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                       by G. L. Parry

Humped grey backs and glistening dorsal fins dodged and weaved through the sparkling waves which surrounded the speeding dingy.  The setting sun was a shimmering orange ball balanced on the western horizon like a conjuror’s trick, casting an avenue of flaming copper across the surface solid enough to walk on.  The late-January heat was impossible to escape.  Even at sunset every exposed metal railing or fixture on deck was too hot to touch.
     A blustery wind blew strands of salt-bleached hair across Professor Janine Whitlie’s face while she juggled a video camera and tried to hang onto the gunwale at the same time.  

     Riding in the bow, she swore under her breath as the truth became apparent.  “We’re going to run out of daylight, damn it!  We’ll never manage to keep up with them in the dark.” 

     Indo-Pacific bottlenose #3830/F6--known affectionately as Tinsel--was due to give birth any time now.  Her extended family had been standing guard for days, making sure hungry sharks patrolling the area were denied opportunity to sweep in and snap up her new-born before it had a chance to surface and take its first breath.  

     “I told you, didn’t I?” Ian Jawalji shot back.

     “Sure, but you can’t be right all the time.”

     Busy managing the helm, her fellow researcher apologized with a smile.  “Not all the time.” 

     There was no denying he had a gift for following elusive cetaceans, and dolphins in particular.  His ability to predict their day-to-day movements bordered on the supernatural.  Little wonder he came so highly recommended.  Janine put it down to local tribal knowledge, even though Ian firmly denied it. 

     “If we had some tags we could follow them all night,” she muttered longingly.  “A drone could still lose them.”

     Tracker tags were a controversial topic.  Once upon a time they were used to keep tabs on long-range wanderers like great whites and blue whales.  Scientist wanted to know where they went, how deep they dived and what they were eating.  Then it was discovered someone had hacked the encrypted satellite uplinks and was passing the information on to poachers, who used the tell-tale signals to hunt down and kill the endangered creatures far out to sea beyond the reach of law-enforcement patrols.  The devices were made illegal, and just in time.   

     Ian stopped smiling.  “You know better than that.”

     Janine let the camera drop.  “Yeah, I do.  Pisses me off, just the same.”

     Unspoken was the thought, If we had a proper budget we could afford one of those fancy submersibles the Americans are using in the Gulf of Mexico.
     Ian eased off the throttle and the little boat’s prow dropped as their forward momentum died away.  Paying them no attention, the pod moved off into the gathering gloom and was lost from sight.

     “Don’t worry,” he said encouragingly as they sat wallowing in the swell.  “We’ll pick ‘em up again at first light, provided the weather holds.  They won’t go far, especially if Tinsel has a successful birth.”   

     “God, let’s hope so,” she sighed.  “We could use a break for a change.”

