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***

He knew he was in trouble the second before it happened. 

Everything had been going along well for Jay Bishop and his assignment up until that point. He even would’ve said things were going “swimmingly,” if he’d been asked, just to irritate Noelani. His sister was a proud, powerful swimmer who loved to scuba dive as much as he did, but at eight months pregnant, she was stuck up on the research ship with the rest of their classmates. 

He could picture Noelani clearly in his mind. Earlier, she had stuck her tongue out at him as his sub launched and disappeared under the waves. 

Personally, Jay couldn’t blame her for her irritation. As he started make his way across the ocean floor, slinking his way some sixty feet below sea level, he thought about the dry, data-centric conversations the other doctoral candidates were likely having over their measurements and charts. He knew he had escaped the cold, hard world of facts for one of wonder and discovery. 

Awed and grateful, Jay lovingly ran his gloved hands over the ocean floor. It was a mix of rock and sand and other sea fixtures, all gradually heading down into the heart of the world. He watched as small amounts of sea dust shifted at his movements; he smiled, full of childish wonder, as the little twists and spirals reflected back rainbows against the blurry blue darkness. 

Following the trail of dancing dust, Jay turned his gaze upward toward the surface. He could no longer see the outline of the Pedro, even though he knew it was there. Noelani was a pain and a half to deal with, but Jay knew she could steer ships and subs and all sorts of water vehicles as well as he did. Having grown up along the SoCal oceanfront, he liked to think he was one of the best when it came to playing captain. 

That’s why UC allowed us to take the ship out in the first place. Well, one of the reasons, anyway. 

The University of Washington was also talking about setting up an underwater lab, and there was nothing like competition to convince the University of California at San Diego that they needed one, too—and there was nothing like having a batch of grad students and interns around to do the work of mapping out the selected site on the ocean floor. 

Which was perfect for him, really; Jay was out along the Middle American Trench, the furthest ends of the Ring of Fire, planting data receptors and taking measurements across the sea floor, all while testing the new super-scuba suit that allowed for deeper diving—and getting college credit for it.  

Jay loved his work, and if he was given the chance to take over Noelani’s diving assignments, that only added to the overall glory. A small laugh escaped him as he began setting up the first data receptor inside a rocky fissure.  

“I can hear you and your smugness from here, Jay.” Noelani’s dry commentary snapped over the radio. 

“Well, Scripps will be glad their radio tech works even better than expected, then. UC made a good move, buying their prototypes.” 

“Scripps wants to know about the suit more than wave radio,” Noelani reminded him. “Since they commissioned that more recently. And because they allowed an insufferable bone head to take it for a test drive.” 

“There’s no need to be upset at me, Lani,” Jay told her. “You’ll be diving again in less than two months. Besides, be glad. Both UC and the Institution like having you in command of the mission rather than on it. They seem to like having a woman in charge.” 

“Only because when I’m underwater now, I’m a liability,” Noelani replied dryly.  

Jay had to smother another snicker. “Well, we don’t want to make the whales jealous, now do we? They gave our last diver some trouble, after all.” 

As Noelani replied with a string of sailor language at his playful insult to her growing baby belly, Jay tuned her out and headed toward another rocky grove. 

But at the thought of whales, he glanced around again. Their other research leader, Kekoa, had been attacked by an orca on their last dive near Juan’s fault line. 

Jay was just about to ask Noelani about running a sonar scan when he saw a large shadow shift out of the corner of his eye. 

“Is something wrong, Jay? Is it Juan?” 

Jay momentarily forgot the shadow as he heard the sudden worry in Noelani’s voice. He did not have to wonder if she was thinking of Kekoa, too. 

“It seems he’s not as temperamental as you, Lani-my-love.” Jay ran his hands, covered with his protective gloves, over the fissure lining on the seafloor. His small amount of diving light was only able to shine a few inches down toward the Juan de Fuca fault line.  

“Shut up, Jay.” 

“That’s my girl. No wonder your baby daddy ran off,” Jay grumbled. The shadow shifted behind him again; Jay felt the uneasiness of suddenly being alone in the world—and even if it was the world he loved, he felt his patience begin to burn more quickly. Jay shoved another data receptor into the shelf, running the initial diagnostics as he anchored it. He let out a calming breath. Only a few more to go, and then I’ll be able to head back up.  

“Niko didn’t run off,” Noelani insisted, distracting him again as he kicked his flippered feet toward another rocky ridge. “He got a job promotion, and the company had to move him to New York. He works in the media. It’s a great job. He can’t just leave it, Jay.”

“Sure,” Jay muttered.  

“Come on, Jay. He said he’ll transfer back to San Diego as soon as possible. And he’ll be here for the
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