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Chapter 1 – The Age
of Aquarius

 


The cloud of silt
enveloped Josh, robbing him of vision and dousing his wrist-mounted
light. He calmly swept his right arm along the wall of the
underwater cave and felt the thin, strong nylon line catch in his
fingers. He formed an ‘OK’ around the line with his thumb and
forefinger, trapping the small string in his grasp. Exhaust from
his scuba regulator rumbled across his cheeks and ears as he slowly
exhaled. He began to work his way forward on the line.

A few seconds later he
felt the hand of his dive buddy, also ‘OK’ing the line.

Must be Asrid,
he thought. A thrill of excitement shot down his
spine. In the total darkness he conjured up a perky image of the
petite and beautiful blonde Swedish woman.

He felt her hand touching
his, tentative at first and then stronger, more insistent. He could
tell something was wrong. Usually a silt out during a cave dive was
a minor inconvenience, a justification for always going through all
of the trouble of running cave line to the surface. He could tell
she was scared of something, but what?

He felt her hand leave the
line and follow his arm up to his face. She touched the outer round
housing of the regulator in his mouth and quickly pulled it away,
leaving him with nothing to breathe. He felt the slight pull of the
water near his face and heard a sharp intake of air from the hose
that ran next to his right ear. She was breathing heavily on his
regulator.

Josh calmly reached his
left hand to his neck, felt his backup regulator hanging on a
necklace of rubber shock cord and popped the reg in his mouth.
Breathing restored, he glided his right hand farther up the line.
This time Asrid’s touch was firm but stable as she acknowledged him
with a squeeze. It felt like a gentle caress. Soon the two of them
were moving along slowly in the pitch blackness, the silt cloud
stubbornly refusing to evaporate.

…

Thirty minutes later they
surfaced in the private blue-green pool surrounded by tall live oak
trees. Both removed their regulators and masks, floating gently
together in the mild spring current.

Asrid’s brilliant blue
eyes locked onto his. She drifted closer, the sun painting golden
light on the side of her face. He thought she looked stunning, even
in the dive hood that reduced her visible face to less than a nun’s
veil.

“Oh, Josh, you saved my
life,” Asrid murmured. She floated near, her face only six inches
away. Josh leaned over and kissed her gently. The two spun slowly
in the center of the spring while dandelion seed heads twirled by,
urged onward by the gentle breeze.

Josh closed his eyes and
pulled her closer, their kiss deepening. He felt the water dripping
from the side of her dive hood splatter on his cheek, tasted the
salt…salt?

“Jensen! Wake
up!”

Josh awoke from his nap on
the boat just as another round of salt water struck his face. He
coughed, shook his head and cleared his stinging eyes with a swipe
of his forearm. He scrambled up from the boat deck and looked at
who had destroyed his dream at the best part. Lachlan Brown hovered
over him, a dark ominous outline against the strong offshore
sunshine. Lachlan was average height with a grey-brown crew cut,
intense grey eyes and a well-tanned body builder’s physique wearing
only a tight brief-style swimsuit. He held a plastic cup in his
hand, ready to splash him again.

“Quit dozing off. Get up,
we’re here. Time to get to work,” Lachlan ordered. His tone was
harsh, as usual. Josh sighed inwardly and jumped to his
feet.

…

Josh double-checked the
valve was closed at the top of the pressure pot and with a
practiced motion tightened each of the screws securing the lid. He
knew that if the yellow and rust-colored metal container leaked on
the way down, the laptop nestled in a bed of towels inside would be
ruined. The scientific crew of aquanauts waiting fifty feet below
would be extremely disappointed. He had witnessed firsthand over
the past few weeks how living underwater in a habitat could
sometimes turn the friendliest of researchers into surly
seamen.

“You
good to go, Josh?” asked Al with an easy smile, his legs
automatically adjusting to the gentle sway of the support vessel’s
deck. Al was one of the Aquarius surface support divers
responsible for keeping the underwater habitat stocked and cleaned
during the scientific missions. Like Josh he wore dive booties, a
bathing suit and a weathered black “shorty” neoprene dive suit with
short sleeve legs and arms. Al was sandy haired, middle-aged and
thin with brown leathery skin and the wiry grace honed by years of
working at sea. He had been Josh’s informal mentor for the past few
weeks during his volunteer stint as an underwater gopher. He had
proven to be a welcome salve to Lachlan’s acerbic style. Luckily
Lachlan had retired to the boat house, giving him a temporary
reprieve.

“Yep,”
responded Josh. He loved diving in the waters around
Aquarius.

“OK, just jump on in and
I’ll hand you down the pot,” said Al. He grabbed the pot by the
metal handle welded to the side and dragged it over to the back of
the boat, which featured a wide open transom. Josh shrugged on his
single tank BC, slipped on his fins and mask, popped the regulator
in his mouth and hopped into the warm clear water.

He nodded up to Al, who
shoved the pot over the side. Josh grabbed the nearest handle and
started his descent towards Aquarius, the weight of the pot
vanishing thanks to the neutral buoyancy created by the pressure of
the surrounding water. He squirted a small blast of air in his BC
to stop at ten feet and looked around, drinking in the
sight.

Aquarius
stood below him, anchored to the seafloor on a
large baseplate that held the dark yellow painted tubular habitat
module firmly on Conch Reef, three miles offshore of Key Largo,
Florida. The recently-refurbished scientific underwater habitat was
the only laboratory dedicated to marine science in the entire
world. The habitat contained enough space, equipment and supplies
to support four scientists and two habitat technicians living
underwater for up to ten days per mission. A steel mesh framework
sat atop the main module, providing a refuge for schools of bright
yellowtail snapper, striped butterfly fish, red snapper and
assorted tiny wrasse painted in vivid blue, yellow and
magenta.

Nearby, blue-green
parrotfish nibbled at the fresh growth on the sloping side of the
habitat and the occasional blue, gray and queen angelfish swam by.
An air umbilical snaked from underneath the habitat to a diver
wearing a full face mask. Josh recognized Sam, one of the habitat
technicians, doing his daily chore of brushing off the
constantly-growing sea life from the exterior of the habitat. He
also carefully sponged off overnight growth from the various
portholes that gave the aquanauts a front row seat to life on the
reef from within the cozy confines of the dry interior.

Sam, wearing a hefty
weight belt and no fins, leaped slowly across the structure in near
zero gravity, deftly threading his umbilical behind him. It
reminded Josh of astronauts drifting in space and he had heard NASA
even planned on using Aquarius
for actual astronaut training. He waved to Josh
in mid-water. Josh nodded back, his hands occupied with the
pot.

Josh looked over to his
right and under the circular shadow of the life support buoy
floating next to Aquarius.
The dark yellow painted LSB was anchored to the
seafloor with thick nylon lines tied to embedded mooring plates. He
could just make out the constant thrum of the power generators and
air compressors inside the LSB that fed Aquarius life giving fresh air,
electrical power and a data signal. The topside support team used
the network connection where he had spent much of the past few
weeks monitoring the aquanauts from shore. Beneath the convex
circular hull of the LSB, a large army of barracuda hovered in
formation, their long jaws of visible teeth lined up perfectly
against the mild reef current.

Turning back to his left
he saw Al swim purposefully to Aquarius, leading his pressure pot
in front of him as if offering a sacrifice to the habitat
gods.

Ah, back to work,
thought Josh. This was hardly anything like work
to him.

This was the end of his
three weeks of volunteering for Aquarius and while he didn’t get to
dive every day, the experience of watching the current crop of
aquanauts get trained and deployed on their mission was still the
highlight of his young diving career. Delivering supplies to the
habitat and getting to rub elbows with the scientists and diving
professionals was always the best part.

He swam head first towards
the southern end of the habitat where he knew the moon pool allowed
divers to enter and exit their underwater home away from home. Part
of his third shift duties from the shore base was monitoring the
various readings from the habitat while the aquanauts slept. He had
a great respect and appreciation for the marine engineering and
thought that went into the daily running of the habitat. This was a
place full of amazing people doing underwater research that wasn’t
done anywhere else in the world.

Josh caught large movement
out of the corner of his eye and looked beyond the shadow cast by
the LSB. Conch Reef was healthy and many swimming species were
constantly in motion. He had learned to tune out the motion of
smaller fish species and pay attention to larger disturbances. It
usually meant he would be treated to the sight of a nurse or reef
shark swimming nearby. This time he saw a pair of divers swimming,
clad in full wetsuits with double aluminum tanks attached to their
backs, a trail of exhaust bubbles leading to the surface. He
recognized the dive configuration of a pair of aquanauts headed out
along one of the many underwater paths demarked by thin steel high
pressure lines. The slim silver lines provided air refills at depth
in octagonal gazebos placed strategically around the reef. These
way stations allowed the researchers to safely dive for up to six
hours before returning to the habitat.

Josh knew this was the big
advantage to living underwater. The aquanauts lived at a constant
fifty foot depth, even while dry and sleeping in their bunks. After
only a few hours from their initial exposure their bodies were at
equilibrium with the surrounding water pressure of the depth of the
moon pool. The air pressure in the habitat was equal to the water
pressure at that depth so no water rushed into the habitat and no
air bubbled out. He had learned this was called saturation diving
and was the same method that the commercial and military used for
their respective deep water missions.

While the working depth
of Aquarius was
shallower than some of the really deep sea commercial saturation
diving he knew it was the only place that afforded long-term
observation and experimentation on the surrounding reef ecosystem.
Being “calibrated” to fifty feet meant that the aquanauts could
safely dive to deeper depths, such as one hundred feet, for hours
without requiring decompression. Josh, “calibrated” to the
atmospheric pressure at sea level, could only stay at fifty feet
for a little over an hour before having to come up and avoid
possible decompression sickness. It still felt odd to have to keep
an eye on his dive computer while warm and mostly dry inside the
habitat to make sure he didn’t exceed his bottom time.

Josh ducked under the edge
of Aquarius and
swam up to the steel flooring suspended beneath the moon pool. He
hefted the pot on the grate and swam beside it, poking his head out
of the water and into the atmosphere of the habitat. Next to him
sat Al’s scuba gear secured to the grate. The indirect sunlight
reflecting off of the coral and sandy bottom twenty feet below him
lit up the rectangular opening in a soft light blue glow,
reminiscent of a bright moonlit evening. He thought the name “moon
pool” was very apt. Josh marveled at the ethereal
beauty.

He removed his BC, weight belt, mask and
fins and used the weight belt to pin down his gear.

“Hey, slowpoke, hand me
your pot,” said Al, leaning over the edge of the moon pool. Josh
grabbed the handle and bottom of the pot and muscled it above his
chest, into Al’s outstretched arms.

“Come on
up, rinse and towel off and help me unload these,” ordered Al in a
good natured voice. Al had been the one to initially show him the
layout of Aquarius
and Josh could tell he proudly enjoyed showing
him around.

Josh pulled himself out of
the moon pool and into the wet porch using a steel grid ladder and
removed his dive booties and shorty, the salt water dripping on the
fiberglass grid floor and draining back into the pool. Next to him
Al was toweling off, having removed his gear and quick-rinsed using
the showerhead attached to the left wall. Josh followed suit and
soon felt almost dry in his bathing suit, a towel draped around his
shoulders. He looked at his dive watch on his left wrist and saw
that he was still “diving” at a depth of fifty two feet and had an
hour of bottom time left before he had to surface.

“Howdy
landlubbers,” spoke a young feminine voice from the other side of
the open entry lock door separating the main area of the habitat
from the science area. Josh looked and saw Lindsay, one of the four
aquanaut scientists. Lindsay was average in height, thin with large
brown inquisitive eyes, an easy smile and short brown hair pulled
back in a sensible bun. She was a graduate student studying the
behavior of corals found at the depths around
Aquarius.

Behind Lindsay stood Dr.
Tom Fiscella, the head of the science mission and a world expert on
corals. Dr. Fiscella sported a grey weathered salt-stained baseball
cap with a fraying cloth decal of a great white shark turned beige
with age. He easily stood six feet tall, middle aged with a slight
paunch. Orange and grey hair curled on top of his head and formed
his moustache and thick beard. His grey-green eyes were constantly
moving about, scanning and searching as if always in data uptake
mode. Despite the science nerd initial impression Josh knew him to
be a personable fellow who understood how best to handle his
charges.

“Hi Al. Hi Josh. Do you
have my spare laptop?” Dr. Fiscella asked, eyeing the still
unopened twin yellow pots sitting on the deck.

“Yes,
and some treats as well,” said Al. He motioned to Josh and leaned
down to twist the valve on the top of the pot. Josh did the same
with his pot, turning the valve slowly. A gentle hiss escaped from
the valves. The pressure pots had been sealed on the deck of the
boat, floating some fifty feet above them and the pressure had to
be equalized to the higher air pressure inside
Aquarius before they
could stand any chance of being able to open them. It was low tech
but a very effective way of transporting small items that needed to
stay dry to the habitat.

Lindsay and Dr. Fiscella
crossed the threshold between the two chambers of the habitat and
hovered over the two of them in the wet porch. Once the hissing
stopped Josh and Al undogged the screws surrounding the lid of the
pots and lifted up the rust stained circular tops. Josh peered
inside his and saw that the towels had shifted slightly during the
descent. He wiped off his hands using the towel around his neck and
gingerly lifted the towel-encased laptop. He handed it over to Dr.
Fiscella’s waiting hands.

“Good. I’ll just fire this
up and make sure it still works. Annoyed that my first laptop bit
the dust,” he explained while he turned and walked back into the
habitat with prize in hand.

Al unwrapped his gift and presented it to
Lindsay. She emitted a giggle of glee at the plastic-wrapped bags
of candy bars, cookies and large peanut butter jar. Josh noticed
the plastic looked vacuum-packed due to the extra pressure. Lindsay
poked a hole in each bag with her fingernail and watched as each
bag relaxed, saving the yummy treats inside from continuing to be
crushed.

“Aw, thanks topside,” she
said, flashing a bright smile to the two of them. “Well, back to
work. Gotta get back to transcribing my wet notes from my last dive
into my journal.” She walked back to the main habitat, bags of
treats in her hands.

“OK, let’s go see if
there’s any stuff to bring back up before we go,” said Al as he
stood. Josh placed the now-empty towels back into the pressure pot
and stood. They both walked through the entry lock, past the tiny
closet-sized bathroom on the left and into the main habitat area.
The omnipresent curvature of the habitat could be seen near the
ceiling as well as behind the various bulkheads mounted along the
walls and the walkway beneath them. Banks of pressure valves,
sensors and other instrumentation filled the right wall. The
temperature was comfortable and less humid as they got farther and
farther away from the wet porch. Faint machinery sounds emanated
from behind the bulkheads.

Centered on the left wall was the large
round porthole, ringed with shiny silver bolts, in front of a
stainless steel table where four people could sit in close
quarters. The right side held more steel counter space, a tiny
galley for cooking meals and two small view ports. The far end of
the main habitat held three rows of small bunks on each side. This
is where the aquanauts slept at night and where they would do their
all-day decompression prior to surfacing on the final day of the
mission.

Belinda, the other habitat
technician, stood on the right side, staring intently at a number
of gauges, a worried frown on her face. She was short, stocky and
sported close cropped blonde hair damp with humidity. Josh knew her
to be a no-nonsense worker with in-depth knowledge of the habitat’s
operations and little to no sense of humor. He figured the person
in charge of the six lives of the aquanauts needed to be
serious.

“Hi Belinda, how’s it
going?” he asked.

She looked up at him
quickly, shot him a tight smile and looked back at a particular
gauge. Al walked up to her and looked over her shoulder.

“Hmm..looks like there’s a
problem in the number two power buss,” he noted, pointing to the
gauge.

“Yes, we need to open up
the bulkhead and take a look. That’s the buss that controls the
topside communications. We certainly don’t want to be offline.
Maybe a fuse is about to blow,” Belinda offered.

The two
Aquarius employees
started fussing with knobs and meters, both now engrossed in
solving the problem. Josh smiled inwardly, knowing that Al’s easy
going style blended well with Belinda’s severe attitude. They would
fix the problem quickly. He turned to the right, facing the table
in front of the large porthole. Outside a school of sergeant majors
swam by, the palm-sized damselfish brilliant in their yellow, black
and silver stripes. Sunlight filtered by the depth flooded the
habitat in a gentle light blue glow through the heavy Plexiglas
window.

Dr. Fiscella sat at one
side of the table, intently watching the laptop screen, fingers
hovering over the keyboard. Josh could see the ubiquitous Windows
boot up screen animation, a sign that the laptop appeared to have
survived it’s plunge into the depths. Lindsay sat across from him,
carefully transcribing her last set of observations made on her wet
notes into a thick scientific notebook. She nibbled slowly on one
of the just-delivered cookies.

“That must be Isabella and
Angelo heading out,” said Josh.

“Yes, they just started
their six hour dive. They are checking out the condition of the
coral reef near the east way station,” said Dr.
Fiscella.

Josh looked at his watch
and saw he had about twenty minutes of bottom time left. He glanced
back over at Al and Belinda, who had unscrewed a panel and exposed
a row of circuit breakers. He felt a bit like a third wheel, not as
important as either the two scientists busy furthering their
research or the two techs fixing the panel. He knew he should
probably just leave and head back to the boat in case there were
any tasks to be done topside, but he always hated leaving such a
special place. Better to hang around here than to return to the
wrath of Lachlan.

He walked to the far end of the habitat,
into the sleeping quarters and peeked out the small porthole on the
back wall, sticking his face right on the Plexiglas so he could get
as large a view as possible. Before him a twenty foot wall of coral
surrounded this end of the habitat. His eyes continued to the
right, following the irregular line of the coral heads.

He noticed a stream of
bubbles from a diver dutifully making its way to the surface in a
gentle curve. He followed the bubbles to the extreme right edge of
the portal and found the source. One of the aquanauts was swimming
hurriedly back towards the habitat. From the black/pink wetsuit
Josh knew it had to be Isabella. He smiled. The raven haired
slim-waisted Italian beauty had displayed interest in him as he
followed the team during the mission. He had wanted to reciprocate
but visions of Asrid kept interfering.

Suddenly Isabella stopped.
He could just barely see her fumble with the power inflator hose
from her buoyancy wing, the image heavily refracted by the
thickness of the window. She started to rise, slowly at first but
picked up speed as the air in her wing expanded. Josh watched her
struggling, trying to dump the air and return to depth. He knew her
body was saturated with nitrogen, having been living at depth for
days, and that she risked immediate decompression sickness if she
surfaced. It could kill her. She was in danger and needed
help now.


Chapter 2 – Surface
Rescue

 


“Hey, Isabella’s in
trouble!” Josh turned and announced to the group. Four heads
stopped what they were doing and looked down the length of the
habitat to Josh. Josh, suddenly nervous at the extra attention,
simply pointed back at the window he had been looking
through.

Belinda and Al ran to the
window, pushing Josh aside, and looked far to the right. Josh
hesitated and walked back towards the moon pool.

“Damn, she’s surfacing!
We’ve got to tell topside!” Belinda barked. She strode back to the
panel and reached up for the CB radio-style transceiver microphone
clipped to the bulkhead. She grabbed the microphone and pressed the
transmit button, the coiled black cord jiggling. Dr. Fiscella and
Lindsay started to stand but sat back down. Both wore expressions
of shock and worry. Josh paused at the doorway to the moon pool,
waiting. He knew somebody had to get to Isabella
immediately.

“Topside. Emergency. We
have an aquanaut on the surface – I repeat we have an aquanaut on
the surface!”

Al stepped up beside her and pointed to the
opened electrical panel.

“It’s no good, Belinda;
the power’s out to the transmitter!”

She swore under her breath.

“Well, fix it!”

Al reached inside the
panel and was thrown back with a loud crack of electrical energy.
He slammed his head into the opposite bulkhead and slumped to the
floor, groaning. Dr. Fiscella reached down and examined
him.

“He’s still breathing but
he’s out cold!”

Belinda shook in
frustration, her hands clenching the useless transceiver. Her eyes
found and focused like laser beams on Josh. The four aquanauts
couldn’t surface because they were saturated with nitrogen at this
depth and Al was out of action.

“You. Go topside and tell
them Isabella’s surfaced. Hopefully they see her by now, if she
deployed her surface marker buoy. Don’t try to be a
hero.”

Josh nodded and rushed
into the moon pool. He jumped into the water onto the dive
platform, removed the weight belt that pinned down his equipment,
placed it around his waist and quickly shrugged on the buoyancy
compensator jacket. He sat on the edge, his body waist-deep in moon
glow colored water and slipped on his fins and mask. He stuck his
regulator in his mouth and inhaled sharply. The regulator let in
half a breath and stopped.

Damn! I’m in too much a
hurry!

He reached behind his head
and quickly turned the tank valve. He felt the hoses snaking from
behind his head stiffen as they became fully charged with
compressed air again. Satisfied that he had air, he took in a full
breath and ducked his head underneath the edge of the moon
pool.

He swam around the edge
of Aquarius and
looked up. He could see the tethers leading from the side of the
habitat up to the LSB. On the other side of the LSB, farther south,
he could just make out the bottom of the support vessel gently
bobbing in the mild current. He spun his head around and looked
north, over the length of Aquarius. Sam was heading underneath
the habitat, still cleaning and oblivious to the emergency. He
could see what had to be Isabella floating on the surface on the
east side of the end of Aquarius.
Between her and his position he saw another
aquanaut swimming rapidly towards the moon pool. He knew it must be
Angelo, who had to make the tough call to leave Isabella on the
surface and return to the habitat rather than risk hurting himself
trying to save her.

Josh, seeing the distance
to Isabella was much shorter than to the support vessel, started to
swim along the length of the habitat, quickly pulling himself along
across the structure. Sam looked up as Josh’s shadow briefly
covered him. Josh in rapid-fire scuba sign language pointed to
Isabella, to himself and back to Isabella. Sam nodded and started
pulling himself back to the habitat with his umbilical. Josh knew
Sam also had no choice but to return to the habitat with the other
aquanauts who were too saturated to surface. The rescue of Isabella
was up to him.

Josh launched himself off
of the edge of Aquarius
and swam up, exhaling rapidly. Above him Isabella
bobbed in the water, her legs unmoving and dangling straight down.
Luckily he could tell her head was leaning skyward and out of the
water. He pressed the power inflator button on his BC to guarantee
he would stay on the surface and burst out of the water next to
her, exhaling the last of his air as his head broke the surface. He
fumbled for the plastic whistle attached to his power inflator cord
and pulled it to his mouth. The whistle clicked as it hit the metal
of the regulator still in his mouth. He shook his head and spat out
the regulator. He blew four long whistle blows with as much force
as he could muster.

Isabella lay with her head
back, eyes closed. Her face was pale beneath her black dive hood,
her long black eyelashes knitted together as if in slumber. He
reached her left side and saw that her wing was fully inflated. He
gently pulled the regulator out of her mouth and arched his face
over her mouth, feeling for any sign of life. A shock went through
him as he realized she wasn’t breathing.

He looped his left arm
around her left arm, in a scuba parody of square dancing, and blew
air gently into her mouth. He held her mask on her nose, preventing
air from escaping back out and repeated the rescue breaths. He fell
into a routine, having practiced rescue breathing many times as a
divemaster and assistant instructor. He was hoping her heart hadn’t
stopped; he could only do the “Pulmonary” part of CPR in the
water.

Isabella coughed, lightly,
then deeper. Josh fell back into the water, watching to see if
she’d breathe on her own. He felt her body start to vomit and
deftly moved her head to the left, allowing a mixture of partially
digested food and sea water to escape her lips. She shuddered and
started to breath raggedly, her body moving slowly as if tied up in
a dream. A small school of bait fish darted among the dispersing
vomitus. Her eyelashes parted momentarily, her deep blue eyes
unfocused before she closed them.

Satisfied that she was at least breathing on
her own he looked around and saw the support vessel rounding the
LSB, heading their way. He started to swim towards the boat and
decided to just stay still, his time better spent keeping an eye on
Isabella. He waved to the approaching vessel, making sure they saw
him. The calm languid waters belied the turmoil in his mind. He
turned and noticed the wake of a smaller boat exiting to the north,
under high speed.

Josh could make out
Lachlan Brown on the bow of the boat. Lachlan pointed to Josh and
yelled back to Mike, the boat captain. The bow of the boat settled
into the sea as the boat slowed down, the green foam of water
parting with a gentle liquid swoosh.

“Jensen, is that you?”
yelled Lachlan.

“Yes,” said
Josh.

“Who is that?”

“It’s Isabella. She
surfaced for some reason. When I got to her she wasn’t breathing
but I performed CPR and she’s breathing now.”

Lachlan walked along the edge of the boat as
Captain Mike slowly motored the boat passed the floating
divers.

“Whoa. OK, Mike, reverse
slowly…OK, neutral!” Lachlan shouted orders as he kept an eye on
Josh and Isabella. Josh started to swim Isabella to the back of the
boat once he heard the engine shift out of gear and into idle. Twin
exhaust pipes with flapping rubber guards rumbled gently on each
side of the stern, belching out a combination of sea water and
steam-colored exhaust. Josh could see the twin screws tucked
beneath the transom were not spinning.

“OK, Jensen, swim her over
here,” said Lachlan, positioning himself at the center of the
transom. Josh obeyed and soon had Isabella floating within arm’s
reach of the transom. She was still breathing on her own and her
eyes were still closed.

Mike appeared next to Lachlan and they both
reached down to grab Isabella underneath each arm. Mike was an
older seadog version of Al with darker hair and a taller frame.
They pulled her up onto the back deck, her double tanks dragging
along the transom. Josh slid out of his BC and waited. He watched
her fins disappear over the side and he heard her being dragged
along the fiberglass deck.

Lachlan appeared over the
edge and without a word motioned for Josh’s scuba kit. He hefted it
up and removed his fins while Lachlan laid the tank and BC down on
the deck. He scrambled up the small stainless steel ladder mounted
on the right side of the transom and onto the deck. Captain Mike
strode back to the wheelhouse. He reached the throttle and looked
back.

“You guys ready? Is she
secure? We need to get her to shore quickly.”

“What about Al?” asked
Josh.

“He can stay in the
habitat and decompress with the rest of the aquanauts,” said
Mike.

Lachlan, crouched near
Isabella, gave Captain Mike the thumbs up. The boat leapt forward,
the bow rising and the stern lowering. Josh stumbled and lowered
himself to the deck, realizing that Lachlan had ordered the boat to
depart without bothering to check if he was ready for the high
speed departure. Soon the deck leveled out as the boat began to
plane, buffeting rapidly over the one foot waves. Josh could see
Mike on the radio, surely readying the Aquarius headquarters for the
injured diver.

“Stow your gear and stay
out of my way.” Lachlan’s tone was short and terse. Josh nodded and
crept towards his equipment splayed on the deck. Lachlan returned
to monitoring Isabella.

The one downside to
working as a volunteer at Aquarius
had been Lachlan. Once he found out Josh was a
“lowly cavern diver” he had made it clear that Josh wasn’t welcome.
Lachlan had been the scuba instructor that used cave diving
techniques to train the aquanauts during the first week of the
mission. Cave divers trained to handle all problems inside the cave
since surfacing was not an option. In the case of saturated
aquanauts on diving missions outside of the habitat, surfacing was
the last option but clearly not desired. Lachlan, as a cave diving
instructor, had modified a standard cave diving class to fit the
different requirements for diving on a reef with a virtual overhead
due to saturation.

During the first week,
once Josh had mentioned he was a cavern diver, Lachlan had barely
tolerated Josh’s presence, as if he wasn’t permitted to witness the
aquanaut training. Despite being a pariah Josh had watched all of
the virtual overhead training with fascination. He hoped to become
a cave diver himself soon and it was a great peek into that style
of training and the next logical progression from cavern
diving.

He carefully crawled over the bouncing deck
to his BC and tank and started to take it apart.


Chapter 3 – Chamber
Maid

 


The boat slowed as it
neared the channel into the canal containing the shore-based
operations. The Aquarius
headquarters was two beige stucco condominiums
mounted on hurricane-proof concrete pilings surrounded by a privacy
fence and a dock on the canal side. The buildings housed the living
quarters and the monitoring station where Josh worked third shift.
Underneath, the area was partitioned into a number of different
work areas – a large air filling station, office and laboratory
space and a well-stocked dive shop. Josh recalled from his first
day tour that the northern part of the condo lot was occupied by a
fully-functional two place recompression chamber.

He looked over at Isabella and Lachlan. On
the way in shore Lachlan had removed all of her gear, pushed it to
the side and had a makeshift pillow of towels underneath her head.
He had also grabbed a large green Pelican case and opened it up,
revealing a portable oxygen delivery system. He had connected the
components and placed a demand style breathing mask over her face
and covered her in a thin grey blanket. Josh knew the best first
aid for decompression sickness was breathing oxygen.

During the bumpy and loud
ride he had glared at Josh from time to time but not bothered to
attempt conversation. Josh had just endured the ride as best as
possible, occasionally absently scratching his left arm. He was
miffed that Lachlan hadn’t bothered to ask him for any help
removing her gear or treating her.

The boat slowed further as
the dock alongside the headquarters neared. A number of
Aquarius employees stood
at the edge with an orange plastic backboard scarred from many
drills, clearly ready to whisk Isabella off to the chamber. Behind
them stood a small crowd of volunteers and the land-based science
team, watching intently. Josh looked at his left arm and saw a
growing red rash that looked like sunburn but that he knew wasn’t.
It felt itchy.

Captain Mike brought the
vessel quickly and efficiently to the dock. He motioned to Josh to
help with the lines. Josh was glad to finally be useful again. Soon
they had both ends of the vessel secured to cleats attached to the
dock. Josh noticed his right arm also had a growing rash. He felt
itchy on his back as well.

Darn, I must have swam
through some fire coral when I rescued Isabella, he thought.

Two crew members jumped on the deck, plastic
backboard held between them. They walked over to Lachlan and
Isabella and carefully transferred her to the back board, Lachlan
cradling her head and neck while another crew member held the
oxygen bottle. Josh pulled off his shorty wetsuit and stepped out
of it to relieve the itching on his back.

“Jensen, stay here and
unload the gear. You aren’t needed anymore,” ordered Lachlan, not
bothering to even look in his direction.

“Wait, Lachlan. Josh, let
me look at you,” said Captain Mike, holding up his hand. The crew
carrying Isabella stopped on the dock. Josh stopped as well,
startled by the sudden attention as all eyes turned to
him.

“We don’t have time for
this, Mike. We’ve got to get Isabella in the chamber immediately,”
said Lachlan, an exasperated frown on his face.

Mike looked closely at
Josh’s back and arms, unruffled by Lachlan’s intensity.

“Hmm..yep, looks like skin
bends; some of this is mottled, too. It might not be serious but I
think Josh should take a ride in the chamber along with
Isabella.”

Lachlan exhaled loudly and motioned for the
team to keep moving.

“Well, come on,
then.”

Josh looked over at Mike, who smiled warmly
at him.

“It’s OK, kid. You’ll be
fine. I don’t think it’s serious but since we’re going to
recompress Isabella it won’t hurt to have you take a ride. You
might even enjoy it.”

Josh stopped scratching his left arm and
looked closely. The faux sunburn had started to take on an alarming
purple random pattern. Dismayed, he jumped off the boat and hurried
along behind the crew.

The entourage reached the
entrance to the shed containing the recompression chamber. They
were met by Julien, a short fit young man wearing light green
cotton medical scrubs. Josh remembered Julien from the previous
week’s monitoring duties. He was an affable diving medical
technician who performed other topside functions when there wasn’t
a diving emergency requiring his skills.

“OK, let’s get her
inside,” said Julien, taking charge of the operation. The crew
walked Isabella through the door of the shed and into the air
conditioned space that held the recompression chamber. The chamber,
a bus-sized white cylinder on its side with tapered ends, almost
filled the entire shed from front to back. A small table occupied
the left side near a series of small portholes. Attached to the
same side of the chamber was a complex array of valves, gauges and
steel hoses used by the chamber operator to control the air
pressure inside.

Mike moved over to the
small table and sat down in a worn cushioned chair in front of the
gauges. He picked up a plastic notebook labeled “Chamber
Operations” and started leafing through the pages. Josh knew he was
trained to run the chamber from the outside while Julien would be
the tender inside, going along for the ride with himself and
Isabella. Lachlan hovered behind Mike, his nervous bossy energy a
contrast to Mike’s calmness.

Josh watched as the team
of two carrying Isabella stooped to enter the entry lock of the
chamber through the four foot diameter circular entrance. The heavy
steel door sat pushed back to one side on massive hinges. A large
rubber seal ringed the inside of the opening. Deeper inside he
could see another door with an equally impressive seal leading into
a larger lock. Josh recalled from Julien’s tour of the chamber on
his first day of volunteering that this was a two place chamber. It
allowed people to be shuttled back and forth between the “depth” of
the larger chamber and the surface by staging them through the
entry lock.

Josh followed behind the
bustling crew, trying not to get in the way as they performed a
procedure they had practiced before, knowing that time spent on the
surface was the enemy of a bent aquanaut. He tried not to think
about the growing itchiness, now knowing it wasn’t caused by fire
coral, unsure that scratching would help or hurt and wondering what
other bad symptoms would suddenly crop up. One of the crew handed
him a clean t-shirt from a stack near the door. Josh gratefully
pulled it on. It was white with a bright yellow image of the
Aquarius habitat and the
phrase “I survived the dive”
printed below the habitat’s likeness.

Julien motioned for the crew to transfer
Isabella from the backboard to a steel gurney placed in the back
lock. Isabella moaned momentarily, her arms moving feebly as they
carefully lifted her in unison from the board to the thin white
sheeted mattress atop the gurney. Julien carefully removed the
portable oxygen mask from her face and handed it to one of the
techs. Josh, halfway inside the outer lock, watched from a crouched
position, his hand holding the curved inside of the door. The black
rubber seal felt slightly spongy and thick.

“OK,
let’s get that wetsuit off of her,” Julien instructed. Josh watched
as the three Aquarius
technicians carefully unzipped the loud pink
trimmed black outer jacket wetsuit and gently pulled her arms and
legs out. Josh heard the ripping sound as Julien detached the
Velcro from the top left shoulder of her all-black farmer jane.
Slowly the team rolled the suit down her frame, salt water dripping
onto the steel white painted flooring of the chamber.

Underneath she wore a body
tight dark blue swim suit over her young, fit and trim frame, her
full breasts sitting evenly on her chest. Josh looked away, self
conscious, as they wrapped her in a fresh dry thin grey blanket. He
had ogled her body discreetly over the past weeks. This was
definitely not an appropriate time and place to continue that
behavior. It had seemed fine during the times they had flirted
during the aquanaut training. It had been a welcome distraction
from constantly thinking of Asrid.

“OK, thanks guys. Hop on
out and we’ll get started. Josh, sit in one of those chairs,” said
Julien, pointing to a pair of comfortable-looking chairs mounted on
the wall of the lock. He waited until the two techs exited the
chamber carrying the portable oxygen kit and moved along the right
wall to the chairs. The interior of the chamber was six feet across
and painted a clean medical white. Two portholes were placed
equidistant halfway up each curved wall, each a foot in
diameter.

He saw Mike peering
intently into the chamber from one of the portholes on his left,
waiting for the “all clear” to begin the recompression process.
Behind him Lachlan’s muscular chest framed the porthole view. Josh
noticed gratefully that Lachlan had chosen to put on a tight
fitting worn t-shirt. It was dingy white from many launderings. The
letters “ICDA” were stenciled on the chest. Josh had never screwed
up enough courage to ask Lachlan what the letters stood for. His
arms crossed aggressively and from his body position Josh could
guess that he was watching Mike’s actions intently. He could make
out Lachlan’s right index finger tapping out an inpatient rhythm on
his left elbow.

Mounted on the walls were pressure pipes and
medical apparatus, including large black face masks connected to
green valves by thick black hoses. Sound crackled from a black
plastic speaker box mounted on the wall. The room felt slightly
stuffy from the intruding humidity of the outside air and smelled
vaguely antiseptic.

Josh shuffled behind
Julien, issued a barely audible “excuse me” and sat in the chair
farthest into the chamber. Three feet away from him at knee height
Isabella lay unconscious, her curly black hair still damp. He
watched as Julien picked up one of the black face masks and gently
placed it over her face. He adjusted the green valve connected to
her mask until a faint hiss could be heard echoing off of the steel
walls. Satisfied that it was working properly he equally gently
removed the mask and hung it back on its storage hook.

He reached for a small
medical kit that looked like a fishing tackle box and opened it.
Josh watched curiously as Julien removed a small spray bottle with
a pointed plastic tip. He inserted it into Isabella’s right ear and
gave a small squirt. He moved to the other ear, repeating the
procedure. He returned the spray bottle to the kit and pulled out a
small contraption with a metal handle, black plastic viewport and a
long slim needle. He flicked a switch at the base of the device and
a small tight bright beam danced at the pointy end. Moving slowly
he looked through the magnified viewport and slid the needle into
her right ear. Julien’s lips pursed and his eyes shown wide and
focused as he completed the procedure and switched to the other
ear.

“What are you doing?” Josh
couldn’t resist asking.

“Putting small holes in
her eardrum so she can descend without pain.”

Josh nodded, realizing that since she was
unconscious she would be unable to pinch her nose and blow,
equalizing the air in her throat and Eustachian tubes with her
middle ear. Air would now flow freely in and out of her outer ear,
through the tiny perforations in her eardrum and into her middle
ear. He had experienced ear pain in the past because of not
equalizing properly and had once developed a pinhole leak in his
left eardrum that took weeks to repair itself. The soreness was not
as bad as not being able to dive while it healed.

“Don’t worry; the holes
will heal on their own in a few weeks,” commented
Julien.

Julien withdrew the contraption, snapped off
the light and returned the medical devices back to the tackle box
turned medical kit. He turned to Josh, his easy going smile back on
his face.

“Josh, grab that oxygen
mask next to you and put it on. We have to test it before we
descend otherwise it’ll be difficult to fix.” he
instructed.

Josh reached to his right
side and found a mask identical to the one Isabella was assigned,
its hose coiled in a neat loop and hung on the curved wall. He
picked up the mask, surprised by how heavy it felt and placed it
over his head. Julien moved beside him and turned his green valve.
Josh could feel a slight cool breeze emanating from inside the
mask. He snugged it firmly on his face, feeling momentarily
claustrophobic. A scuba mask and regulator didn’t cover his mouth
and nose like this. He took in a tentative breath and discovered he
could breathe very easily. The air tasted slightly sweet and he
relaxed as much as the feeling of ants crawling on his arms and
back would allow.

He actually looked down at his left arm to
make sure the increasing itchiness was a result of skin bends and
not wayward insects. All he saw was angry and splotchy red skin,
devoid of ants.

Julien looked at him questioningly.

“Breathe OK?” he
inquired.

Josh spoke a muffled “yes”
and after a second gave Julien an awkward “OK” sign, not sure
Julien had heard his response.

“OK, take it off, then.
Just wanted to make sure it works. You’ll be breathing pure oxygen
on the bottom.”

Josh pulled the mask off
his face, relieved to be unencumbered. Julien nodded, smiled and
moved towards the main lock door where one of the techs waited. The
urge to scratch was starting to become unbearable.

“You good to clear? We’re
going to be descending at a comfy twenty feet per minute. Let me
know if you have any trouble clearing your ears.”

Josh pinched his nose and did a test clear,
both ear drums popping cleanly.

“Yep, I can clear just
fine,” he announced.

“OK, good. Let’s close her
up,” announced Julien, turning away.

He swung the thick circle of a door until it
met the rubber seal, a muted metallic gong issuing from the mating.
Josh could hear the door dogs squeak as the tech on the other side
twisted them to seal the door shut. The doors closed in such a way
that the higher pressure in the chamber would push against the
door, insuring a tight seal and no leaks. The sound in the chamber
muted slightly.

Looks like I’m stuck in
here now…sort of creepy. Glad Julien’s here, thought Josh. Julien took a half step towards the left wall
and spoke into the intercom.

“OK, Mike, we are sealed
on this end. Ready to descend.”

“Starting descent. The
protocol calls for a US Navy Table six-A to one hundred and sixty
five feet, starting with an initial depth of sixty feet for
evaluation.”

“Confirm – sixty followed
by one sixty five,” replied Julien. “Josh, you can monitor our
depth here.” Julien pointed to a large depth gauge attached to the
wall next to the black speaker. He sat down in the seat next to
Josh, facing the prone Isabella.

“Obviously we’re not going
underwater but it’s easier to convert the pressure into the
equivalent depth if we were actually in water.”

“Makes sense,” said Josh,
a bit apprehensive now that the “dive” was about to
start.

Outside the porthole Josh
could see Mike’s right hand move up and disappear beyond the edge
of his viewing range. His arm rotated slightly and a deep hissing
sound started to fill the chamber. Josh felt the pressure increase
on his eardrums and automatically pinched his nose, held his breath
and pushed the air in his throat until he felt and heard the
satisfying squish-pop sound in both his eardrums. He looked over
and watched Julien mark on a clipboard, occasionally projecting his
jaw downward as if in a silent scream.

“You can clear your ears
without having to pinch your nose?” asked Josh.

“Yep. Guess I’m one of the
lucky ones,” answered Julien. He held up the clipboard to Josh. The
top read “Treatment Table 6A” and Josh could see what looked like a
dive profile with alternating blue and green squares.

“This is the treatment
table you guys have been prescribed. Time is along the X axis and
depth the Y. The blue area is when you two are breathing air. The
green is when you are on pure oxygen. The Navy developed and
refined these tables over the years and they’ve proven themselves
effective in treating decompression illness.”

Josh cleared his ears again. The air was
noticeably warming up as the pressure increased. The depth gauge
read forty feet. Isabella lie still, her chest rising slowly, eyes
closed, oblivious to the rising pressure and temperature.

“It’s gonna feel a bit
warm on the way down and cool on the way up,” noted Julien, “just
like filling and emptying a scuba tank.”

Josh had filled enough
tanks to know they warmed up when you pressurized them and cooled
down when you drained them. The faster you filled them, the hotter
they got; same with emptying them. He’d seen frost form on a tank
valve when opened up full bore, even in the heat of a Florida
summer.

The gauge now read sixty
feet. The hissing sound stopped. Josh looked over at Mike’s
porthole and saw him withdrawing his arm out of frame. Thankfully
Lachlan had disappeared; he made Josh feel like a trapped bug
scrambling in a bottle.

He must have stopped our descent.

“Julien, patient report,”
Mike’s voice issued tinnily from the speaker.

“Josh, how’s your
rash?”

Josh look at his skin. The rash had
magically subsided and was definitely less angry appearing. It also
felt only slightly itchy.

“Wow, it’s starting to go
away. Amazing.”

“Yep, hyperbaric treatment
is pretty neat stuff.”

Julien bent over and looked at Isabella. Her
eyelids open and closed slightly, her long dark beautiful natural
lashes beating the thickened air. She moved her head to her left
and Josh was rewarded with a pair of deep blue eyes framed in black
eyelashes and pencil-thin black eyebrows. Her brow furrowed, tiny
parallel lines of skin rising along her smooth forehead.

“Dove mi trovo?” she
croaked out.

Julien reached over and pressed his arm to
her shoulder.

“It’s OK, Isabella, don’t
try to talk. You are in the recompression chamber. You had an
uncontrolled ascent to the surface and Josh rescued you. We are
treating you for decompression sickness as per the aquanaut
saturation protocol.”

Her eyes moved to Julien, a frown following
the worry furrow.

“Just nod yes or no. Are
you in any pain?”

She nodded slowly, her
face relaxing slightly. Josh admired Julien’s soothing tone and way
of handling her. It must be alarming to go from diving on a reef to
waking up in a stuffy chamber with no clue how you got
there.

“Limbs hurt?”

She nodded and a shaky arm rose from her
side and pointed to her legs.

“Your knees?”

Another nod as her hand fell back to the
white sheeted thin mattress atop the gurney.

“Elbows too?”

Another nod. Julien reached over and
squeezed her calf.

“Can you feel
this?”

Her eyes darted to his
hand on her leg, growing wider in alarm. She shook her head slowly,
a small tear glistening in the left eye visible to Josh.

She must have some
neurological deficit from being bent. Geez, thought Josh.

“No problem.”

Julien simply smiled broadly and reached
over to her left ear. He snapped his fingers gently, the percussive
sound echoing in the chamber.

“Can you hear
this?”

She nodded, the single
tear forgotten and flattened, her tear duct production having
ceased. She had recomposed herself, knowing the range of symptoms
that excess nitrogen can cause in a diver with decompression
sickness. Josh had admired how the short voluptuous Italian had
handled every aquanaut challenge thrown at the team during
Lachlan’s grueling training week. Plucky, competent, cute and
foreign was a heady concoction. Asrid had proven that to him during
their cavern class last year. Julien reached over and repeated the
snapping on her right side.

“And this?”

She nodded again, a terse
smile on her face. Julien continued testing her nervous system,
trying various sounds, sights and touches. Josh recognized the
elements of a field neurological test
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