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The Sound Before the
Water

For as long as they could remember, Jonah Hart, Deb Mercer,
and Eli Bennett had explored the outdoors together. Long
before the three of them were born, their parents had become
close friends, sharing campfires, backpacking trips, and a love
for discovering how the natural world worked. Jonah's parents
were backcountry wilderness rangers. Deb's mother was an
ecologist, and Eli's parents were biologists. Between them,
the children had learned to read maps, cross rivers, build
shelters, travel safely through the wilderness, and notice the
stories written into every landscape.

By the time they turned thirteen, hiking as a trio felt as natural
as sharing dinner around the same campfire. When their
families relocated to a remote Pacific coast field station, the

adults would spend the next few days unpacking equipment
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and preparing the research facilities while Jonah, Deb, and
Eli set out on a carefully planned four-day, twenty-five-mile
backpacking expedition along one of the wildest stretches

of coastline.

They knew the mountains well. The Pacific was about to teach
them an entirely different way of reading the world.

Jonah heard the ocean before he saw anything. Even inside
the weathered cabin at the field station the night before,
the sound had been there. A low, rhythmic haunting that
pulsed through the floorboards and vibrated in the legs of
the equipment tables. But that had been a background sound,
muffled by the chaos of sorting gear and stacking plastic
crates of survey tools. Now, with the truck winding along the

high road above the station, the sound felt entirely different.

The deep, steady roar began filtering through the open
windows. At first, it sounded like distant wind moving through
a canyon, but as the road turned, the sound grew broader
and more complex, a sound that did not fade or shift with
the wind. Jonah leaned forward between the front seats, his
hands gripping the headrests. "That's the ocean."

From the driver's seat, Rachel Mercer smiled, her eyes catching
his in the rearview mirror. "You've been listening to it all night
from the bunks, Jonah."

"Listening to it through a wall isn't the same," Jonah said.
"No mountain river sounds like that. It's like the sound of a
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mountain falling down, but it never finishes falling. Down at
the station, it was just a hum. Up here, it's a conversation."

Beside him, Eli Bennett looked up from the window and tilted
his head, listening. Ever since he was little, Eli had been filling
battered field notebooks with sketches, observations, and
questions that caught his attention. If the world surprised
him, chances were it would end up on one of those pages

sooner or later.

"It doesn't pulse the same way a river does," he said. "Rivers
speed up and slow down. They hit rocks. Waterfalls echo."
The sound rolled through the forest again. "This just... keeps
going." Eli reached into the outside pocket of his pack and
pulled out the latest notebook, its bent cover stained from
too many trips. He flipped to a fresh page.

Sound reached us before the coast.
After a moment he added another line.
Possible evidence that oceans are louder than mountains.

Jonah leaned over his shoulder. "That's not evidence." Eli
kept writing.

Deb Mercer laughed from the back seat and tugged once
more on the zipper of her pack. Jonah glanced over. "Again?

We only left the station fifteen minutes ago."
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Deb's mouth twitched. "l like knowing where things are.
Especially now that we've finally escaped the box-stacking

marathon."

Jonah chuckled. "You know, when we were eight, your mom
hid your compass just to prove you didn't need to check your
pack every fifteen minutes."

Rachel laughed from the driver's seat. "l did."
Deb didn't even look up. "You hid the wrong compass."

"l hid your spare," Rachel admitted. "You still had the one

clipped inside your jacket."

Eli looked up from his notebook. "You were genuinely
disturbed."

"l was impressed," Rachel corrected. "Then disturbed."

Jonah laughed. "Dad laughed so hard he nearly dropped the
pancake skillet."

"He still claims those were his best pancakes," Eli said.
"That's because they almost landed in the fire," Rachel said.
"Adds flavor," Jonah said.

Deb shook her head. "You two will justify anything if it comes
with syrup." She finally zipped the pocket shut with obvious
satisfaction. "And that story is why | always know where
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everything is. My pack is ready. The station is behind us. We

are finally on our way."

Outside, the trees flashed past. They weren't talking about
the move anymore. They weren't worrying about which crate
held the soil sensors or where the spare stove fuel was stored.
They were finally heading to the trailhead to begin the trek

they had spent the winter dreaming about.

The truck climbed around another bend, and the sound
grew stronger. Not louder, closer. Jonah wasn't entirely sure
how he knew the difference, but he did. He shifted in his
seat and looked out the window. The spruce trees along this
coastal ridge looked different now. They weren't the straight,
symmetrical arrows of the inland forests they knew. These
trees leaned away from the unseen water, their branches thick
on one side and sparse on the other. The ocean hadn't even
come into full view yet, but it had already been here, shaping
the world.

Jonah's father had been pointing out clues in landscapes for
as long as Jonah could remember. Trees remember weather,
he had always said. Landscapes tell stories if you learn the

vocabulary.
"Look at the spruce," Jonah said. "They're flagging."
Deb leaned toward the window. "What am | looking at?"

"The branches." Jonah pointed. "See how they're all growing
away from the ocean side?"
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Deb studied the trees for a moment. "Oh." Now that she saw
it, she couldn't unsee it. The trees looked lopsided, thick with
branches on one side and nearly bare on the other. "The wind
did that?" she asked. Jonah nodded.

Eli opened his notebook again. Spruce lean away from the
ocean. Trees remember weather. Also apparently hold grudges.

The forest began to thin, the dense wall of Sitka spruce
opening up to reveal patches of pale, washed-out sky. The light
appeared ahead between the thick, dark trunks, shimmering
with a quality Jonah hadn't seen before, a flat, silver brilliance.
Nobody talked much now. The air itself seemed to change
before the view did, coming through the open windows colder,
sharper, and noticeably heavier. It carried the scent of salt,

decaying kelp, and wet stone.

The vehicle rounded one final bend and rolled into a small,
gravel parking lot hemmed in by a fringe of weather-beaten
shrubs. For a second, nobody moved. The engine cut out,
and the silence that followed was immediately filled by the
regular thumping of the surf. Then three doors opened almost
simultaneously, and the cold air rushed toward them, smelling
of the vast Pacific.

Jonah stepped out onto the gravel and stopped dead. The
ocean filled everything. It wasn't just a body of water; it was
a horizon-to-horizon presence, a vast, silver-gray expanse

beneath scattered, moving clouds. Dark swells rolled toward
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the shore with a terrifyingly slow grace, and white water
folded over black basalt rock with a deep, rolling impact that
echoed along the cliffs before fading into a long hiss.

Distance beyond distance. The horizon seemed less like a
line and more like a question, fading into a hazy blur where
the water met the sky. Jonah stared at it, unsettled by how
little there was to measure against. In the mountains, you
could always see the next ridge or the valley floor. Here, the
scale felt broken. He glanced back at the heavy packs in the
truck. After a night spent in the cramped quarters of the field
station cabins, the sheer openness of the ocean felt like it
might pull him right off the edge of the parking lot.

Finally, Eli lowered his notebook. "It keeps going."
The others waited.

Eli frowned at the horizon. "l think this is the first time a map
has failed to prepare me for something. And I've been staring
at the coastal survey maps since we arrived at the station
yesterday."

Deb nodded, her eyes already studying the shoreline, watching
the waves wrap around a distant headland and counting
the rhythm of the sets. "Maps showed the shape," she said
quietly. "They didn't show the scale. You can't draw the way
the water moves."

Rachel leaned against the open tailgate, smiling as she
watched the three of them absorb their first real look at the
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Pacific without a window between them. "Still think you've

seen it before, Jonah?"

Jonah let out a quiet laugh and slowly shook his head. "l owe
Dad an apology."

Deb looked over. "For what?"

"Every time he said, 'You can't understand the Pacific until
you stand in front of it." Jonah kept his eyes on the horizon.
"l figured he was just being dramatic. Even yesterday, pulling
into the station, | thought | got it. | didn't."

Rachel laughed. "Trust me, your father isn't feeling very smug
right now. He's back at the station trying to figure out where
the generator goes, but he'd much rather be standing right

here. He said the same thing after his first trip."

"Our parents tried," Deb said with a smile. "Remember all
those maps spread across the picnic table? Tide charts taped
to the wall? Every campfire somehow turned into a story
about the coast."

"There was also the blue tarp," Eli added.
Jonah laughed. "I'd forgotten about the blue tarp."

Rachel folded her arms, looking out across the water. "Your
dads stretched that thing across half the church lawn and

announced, 'Pretend this keeps going forever."
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Eli studied the horizon another moment before looking down
at his notebook. "In fairness, the tarp was considerably smaller.
And it didn't roar."

Rachel laughed outright. "They were doing the best they
could. But some places just have to be experienced. That's
why we're letting you three head out while we finish the
boring part of moving in."

Another swell struck a jagged rock pillar, bursting into a tower
of white spray. He slowly shook his head. "Not even close.

This is a different planet."

For years their families had shared campfires, mountain trails,
rainy tarp shelters, and maps spread across picnic tables.
Amongst the many adventures, this particular stretch of
coastline had been the focus of many conversations. Standing
here now, Jonah realized none of those stories had been
exaggerated. If anything, they hadn't been big enough.

Jonah turned to see Eli staring at a blank page, his pencil
poised but motionless. A light salt-mist was already beginning
to bead on the paper, making the surface look textured and
gray. Eli didn't write. He just stared at the horizon, his brow
furrowed as if he were trying to solve a problem that refused
to fit on the page.

"What?" Jonah asked.

10
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Eli tapped the tip of his pencil against the cardboard cover
of the notebook, the sound almost disappearing beneath the

roar of the surf. "I have discovered a problem."

Jonah leaned back against the truck's side panel. "Your pencil
broke?"

"No." Eli looked mildly offended that Jonah would suggest

something so ordinary. "The notebook."

Jonah glanced at the small spiral-bound book. "The notebook
has a problem?"

"The notebook is doing its best," Eli said. "The problem is

the ocean."

Deb stepped closer, her boots crunching on the gravel. She
looked from Eli's empty page to the dark swells folding over
the rough stone pillars. "Too much to write down?"

Eli nodded slowly. "Exactly." He held the notebook up toward
the horizon, his thumb marking a tiny section of the coastline.
"l can fit thoughts. | can fit observations. | can fit sketches."
He lowered the notebook and looked back at the endless

water. "But | may have underestimated the amount of ocean."

Jonah nodded thoughtfully, watching a wave explode against
a pillar of black rock. "A rare victory for the ocean, then."

Eli sighed and tucked the pencil into the spiral binding with

a click. "Temporary victory."

11
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Jonah raised an eyebrow. "What does that mean?"
"It means | need a bigger notebook."
Deb tilted her head. "Or smaller handwriting."

Eli considered this for a moment. "That may work." He paused.
"But it feels disrespectful to the ocean."

Rachel laughed softly and opened the tailgate. Three
backpacks waited inside, organized and ready. They looked
sturdy and utilitarian, stuffed with enough gear to sustain
them for a week of isolation. She glanced at the three of
them for a moment before speaking. "One last chance to stay

behind and help unload microscopes."
Jonah had his pack halfway onto his shoulders.

"Thought so.” Then she added, "Impressed is probably a good
sign. The coast should leave you with more questions than
answers. By the time you get back, all of us should have the
station running like a clock." She pointed up the shoreline
toward the hazy distance. "Remember: tomorrow's the first
tide low enough to reach the island. It's one of the places I've
been most excited for you to see. Just don't let the excitement

make you forget the tide charts."

Jonah reached for his pack, the heavy nylon creaking as he
pulled it toward him. He checked the side mesh for his water
bottle, ensuring the cap was tight. The metal cup clipped to
his strap clinked against his frame, a steady, mechanical sound

12
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that belonged to the trail. He watched the white water surge
against the rock, already thinking about the tide windows and
the pinch points they would have to navigate. The mountains
were made of stone that stayed still; this ground was made
of stone that moved twice a day. He had to remember that

the terrain itself was on a timer.

Jonah glanced toward the endless shoreline. Twenty-five miles
had sounded impressive on the map. Standing here, with
headland after headland disappearing into the haze, it felt
very different. He grinned. "Worth it."

"Check your straps," Deb said, already swinging her pack
onto her shoulders with the practiced ease of someone who
had spent half her childhood living out of one. She wasn't
looking at the ocean anymore, she was looking at the trail that
disappeared into the spruce. "Come on," she said, grinning
now. "We've been stuck inside moving boxes for twenty-four

hours. I'm done standing in the parking lot."

Jonah adjusted his load, feeling the weight settle comfortably
into his hips. He buckled the chest strap, cinched the shoulder
straps, and gave the pack a quick bounce until it rode like
a natural part of him. He had done the same ritual before
countless family hikes, weekend overnighters, and backcountry
trips. It always meant the same thing: we're finally starting.
He looked back over his shoulder with a grin "Last one to
the beach cooks."

13
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Deb didn't even look at him. "You're trying to start the race
before | finish tightening my hip belt."

"Strategy," said Jonah with a grin.
Eli nodded. "Confirmed. Unsporting, but technically strategy."
"It's called being Jonah," Deb corrected.

Still smiling, Jonah turned and headed toward the edge of

the parking lot where the gravel gave way to the dirt trail.

He stepped beneath the shadows of the Sitka spruce, and the
world changed. The air cooled instantly, dropping ten degrees
as the dense canopy swallowed the sunlight. Golden shafts
filtered through the branches, scattering across the forest floor
in shifting mosaics of light and emerald shadow. Underfoot,
the crunch of gravel gave way to the quiet spring of fallen
needles layered over generations of forest. Jonah lengthened
his stride, his boots settling into the familiar rhythm of a trail.
Out of habit, his eyes swept the canopy for widowmakers,
dead limbs caught high above that could fall without warning.

Behind him came the comforting sounds he had known
since childhood: the muted clink of Eli's notebook against
his pack frame, steady steps of great companions, and the
easy laughter of people who had started more trails together

than any of them could remember.

"The trail drops faster than | expected," Eli noted, walking a
few paces behind Jonah. He was already watching the way

14
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the moss grew thicker on the ocean-facing side of the trees,
a deep, saturated green. "The drainage here must be intense.
Look at the erosion around those roots." He watched a wind-
shaped spruce for another moment. "Imagine spending a

hundred years trying not to fall over."

Jonah glanced back. "Sounds exhausting."
"Trees are very committed."

Jonah patted the nearest trunk. "Hang in there."
Eli nodded solemnly. "It has been."

"It's the basalt underneath," Deb said, smiling as she stepped
over one of the exposed roots. "The rock's almost non-porous.
Rain can't soak through very well, so it races downhill instead.
That's why the roots spread out instead of diving deep.
They're grabbing onto the little soil they have."

"Kind of like Dad on that scree slope above Lost Lake," Jonah
said.

Deb laughed. "Except the tree has better balance."

"Statistically speaking," Eli added, "the tree has had

considerably more practice."

Jonah slowed his pace. The roar was different here beneath
the trees. From the parking lot it had been a single, enormous
voice, filling the air without direction. Under the spruce,
stripped of the wind, it separated into layers. He could hear

15
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the sharp slap of water against rock, the long, rattling hiss
of waves draining through pebble-filled channels, and the

deep, mournful sigh of wind sweeping across the open shore.

He tilted his head, listening the way his father had taught him
years ago. "Don't just hear the loudest sound," his dad would
remind him on the trail. "Hear the one underneath it." It was
the same skill that picked out the snap of a distant branch
or the whistle of a marmot above a rushing creek.

Then he caught it. A deeper pulse rolled beneath the constant
rush, rising through the rock instead of the air. "Do you hear

that?" Jonah asked, holding up a hand. "The lower sound?"

The others fell silent. Eli tipped his head, listening. "It's
coming from inside something. Like a giant knocking on the
inside of a cliff."

"Or a channel under the rock," Deb suggested, her eyes still
searching ahead. "The waves might be hitting a cliff we can't
see yet." She listened as another deep boom echoed through
the trees. "A cave would explain it. Every wave forces air into

a space that's too small. Eventually it has to come back out."

Jonah grinned. "I like that our first mystery took less than
thirty seconds."

Eli shook his head. "No, our first mystery is whether Deb's

cave hypothesis survives peer review."

Deb smiled. "Fine. What's your hypothesis, Dr. Bennett?"

16



Salt & Stone

Eli considered another booming wave. "Mine is... cave."
Jonah laughed. "That was a thrilling scientific debate."

"Science is about following the evidence," Eli said with

complete sincerity.

Jonah adjusted his pack, centering the frame against his
shoulders. He liked the way they explored together. None
of them needed to have the right answer immediately. One
noticed a clue, another offered a possibility, someone else
poked holes in it, and sooner or later the landscape revealed
which idea survived. It was how they'd worked through
mountain trails, river crossings, and more than one mystery
around a campfire. Apparently, the coast expected the same
thing.

The trail bent sharply to the left, dipped between two moss-
covered banks that rose like green walls on either side, and
opened without warning. The forest ended as if it had been

cut by a giant blade, and the ocean began.

Jonah stopped, his boots hovering at the edge of a black
volcanic rock shelf. The change was so sudden it made him
feel lightheaded. The soft, needle-strewn forest floor was
gone, replaced by hard, unforgiving stone. The rough black
rock stretched away in grand, jagged terraces, broken by
deep channels of churning water. Tide pools caught the sky in
pieces, reflecting the gray clouds above like scattered mirrors.

17
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Jonah stopped. He said quietly, “Well that's one way to leave
the woods."

Deb stepped up beside him, her eyes sweeping across the
shelves and channels. "You know what this reminds me of?"

Jonah shook his head.
"Nothing."
He laughed. "Exactly."

Eli walked past them both and slowly turned in a full circle,
trying unsuccessfully to take everything in at once. "|'ve spent
the last five minutes comparing everything to the mountains."
He glanced down at the dark stone beneath his boots. "l think
that's officially stopped working."

Jonah nodded. "Good."
Eli frowned. “Why?"
"Means we get to learn something completely new."

"Basalt," Eli said quietly, kneeling to touch the pitted surface.
He ran a finger over a cluster of small, circular holes in the
rock. "Gas bubbles trapped when the lava cooled. They're
called vesicles.”

Jonah peered closer. "So the rock had acne."

18
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Eli sighed. "Yes, If that helps you remember. This was part of
a massive lava flow. You can even see the direction it moved

by the way the rock stretched as it cooled."

Jonah swept his gaze from the dark stone beneath his boots
to the surging white foam of the Pacific. "So this whole place
was basically a volcano before it became an ocean puzzle?"

"Apparently," Deb said, stepping confidently onto the shelf.
Against the sweeping gray sea she looked tiny, but completely
at home. "Which means the landscape is still telling us how it

was made. We just have to learn how to read it."

Eli brushed another finger across the rock. "lt's a very old
story."

"With terrible handwriting," Jonah said, studying the endless

maze of cracks, shelves, and tide channels.

Deb laughed. "Good thing we brought the guy who reads
geology for fun."

"It's not for fun," Eli replied automatically. He paused. "Okay,

mostly for fun."

Deb nodded. "That was the least convincing correction I've
ever heard."

Jonah stepped onto the basalt himself, testing it with a careful
shift of his weight. His boot grabbed the rough surface

immediately. "That's crazy.” Deb looked over. Jonah scraped

19
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his sole lightly across the rock in surprise." It grips better

than half the granite trails we've hiked."

Ahead of them, a wave rushed into a narrow channel thirty
feet away, filling it in seconds with frothing white water that
hissed like a thousand snakes before draining away again in
silver threads. Moments later the channel lay empty, revealing
a bottom of smooth, colorful pebbles waiting patiently for
the next surge.

He realized then that reading the shoreline was like reading
a trail that never stopped changing. In the mountains, the
trail stayed where you left it. Here, the route itself was alive,

shifting with every tide.

"Don't read the route you want," Jonah whispered, his father's
voice surfacing as clearly as if he were walking beside him.
"Read the route that's there."

Deb looked back and smiled, her eyes bright with the
challenge ahead. "Exactly. This land’s honest. It doesn't care
if we're impressed or if we're tired. It just keeps being the

coast. We're the ones who have to adapt."

Eli glanced up, brushing a small fleck of rock dust from his
fingertips. He looked across the maze of cracks, channels, and
tide pools stretching along the shore. "l appreciate landscapes
with clearly stated expectations.”

Jonah looked over at him and laughed. "You say that now."

20
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Eli frowned slightly. "Why would | not?"

Jonah gestured toward the ocean, where another wave rushed
into the narrow channel and vanished beneath the cliff. A
deep boom answered a heartbeat later. "Because we've only
been here about five minutes, and the coast has already tried

to hide a cave, move the trail, and rearrange the ground."

Eli considered that for a moment, then looked back toward
the water. "Fair point." He adjusted the strap of his pack and
nodded toward the tide-washed rocks ahead. "Give me until
our first tide crossing."

Jonah grinned and held out his hand. “Deal.”
Eli looked at it. "We're shaking on this?"
"Absolutely."

They shook.

Deb walked straight between them. "I'd like to point out

neither of you has won anything."

They moved forward together, their shadows stretching long
across the dark, uneven ridges. Jonah led the way, his eyes
following the wet sheen that marked the highest reach of the
last wave: the splash zone. He stayed on the dry rock, well
above the churning channels.

Behind them, the mountains disappeared into the mist. Ahead,
the Pacific stretched beyond the horizon, its tides already

writing and erasing the path before them.

21
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Jonah smiled to himself. They had spent years learning how

to read rivers, ridges, forests, and stone.

Now it was the ocean's turn to teach them.

22



Stone that was Fire

The sound of the basalt was the first thing that surprised
Jonah. In the mountains, granite was silent unless it was
falling, but here the rock seemed to have a voice. Every surge
of the tide sent a new sensation through the soles of his
boots that made the entire coastline feel less like solid ground
and more like a massive stone instrument. The wind carried
the sharp scent of drying kelp and cold salt, heavier than the
clean fragrance of spruce they had left behind in the forest.

Jonah stepped across a narrow fissure, his boots gripping
the rough surface with reassuring confidence. He stopped
beside a deep, straight-sided channel where seawater boiled
into frothy, latte-colored foam before draining away again. A
moment later the channel lay nearly empty, exposing dark

rock that had been hidden only seconds before.

He frowned. "It changed."
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Deb stepped beside him. "It will keep changing."

Jonah looked farther down the shore. Black shelves rose and
fell toward the first headland, some dry, some shining with
fresh water, others disappearing beneath the next incoming
surge. Every few seconds the landscape rearranged itself.

He laughed quietly. "It's a puzzle."

Jonah pointed toward the maze of shelves and channels
stretching down the shoreline. "In the mountains, the trail
stays put. Here," he watched another wave erase the route
they'd just been studying, "the water keeps moving the
pieces."

Eli smiled. "Dynamic topography." Jonah looked at him.

"A moving puzzle," Eli translated.

"See? That's why we bring you."

Eli nodded, as if this was a perfectly reasonable conclusion.

He stopped a few steps later, his attention no longer on the
horizon. A shallow depression in the stone held a small tide
pool filled with polished pebbles. Deep red jasper. Dull green
chert. Milky white quartz. Each one had been softened until
the sharp edges were gone. Eli crouched and picked up the

red stone, turning it slowly between his fingers. "Look at this."

Jonah stepped closer. "The rock?"

24
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Eli shook his head. "The ocean." He held up the pebble. "It

just keeps working on things."

Jonah looked at the smooth surface. "Like a giant rock
tumbler?"

Eli's face brightened. "Exactly. Except nobody has to plug it

in.

Jonah laughed. "That's probably the worst appliance ever
invented."

"Depends," Eli said, slipping the pebble back into the pool.
"It makes excellent rocks."

Jonah picked up another pebble and held it beside the rough
basalt beneath his boots. "So we're looking at the 'before'
and the 'after."

Eli nodded. "Only several thousand years apart."
Jonah set the pebble back down. "I'll wait."
Deb smiled. "Nature has impressive patience."

Eli crouched again, tracing one of the dark bands in the
basalt with his pencil. "Now that's interesting. See these
separate layers? This wasn't the same eruption. One lava
flow cooled, then another spread across it. Then another."
He looked toward the cliffs farther down the coast. "We're

walking across separate volcanic events."
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Deb moved past them, her eyes scanning the shelf for the
dark, wet sheen that marked the reach of the last high tide.
She was less interested in how the rock had formed than in
what it was doing right now. She pointed toward a broad
terrace fifty yards ahead where the waves were breaking in

long sheets.

"The tide's still falling," she said. "Water will hang around in
the low spots a lot longer than it will on the high ridges. If
we stay on the spines of the flow, we'll keep our boots dry
a lot longer."

Jonah followed the line she was tracing. "And when we can't?"

"Then we wait." Deb shrugged. "The ocean isn't going
anywhere."

Jonah smirked. "That's going to take some getting used to."

"Good thing we've practiced waiting on rivers." He nodded.
Different water. Same lesson.

Eli had already wandered a few yards away. He crouched
beside a deep vesicle about the size of a golf ball and peered
inside. Tiny crystals caught the gray light, giving the little
cavity a faint sparkle. "That's fascinating," he murmured. "Gas
bubble."

Jonah walked over. "Just one?"

Eli looked up with a perfectly straight face. "Several million,

actually."
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Deb laughed.

Eli traced the rim with one finger. "Gas escaped the lava while
it cooled, but this pocket stayed open." He looked across the
rock stretching toward the sea. "The whole coastline is frozen
in the middle of becoming something else."

He scribbled a quick note in the margin of his notebook.

Basalt: A lava flow with its last breath still visible.

He stared at the page for another second before adding a
second line. Fire that forgot to move.

Jonah grinned, looking over Eli's shoulder. "Is that the official

geological definition?"

Eli tucked his pencil into the spiral binding. "Not unless my
dad got promoted without telling me."

Deb laughed. Eli shrugged. "He says people remember pictures
better than vocabulary. You can call it vesicular basalt," he

tapped the page, "or you can say it's fire that forgot to move."

Jonah looked back at the black terraces stretching toward
the surf. "Yeah," he admitted. "l don't think I'm forgetting
that one."

They continued north, picking their way across the terraces.
The rock provided excellent traction, but the terrain demanded
constant attention. Some sections were scoured clean,

revealing a dark, matte surface that absorbed the sunlight
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and radiated a faint, unexpected warmth against Jonah's palm
when he steadied himself. Others were encrusted with white
barnacles that looked like miniature mountain ranges. Every
step was a calculation, a choice between the high, dry ridges
and the lower, water-slicked channels coated in slippery green
algae.

A wave struck a black rock wall to their right, sending a
plume of white spray thirty feet into the air. The sound was
a sharp, percussive crack that echoed off the nearby cliffs
like a gunshot. Sunlight caught the falling water for a second,
turning the spray into a momentary curtain of diamonds

before it collapsed back into the sea with a heavy, wet thud.
Jonah shook his head, grinning. "It just keeps showing off."

Deb laughed. "You're going to start complimenting every
wave, aren't you?"

"Only the impressive ones," Jonah said, wiping the salt from
his forehead. "The mountains don't do that. They just sit
there and look at you. This place is active. It's like the land is
constantly trying to push the ocean back, and the ocean is
trying to eat the land."

"Neither one's winning," Eli observed.
Deb nodded. "Good. Otherwise we'd have nowhere to hike."

They continued north until the broad terraces narrowed into

a raised spine of rock that paralleled the shoreline. On one
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side, the Pacific hurled itself against the shore in rhythmic
bursts, each impact exploding into white foam before hissing
back toward the sea. On the other, a chain of deep tide
pools lay perfectly still, reflecting the gray-blue sky so clearly
they looked like windows cut into the stone. Only a few feet

separated the chaos from the calm.
Jonah slowed instinctively.

Deb didn't. She walked to the narrowest part of the spine
and stopped, her attention fixed on the incoming waves. She

wasn't watching the water itself. She was watching its rhythm.
One swell.

Two.

Three.

The shelf beneath their boots shivered as another wave struck
the cliffs below. Deb didn't move until the water began to
drain away, leaving the basalt dark, glistening, and briefly

exposed.

"Now." Her voice was calm, but there wasn't a hint of
hesitation.

Jonah shifted his weight and gave Deb a look full of mischief.

"Permission to panic just a little?"

Deb never looked away from the water. "Denied."
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Jonah followed, moving quickly without rushing. Water
streamed through the cracks and channels beneath him as the
last of the surge hurried back to sea. The rough texture held
his boots with reassuring confidence despite the thin ribbons
of foam still curling across the rock. Three long strides later,

he stepped onto the broader shelf and turned.

Eli was crossing at a slower pace. He wasn't watching the
incoming waves. His eyes were fixed on the fading edge of
the foam, studying where the water hesitated before slipping
back toward the ocean.

Jonah watched him. "You're mapping it, aren't you?"
Eli nodded without looking up. "It's leaving clues."
"About what?"

"Where it'll come back. Same channel, different reach," Eli
observed as he joined them. He pointed to a strand of kelp
draped over a higher ledge, well above where the last three
waves had reached. "See that? One wave threw it up there,
but the next three never came close." He looked back toward
the water. "The next wave doesn't care what the last one did."

Jonah nodded. His father's advice returned with surprising
clarity: Don't read the route you want. Read the route that's
there.

In the mountains, that usually meant spotting loose talus,
hidden ice, or an unstable log before committing your weight.
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Here, it meant reading moving water instead of unmoving

ground. The lesson hadn't changed, only the landscape had.

Jonah took a long drink from the hose clipped to his shoulder
strap while they waited for the next set to pass. Salt still clung
to his lips from the spray, and the cold water tasted especially
good. Deb did the same, then nodded toward Eli. "Drink now.

It's easier than remembering later."

They found a small tide pool tucked into a hollow, no larger
than a kitchen sink but filled with a vibrant, crowded life that
seemed impossible in such a harsh environment. Seaweed in
shades of emerald and mahogany drifted in the clear water,
swaying to a current only they could feel. Small, silver-sided
fish flicked between the fronds, their movements so fast they
looked like static electricity jumping across the pool. A hermit
crab, carrying a shell nearly twice its size and mottled with
orange spots, struggled across a patch of barnacles at the

bottom, its tiny legs working with frantic determination.

"Look at that guy," Jonah said, crouching at the edge of the
pool. The water was so clear he could see the individual hairs
on the crab's legs. "He's working harder than we are with that
pack. And he can't even adjust his hip belt."

Deb laughed, kneeling beside him, her shadow falling across
the pool. The fish instantly vanished into the shadows of the
kelp. "He brought his own shelter. No need to pitch a tarp
tonight for him.”

31



W. A. BALES

Eli opened his notebook, his eyes moving rapidly between
the pool and the page. He sketched the spiral shell with a few
quick strokes, then added the fish circling around it.

He chuckled as sketched, "It's a crab wearing a snail."

Jonah watched the crab for a minute, seeing how it used
its smaller claw to probe the crevices for food while the
larger claw guarded the shell opening. "lt's patient," he said.
Another wave swept through the pool. The crab vanished. A
few seconds later it emerged and went right back to what it
had been doing.

The air grew noticeably cooler as they pushed north. The sun
still rode high above the Pacific, but its light had taken on
a harder, metallic quality, glinting off the water until Jonah
had to squint between bursts of reflected silver. The ground
changed with it. The broad shelves gave way to taller terraces,
thicker columns, and deeper channels where the sea lingered
longer between waves. Behind them, the spruce forest had
dwindled to a narrow, dark ribbon along the shoreline, looking
strangely delicate beside the immense architecture of volcanic

stone.

Jonah slowed. "Anyone else feel like the coast is getting
bigger?"

Eli looked up. "Objectively? Yes."

"Objectively?" Deb laughed.
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"The scale of the formations has increased." He gestured

toward the cliffs ahead. "Therefore..."
Jonah nodded solemnly. "Bigger."
Eli nodded. "lt's nice when scientific terminology is accessible."

Ahead of them, a massive headland rose from the sea like a
black fortress, blocking every hint of what lay beyond. Vertical
walls, scarred by countless winter storms, climbed from the
surf in dark columns streaked with white salt and generations
of nesting seabirds. Somewhere beyond the stone, another
wave struck with a deep, hollow boom that echoed through
the cliffs before fading into the steady roar of the Pacific.

Jonah beamed. "l have a feeling the coast's about to ask us

another question."

"The map shows a pinch point here," Deb called over the surf.
She pulled the laminated map from her side pocket, steadying
it against the wind with one hand. "At high tide the water
reaches the base of this wall. If we can't get around it now,
we'll have to climb into the forest, work our way around the
headland, and drop back to the shore on the other side."

Eli looked from the map to the towering cliffs. "That sounds

significantly less efficient."
"It also sounds significantly uphill," Jonah added.

"Exactly," Deb said with a grin.
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Jonah studied the wall instead of the map. Maps told you
where to look. The landscape told you where to go. His eyes
followed the fractures in the basalt, the wet sheen left behind
by the last waves, and the way the water wrapped itself
around the base of the headland before slipping back toward
the sea.

Then he saw it.

A narrow ledge curved around the point, a dark ribbon against
the black stone. It couldn't have been more than two feet
wide, but unlike the broken shelves below, it remained solid,
threading its way around the headland as though the cliff

had left behind a single sentence for anyone willing to read it.

"There's a way through," Jonah said, pointing toward the
ledge. "The rock looks dry up there. No kelp, no barnacles."

Eli looked where Jonah was pointing. "l like that ledge. The
rock looks like it's been minding its own business for a very
long time."

They moved toward the headland, their pace slowing as the
terrain became more vertical and the consequences of a slip
grew more serious. As Jonah reached the ledge and pulled
himself up, his boots gripped well on the narrow terrace.
Every decision affected the next one. The route felt less like

a trail and more like a puzzle built from stone and water.

Around the corner of the headland, it opened into a wide,

curving bay that took Jonah's breath away. The terraces gave
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way abruptly to driftwood. Not a few scattered logs, but
hundreds of them. Trees stripped of bark and polished by salt
lay tangled across the upper beach in great windrows. Beyond
them, a long stretch of dark volcanic sand disappeared into
the afternoon mist. Jonah stopped for a moment, simply

taking it in.
"That's a lot of wood," Eli said.

Jonah laughed. "You always have the most insightful

observations."
"Thank you." Eli didn't sound remotely sarcastic.

Deb was studying the upper edge of the pile. "Some of those
logs are huge." A spruce root wad sat tangled near the top,
its roots reaching into the air like a giant's fingers. "The water

moved all of that."

Jonah followed her gaze. "Remind me not to argue with the

ocean."
"Good plan," Deb said.

A gull lifted from one of the larger logs, its wings snapping
against the salt-heavy air before drifting out over the bay.

Jonah spotted a gap where the driftwood thinned, revealing
a smooth corridor of dark, wet sand curving toward the next
headland. "There," He pointed. The route wound through
the outer edge of the driftwood pile, weaving between sun-
bleached trunks and tangled root wads left behind by winter
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storms. A few steps, a short climb over one massive log, and
the maze began to open.

Ahead, the dark sand stretched away along the curve of the

bay.
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The dark sand was firmer than it looked. Jonah's boots sank
only slightly as he followed the curve of the bay beneath
the towering wall of driftwood. Behind them, the maze of
sun-bleached logs slowly disappeared around the headland.
Ahead, the beach narrowed until the sand surrendered once
more to black shelves uncovered by the falling tide.

Jonah stepped off the wet sand and onto the volcanic rock,
pausing instinctively. The change was immediate. Here, the
land didn't simply meet the ocean. It fractured into channels,
terraces, and tide-carved pockets that emerged one by one
as the water slowly withdrew.

Deb had already stopped beside a deep basin, watching the
last ribbons of seawater slip back toward the Pacific. She
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pointed to a broad band of dark, wet rock several feet above

the current waterline.

"The tide's still falling." She grinned, her eyes already searching
far ahead. "Give it another hour. Half this shelf will be dry."

Jonah moved beside her and looked down. The pool was
long and narrow, tucked into a channel scoured smooth
by centuries of pounding surf. Fine, dark sand covered the

bottom, scattered with fragments of broken shell.

Eli was already on his knees. He tilted his head, watching the
afternoon light ripple through the water and paint shifting
patterns across the floor of the pool. "This isn't just trapped
water," he said quietly, his glasses slipping down his nose.
"The ocean leaves, but a whole little world stays behind."

Jonah crouched beside him, balancing easily on the balls of
his feet. Bright emerald anemones clung to the vertical walls
of the pool, their tentacles spread like underwater flowers
drifting in a breeze. Some were as wide as Jonah's hand.
Others were no bigger than a quarter. Against the black stone

they looked almost impossibly bright. "Whoa..."
Eli's eyes lit up. "Giant green anemones."

Deb knelt beside them, already scanning the rest of the pool
instead of just the anemones. "If they're here," she said, "

bet they're not the only ones living in this pool."
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Eli was already studying the tentacles. "Imagine being a
predator and never taking a single step."

Jonah glanced over. "Sounds like a terrible hunting strategy."

"Apparently not." Eli nodded toward the anemone. "They don't
chase food. They just wait for food to make a mistake."

Jonah leaned closer. Tiny, translucent fish darted between
the emerald tentacles, vanishing almost as quickly as they

appeared. Curious, he leaned in another inch.

His shadow crossed the pool. The transformation was
instantaneous. One moment the anemones were fully open,
their tentacles drifting gently in the water. The next, they
snapped inward with startling speed, collapsing into tight
green lumps that looked more like polished stones than living
creatures.

Jonah jerked back. "Okay... that was amazing."

"You didn't even touch them," Deb said, looking from Jonah's
shadow to the closed anemones.

"l know!"

Eli was already grinning. "Shadow-triggered defense response,”
he said, reaching for his notebook. "Your shadow probably
looked like something flying overhead. If the light disappears
without warning, they assume something wants to eat them."

His pencil paused for a moment before he added another line
beneath his notes.
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Let the ocean do the work. Motion is overrated. Even so, they'd

beat me in a race.
Jonah laughed. "That's setting the bar surprisingly low."

Eli looked genuinely puzzled. "My reflexes are perfectly
acceptable."

Deb looked at Jonah. "He actually believes that."

Jonah watched the green lumps for a moment, feeling oddly
responsible for making them disappear. He shifted his weight
until his shadow slid off the pool and the afternoon sun once
again reached the water. "Sorry," he murmured.

Deb folded her arms. "Congratulations. You've frightened the

salad."

Jonah looked back at the green lumps. "l apologized." Then
he looked at Eli. "How long until they come back out?"

"Whenever they decide you aren't trying to eat them," Eli said,
never looking up from the quick sketch taking shape in his
notebook. "They have to balance the risk of becoming lunch

against the risk of missing lunch."
Jonah nodded. "That's actually a pretty tough decision."

Slowly, one of the leathery lumps began to pulse. A single
tentacle eased into the current, hesitating for a moment
before another followed, then another. Within a few minutes

the green anemones had completely reopened, their tentacles
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once again drifting gently in the invisible movement of the

water.
Jonah grinned. "l think they forgave me."

"Or they decided you weren't worth worrying about," Deb

teased.
"I'll take either one."

Deb pointed toward a patch of dark seaweed at the far end

of the pool where the shadows were heavy. "Look deeper."

Jonah shifted along the edge of the tide pool, his boots
scraping softly across the rock. As his eyes adjusted to the
reflections dancing on the surface, he caught a flicker of

movement near a narrow crevice.

A hermit crab emerged cautiously from the shadows, hauling
a shell that looked twice its size and was decorated with tiny
white barnacles. It picked its way across the ground with
determined little steps, stopping every few inches to probe
the rock with its delicate claws before continuing its search

for a meal.

"It brought its own cabin," Jonah said, a grin spreading across
his face. "I thought Eli's pack was heavy, but that little guy
carries his house everywhere."

Eli looked from the crab to Jonah, his eyes bright behind his

glasses. "It's a lot of weight." He glanced back at the crab.
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"But when trouble shows up, he doesn't have to look for

shelter. He just closes the door."
"Mobile fortress," Deb said with an approving nod.

The crab stopped in the middle of a small patch of gravel,
its antennae flicking through the water. Another hermit crab
emerged from a clump of sea lettuce. Slightly smaller, but
moving with the same determined purpose, it headed straight

for the very same patch of gravel. "Uh-oh," Jonah murmured.

The larger crab lifted one bright orange-tipped claw in
unmistakable warning. The smaller crab ignored it. It marched
forward and bumped shells with a sharp click that carried
through the water.

Jonah glanced at Eli. "Translate."
Eli didn't look up. "Probably something profound like, 'Move."

Jonah leaned closer without realizing it. "Those two have

opinions."

The two crabs circled each other across the gravel, claws
raised, shells scraping together with tiny, deliberate clicks.
For a world no bigger than a kitchen sink, it suddenly felt
remarkably serious.

"Territory dispute?" Jonah asked, his voice barely above a

whisper.

"Maybe." Deb rested her chin on her hand. "Or shell envy."
She pointed toward the smaller crab. "See the crack near
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the opening? If he thinks that bigger shell is an upgrade, he
might decide it's worth stealing."

Jonah laughed quietly. "So even hermit crabs argue about
real estate."

"Location, location, location," Eli murmured.
Deb smirked. "Apparently."

The confrontation ended as quickly as it had begun. The
larger crab snapped forward with one decisive swipe, sending
the intruder tumbling backward into a cluster of barnacles.
The smaller crab paused just long enough to reconsider its
life choices before retreating toward the shelter of the sea
lettuce. The victor returned to its patch of gravel and settled

into its shell with one final, satisfied wiggle.

Jonah nodded approvingly. "Respect. King of approximately

one square inch of coastline."

Eli added a careful sketch of the oversized pincer to his
notebook, labeling each segment. "Temporary king," he said.

"When the tide comes back, the neighbors change."

They moved along the shelf, discovering that the basalt wasn't
uniform at all. Different creatures occupied different pools,
turning the shoreline into a layered world. As they walked,
Deb pulled a small handful of trail mix from her pocket
and passed it around. Jonah caught a few almonds without
breaking stride. Eli accepted the raisins and walnuts with an
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absentminded nod, his eyes still following the different bands

of life across the basalt.

Some pools were crowded with thousands of tiny periwinkle
snails. Their shells formed a gray-blue mosaic across the rock,
like a cobblestone street. Others were deep and shaded,
occupied only by sea urchins. Purple and red spines radiated
outward like frozen fireworks. The urchins sat in perfectly
circular depressions worn into the stone. Over generations,
they had slowly carved the rock around them until each one
fit like a key in a lock.

Jonah stopped beside a pool that was almost perfectly circular,
its rim lined with small, hard cones that looked like miniature
volcanoes. They were white, sharp, and packed so tightly
together they seemed to be part of the rock itself. "More tiny
mountains?" he asked, pointing toward the rim. "They look

like they grew out of the rock."

Eli was already kneeling beside him. "Acorn barnacles." He
leaned a little closer. "Which are one of the strangest animals
on the coast."

Jonah looked at him. "That's a competitive category."

"They're crustaceans," Eli continued, "but they spend their
whole lives standing on their heads, kicking food into their
mouths with their feet."

Jonah blinked. "You're making that up."
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"l wish | were."

Deb leaned in for a closer look, avoiding the sharp shells.
"Imagine finding the perfect place to live, and never leaving
it again."

Jonah looked at her, then back at the rocks. "That sounds
like something Eli would make up just to see if we're paying

attention. Living on your head?"

Eli wandered over, his notebook already open to a page titled
The High Intertidal.

"She's right," he said. "They swim around when they're babies.
Then they pick a spot, glue themselves down, and that's home

for the rest of their lives."
Jonah stared at the barnacle-covered rock. "Forever?"

"Forever." Eli sounded almost impressed. "Imagine choosing

your house before you're old enough to remember it."

He pointed to the tiny white cones. "When the tide comes
back, those little doors open and they stick out feathery legs
called cirri to catch food drifting past."

Jonah laughed. "That is the strangest thing." Jonah looked
around the tide pool. "Five minutes ago | thought the weirdest

thing here was the crab wearing a snail."

Eli considered that. "Strong competition."
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Jonah watched the silent, stone-like cones. It was hard to
believe they were alive, let alone capable of the upside-
down existence Eli had just described. The ocean demanded
a different kind of attention than the mountains. In the forest,
you searched for deer in a meadow, a hawk circling overhead,
or bear tracks pressed into the mud. Here, life hid in plain
sight. It looked like a rock. Or a shell. Or a patch of seaweed.
The longer he looked, the more the shoreline came alive.

Eli stood, brushing grit from one knee. He looked along the
terraces, following the different bands of life down toward
the surf. "Look at that," he said. "Nothing's random." Deb

followed his gaze.

Eli pointed. "Barnacles up high. They can survive out of the
water longer. Anemones in the middle where the pools stay
wet. Urchins and kelp lower down where the tide covers them
most of the day."

Deb nodded slowly. "It's like elevation in the mountains."

Jonah looked over.

She pointed along the shoreline. "Different height. Different
neighborhood."

Jonah stood, his knees protesting after so much crouching.
Long white lines of surf had begun creeping steadily back
toward the shelves. Even the roar had changed, deepening
from a distant background sound into a slow, deliberate

rhythm. "The ocean's done teaching this lesson."
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Eli closed his notebook. "Until the quiz."
Jonah groaned. "There are quizzes?"

Deb smiled. "Every tide." She looked toward the next headland.
"Which means it's time to keep moving."

"How much time before this shelf disappears?" Jonah asked.
He looked back at the long green pool, thinking of the
anemones and the stubborn little hermit crab. Before long,
their quiet world would be swallowed beneath churning white

water, only to emerge again when the tide returned.

Deb checked her watch, then studied the shelves stretching
toward the sea. "Low tide was about an hour ago. We've
probably got another hour before the waves start reaching
this level. Maybe two before that pool is underwater again."
She glanced farther down the coast, where the landscape
disappeared around another point. "We should find camp
before the light changes.”

Jonah nodded, “That green slime is basically a standing
invitation to experiment with gravity." He headed north,
keeping to the dry ridges that stitched their way across the

stone.
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