back to the time before that.

He wasn’t truly a dolphin, he knew that well enough, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to spend his life as one. But how could he create a new life as a human? His thoughts kept returning to one riddle he had never solved.

Who was that woman his House had attacked?

She possessed enough power to hold up against many Houses, which meant she knew how to handle it. She lived with it, just as he had to. She was the only one who could teach him how to live a life with power, the only one he knew outside of the Empire.

Could he find her?

And… would she help him find out what to do with his life?

That was a gamble he was willing to take.

However, all he knew was that the village was south of the Empire, and so, after much deliberation, he made the squeals that indicated thanks and gratitude. He nudged all of them, speaking their names, hoping that it was an adequate farewell.

And then he turned his nose south.

One of the females chose to swim with him, and he was grateful for the company.

They took their time exploring the coastline. He guided her away from beaches that were too dangerous, and she taught him even more about fishing. And more and more often, she rubbed against him, until he finally understood.

She wanted to mate with him, and he had no idea how dolphins went about it. Even so, he began rubbing against her, and after a few of these maneuvers, his dolphin member emerged from the slit where it had been hiding.

West was surprised by the rising desire that gripped him, even in this shape. He wanted to hold her, kiss her, fondle her, yet all of that was entirely impossible.

She swam on her side, and he understood the invitation. And yet, it was almost beyond his ability to match her speed and bring his long member to bear. And lacking hands, he really couldn’t guide it in, either. Yet she insisted, and eventually, they managed. It was an almost insane and intense experience and over way too soon.

Except that she kept rubbing him and rubbing him, and so they mated a few more times over the day.

By evening, he felt exhausted and hungry. And he had started to wonder about their offspring.

Was he even able to sire a dolphin baby?

When she nudged him several times that night, spoke thanks and farewell, he knew he’d never find out the answer. She ran her flipper over his side and turned north.

From then on, he traveled alone.

West couldn’t remember for how many days he had followed the Veil south, keeping it to his left, occasionally touching it. He could tell that his fellow Whales were aware of him and that none of them cared, except for South. And even she was distant and preoccupied with something else.

Probably Sky.

He snorted at that, glad he had managed to escape his fate.

But what would he do now?

Gradually, during the days and nights of swimming, he developed a plan. Once the Veil turned inland, he would find a river to swim up and start looking for people.

And then he would shift back.

If he could.

It was a simple plan, yes, but it was the best he could come up with. And so he just kept swimming, until the day when the Veil did indeed turn inland. Losing contact with it was a shock, one he hadn’t expected. He felt lost, bereft of guidance and some level of support that he hadn’t really appreciated.

For a long time, he hovered, holding his head above the water, staring at the iridescent Veil. Gradually, anger rose in him. It was such a foreign emotion when it wasn’t directed at Sky that it surprised him. He stared at the Veil, feeling his anger, and tried to analyze it.

That’s what the Priests had told them all the time. Feel your emotions, don’t let them rule you. Understand them, and use them.

Slowly, he grew aware of how angry he was at the Priests, at the entire Empire, for stealing his life and his future.

If he could shift his shape to a dolphin, what else could he do? How much good could he have done if he had been trained in his true abilities? The Priests had stolen that from him, just as they had tried to steal his life and his energy.

Anger grew to rage, grew to fury.

He wanted to kill those Priests, all of them, he wanted to smash the Pyramids, every single one of them, and he wanted to wail and scream his fury to the world.

Instead, his body squeed. Loudly.

West hung in the water, and had to laugh at himself.

One insignificant human in dolphin shape would not be able to change the world.

But maybe that strong woman could. Maybe they could do it together. He flipped his tail at the Veil and headed south with renewed purpose.








  
  
Chapter 4




Swimming south, West encountered many small rivers emptying into the sea, none of them big enough for him to swim in. He could tell that the weather had become warmer and noticed that strong plants with huge roots grew right into the sea itself, where the forest wasn’t held at bay by cliffs. Those areas were teeming with life and made hunting very easy, but crossing them to reach land would be very hard even in human shape. So he kept going, looking for a stream that would allow him to turn inland. 

He realized too late that there was a storm brewing out on the sea, and he didn’t have enough experience to know that he would have been safe far away from the shore.

Instead, he found himself fighting for his life among treacherous currents and an unrelenting storm. Waves threatened to wash him ashore or against the rocks below those cliffs.

Desperately, West pushed against the waves, working his fluke hard, diving below as much as he could, only to be thrown back by the next set of monster waves.

Soon, he was bruised from crashing against rocks, liberally cut by the mussels clinging to them. The salt water burned in his wounds.

He did his best to keep moving south, trying to get away from these cliffs, making almost no progress at all.

After struggling for longer than he could remember, he knew he was weakening and losing his ability to fight against the waves. Just a little later a particularly high and strong wave flung him up on the rocky shore, and he tumbled into a pool formed by a hollow in the rocks.

Panting, he thrashed in the hollow, with waves crashing over him but not dislodging him. His vision grew dim as his strength left him.

He found out that dolphins do not faint. However, he did enter a state of much reduced awareness that barely allowed him to remember to breathe, and little more. Unfortunately, it also didn’t take away the pain from his many cuts and bruises.

So he simply lay there, breathing and in pain, and allowed the waves, the wind and the rain to wash over him. 

Night fell eventually.

When West woke from his mindless dozing, the sun had returned, and his skin hurt abominably. He wallowed in the hollow, trying to get as wet as possible, but most of the water had evaporated or drained away. He was stranded high and dry.

He was dizzy, in pain and hungry, and it gradually dawned on him that he had to return to his human shape if he wanted to live.

But how?

He barely remembered shifting into dolphin shape. It had simply happened when he needed to get away from the Priests.

Now he needed to get away from this hollow in the cliff.

It didn’t feel the same.

His dizzy mind didn’t want to focus, either. With much effort he found only one thing he could think about: He needed hands.

Hands to pull himself out of this hollow, hands to climb down the cliff. Anything after that was a haze, so he blinked and did his best to remember how it was to have hands.

Memories rose, of touching a woman, of feeling her soft breasts, of the clothes he had been wearing. Clothes were a strange concept, he thought. But his skin burned, so maybe they were a good idea.

More memories, of food, of a ride on a mule, of the meditations with the Whales. He had enjoyed the meditations.

And somehow, he shifted into that mindset, felt himself sitting cross-legged in the courtyard of their House, sinking into the focus of whatever task the Priests had for them.

Pain lashed through his body as the change began, as his legs separated, his arms grew, his face contracted. He squealed in agony, and then the squeals became lower and harsher, and he realized he was screaming.

When the pain eased, West found himself still lying in the hollow. He moved a flipper and saw a hand.

Relief flooded him, and for a while, he just lay there, sensing his human body, reacquainting himself with it. A little later, he managed to get on all fours and lift his head to look around.

Below him, waves were crashing over rocks. How had he escaped certain death there?

He liked dry, cracking lips and realized he needed water most. Looking south, the cliffs eased and there was a strip of beach and trees in the distance, and he could only hope that there would be water below them.

But first, he had to get there.

His back hurt terribly around his left shoulder and below, his skin was sunburned, and he had a lot of deep scratches on his left side.

Nothing could be done about that here in this hollow.

So he gathered what remained of his strength and crawled up to the edge of that hollow. Black rocks extended beyond, rough and pointed, some with barnacles encrusting them.

Down was not really an option, the waves would smash him against the rocks. He knew well enough how that felt. He couldn’t stay here, either. The seagulls swarming the cliff were already eyeing him with some hope, or so he imagined. He would not become their meal.

So he crawled across that cliff, arms trembling, legs threatening to fail, pain coursing through his entire body. It took forever because he was so slow and so exhausted, but finally, he noticed that there was sand below him, not water. He was making his way down there slowly, when a rock crumbled underneath his hand and he tumbled the last length, slamming into the sand.

Getting his breath back after that took longer than he had expected. His left shoulder hurt even more, and he hoped that nothing was broken.

After a while, his parched throat demanded action, and he pulled himself to his feet. And stood there swaying, no longer sure what to do with his legs. For so long, he had been using them to power his fluke. He dimly remembered walking, putting one foot in front of the other.

He looked down. Yes, there were two feet. He lifted one and fell over. Pain spiked, then receded.

Maybe walking was a bad idea. But he needed to move, and so he crawled on knees and hands through the sand. For now, reaching those trees was his goal. He prayed that there would be water.

It was hard, and he paused often. Soon, his knees hurt where the sand chafed them. But it was only one more source of pain when he was already swimming in a sea of pain, and so he ignored it.

Finally, he reached the trees, and crawled into the shade. The burning on his skin eased a little, and then he lifted his head and heard the soft chuckle of water flowing.

He crawled faster than ever and allowed himself to collapse at the edge of a small brook. He dipped one hand into the water and sipped.

Sweet, blessed water.

A moment later, he crawled into the water, drinking from the stream directly, letting it soothe his burning skin, resting his head on a moss-covered rock.

Such relief.

He closed his eyes and just felt his body.

Yes, it was bruised and battered, cut and burned, but it was his, and he was getting to know it again.

Quenching his thirst returned some of his energy, and made him aware of a very empty stomach.

He had no idea how to find food in a forest. For all his life, his food had been prepared in a kitchen, first by the Priest, later by the Whales themselves, mostly by Earth. Some leaves looked familiar, and he tore one off. It burned his tongue when he chewed it, however, and so he spat it out again.

He had to find help, he realized.

With an effort, he forced his mind to remember the village they had attacked. There had been a little stream running through it, he could see it clearly. And while it was not at all certain that his little stream was the same one, it meant that people lived near them.

He thought that was a very clever deduction and smiled with pride. All he had to do now was to follow this stream inland and find people.

So easy.

So hard.

He crawled to a tree and used the trunk as a support to pull himself up on his feet again.

Humans walked, he remembered that. His body knew how to walk, he told himself. So he pushed off the tree, aiming for the next one and stumbled there. Panting, he grabbed the trunk, holding himself upright, then grinned.

He did it again. And again. And slowly rediscovered how to move his legs so they would carry him.

Mostly, he walked in the stream or on the edge of it, where the trees let him. It wasn’t easy, there were rocks in the water, and he often stumbled and fell. Somehow, even though his bruises developed bruises, he didn’t mind too much.

This felt like one of those hard tasks the Priests had often set them, and he wasn’t allowed to give up. So he kept going, losing all sense of time and barely noticing his surroundings.

When darkness came, he found a hollow among the roots of a tree and curled up in it. And for the first time in an eternity, he slept.
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