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This novel was written for every person who has ever mistaken emotional numbness for resilience.

For the landscapes carrying memory long after human systems attempt to erase it.

For Indigenous custodians, whose relationships with land continue despite histories of displacement and extraction.

For readers exhausted by performative healing culture yet still searching for forms of hope capable of surviving honesty.

For those grieving ecological collapse while trying to remain emotionally present inside it.

And for the quiet communities who continue practicing relationship — with each other, with weather, with memory, with the living world — even when no one is watching closely enough to call it extraordinary.

Special gratitude to the forests, coastlines, caves, wetlands, and fire-scarred landscapes that inspired this work. Their lessons shaped every page more deeply than language can fully acknowledge.
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There are landscapes that invite observation, and there are landscapes that dismantle it.

This novella emerged from the uneasy threshold between climate grief and emotional disconnection, from the growing realization that modern systems have taught people how to consume devastation aesthetically while remaining spiritually absent from it. We scroll through fire seasons. We absorb floods through screens. We learn to discuss collapse analytically enough to avoid experiencing it relationally. This novella began as a question about what happens when a person can no longer survive through emotional distance alone.

Margaret River became the perfect geography for that question.

It is a region already shaped by contradiction. Vineyards flourish beside fire-scarred bushland. Luxury tourism coexists with ecological fragility. Oceans capable of breathtaking beauty can become violent without warning. Ancient knowledge systems remain embedded beneath colonial infrastructure that often pretends history began with ownership instead of relationship.

In this story, the land itself refuses emotional neutrality.

The forests listen. The caves remember. Water responds to truth spoken aloud. Fireflies become witnesses rather than decoration. Ritual is not presented as spectacle or mysticism detached from reality, but as an ancient technology of attention. The practices woven throughout the novel are less concerned with magic as power and more concerned with magic as awareness — the terrifying intimacy of remaining emotionally open within systems designed to reward numbness.

At its heart, this novella explores what climate fiction becomes when collapse is no longer theoretical. The fires are not metaphorical. The floods are not symbolic abstractions. Environmental instability exists as a lived emotional condition shaping intimacy, grief, Labor, tourism, and identity itself. Yet the novel refuses nihilism. Instead, it asks whether relationship — with land, with memory, with each other — might still survive inside irreversible change.

Trudy Preston enters Margaret River believing herself emotionally functional because she has mastered distance. Journalism has trained her to witness disaster professionally while remaining untouched enough to continue producing stories from it. But the land challenges that arrangement immediately. Through Norman Ingram and the rituals practiced throughout the region, she begins to understand that survival without emotional presence is another form of disappearance.

The landscapes within this series are not passive settings.

They are archives.

They hold memory in soil, stone, tide, and root systems. They refuse revision. They reveal how grief accumulates geographically as much as psychologically. Every location across THE CARTOGRAPHY OF FEELING series functions as both destination and mirror, exposing truths characters cannot outrun once the land itself begins responding to emotional honesty.

Where the Earth Remembers Us is therefore not a story about healing as completion.

It is a story about participation.

About learning how to remain in relationship with grief instead of conquering it. About discovering that resilience is not hardness, but permeability after devastation. About understanding that love, like landscape, demands attention rather than ownership.

The rituals inside these pages are invitations rather than instructions.

Some readers may recognize themselves inside them immediately. Others may resist them. Both responses are welcome. The land, after all, does not require belief in order to continue speaking.

It only asks whether we are listening.
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Chapter One: Last Vintage Before the Fires
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By the third week in Margaret River, Trudy Preston had begun to understand that the landscape carried silence differently from anywhere else she had reported on before. Silence in war zones had always sounded brittle, stretched thin over panic like plastic wrap over a wound. Silence after hurricanes had been swollen with shock and the groan of ruined infrastructure. But here, among rows of vineyards rolling toward a silver horizon, silence felt alive. It watched. It listened. It waited for something unnamed to arrive.

The morning smoke had settled low over the valley again.

From the balcony outside her rented cottage, the haze blurred the vineyards into watercolour bands of green and ash, softening the edges of the stone fences that cut through the hills like old scars. Somewhere beyond the ridge line, hundreds of kilometres north, bushfires were still burning through dry country. Every day the news assured residents the fires remained contained. Every day the smoke thickened anyway.

Trudy lifted her coffee to her mouth and tasted ash beneath the bitterness.

Her laptop sat open beside her, half-finished script glaring back in cold white light.

Margaret River is redefining sustainable tourism through biodynamic winemaking and environmental resilience—

She stared at the sentence until the words lost meaning entirely.

Resilience.

The word had followed her across three continents and many years of journalistic work. Resilient flood survivors. Resilient farmers. Resilient communities rebuilding after catastrophe. It had become a polished industry term, one which many editors loved because it transformed suffering into something aspirational. Something beautiful enough to package.

Trudy closed the laptop harder than she intended.

A flock of black cockatoos swept overhead, their cries rough and human sounding in the smoky dawn. The locals had warned her about the birds. They said the cockatoos arrived before severe weather changes, before deaths, before fire seasons worsened. Trudy had laughed politely when she first heard it.

Now she watched them vanish into haze and felt unease move beneath her ribs.

The vineyard appointment sat thirty minutes south along Caves Road. Biodynamic estate. Family owned for four generations. Exclusive filming access. She had spent enough years in media to recognize the shape of the story before arriving. Elegant wine culture surviving climate uncertainty through innovation and optimism. Sweeping drone shots. Intimate interviews. Beautiful people discussing sustainability while orchestral music swelled beneath aerial footage of coastline.

It should have been easy.

Instead, every morning she woke feeling as though something inside her had quietly hardened overnight.

The drive south unfolded beneath a pale amber sky. Smoke turned the sunlight strange, muting the landscape into softened gold and bruised grey. Vineyards stretched endlessly beside the road, interrupted by forests of towering karri trees whose white trunks gleamed ghostlike through the haze.

The deeper she drove into wine country, the more she noticed water—or rather, the absence of it.

Creeks marked on tourist maps lay shallow and exposed, revealing beds of pale stone beneath sluggish ribbons of brown water. Dust gathered along vine roots despite expensive irrigation systems humming tirelessly beneath the soil. Even the air tasted dry enough to crack.

Yet tourists still filled the roads.

Rental vans passed her carrying surfboards and bicycles. Couples stopped at roadside produce stalls laughing beneath wide-brimmed hats while smoke drifted behind them like a second horizon. Everyone behaved as though disaster existed somewhere distant enough to remain theoretical.

Trudy understood that instinct intimately.

She had built an entire career on observing tragedy from a survivable distance.

The vineyard appeared at the crest of a hill overlooking orderly rows of shiraz vines cascading toward the sea. Stone walls threaded through the property in uneven lines, weathered by decades of salt air and winter rain. Near the entrance, workers unloaded crates of grapes beneath linen shade cloths while visitors wandered between tasting tables pretending not to notice the smoke-darkened sky.

A hand-painted sign near the cellar door read:

PLEASE THANK THE ANCESTORS OF THE LAND BEFORE ENTERING THE SOIL.

Trudy slowed beside it.

The words felt oddly solemn among the polished tourism branding and carefully curated rustic aesthetic. She raised her camera instinctively, framing the sign against the vineyards beyond, but hesitated before taking the shot.

Something about it resisted becoming content.

“You planning to stand there all day?”

The voice came from behind her, deep and roughened by either cigarettes or disapproval.

Trudy turned sharply.

The man leaning against the stone wall looked slightly older than her, perhaps late thirties, broad shouldered beneath a faded charcoal button-down rolled to his elbows. Smoke-muted sunlight sharpened the hard angles of his face while leaving his eyes unreadable beneath the brim of a weatherworn hat. There was nothing polished about him, nothing curated for tourism. He looked like he belonged to the land in the same uncompromising way the stone walls did.

“I was reading the sign,” Trudy replied.

His gaze flicked toward her camera.

“That usually means tourists are about to photograph it instead.”

There was no humour in his voice. Only observation.

Trudy felt irritation rise immediately, familiar and protective. “I am here for work.”

“Mm.” He pushed away from the wall. “That usually means the same thing.”

Before she could answer, another voice called from the cellar entrance.

“Norman! Stop terrifying the journalists.”

A woman in her sixties approached carrying two wine glasses, silver hair tied back beneath a patterned scarf. Her smile came easily, though exhaustion lingered beneath it. Trudy had interviewed enough farmers over the years to recognize the look immediately. People carrying too much uncertainty for too long.

“You must be Trudy Preston,” the woman said warmly. “I’m Celia Vale. Sorry about him.”

Norman did not appear remotely sorry, explaining to Celia that he and Trudy had already met.

Celia handed Trudy a glass of pale rosé before gesturing toward the vineyards. “We’re starting the soil blessing soon if you’d like to observe.”

“Observe?” Norman repeated flatly. “That’s generous.”

Celia shot him a look sharp enough to cut vines. “You can either help unload barrels or learn basic hospitality.”

Norman muttered something under his breath and disappeared down the rows.

Trudy watched him go despite herself.

There was a steadiness to the way he moved across the uneven terrain, deliberate and unhurried, as though he trusted the ground entirely. Most people carried themselves against landscapes. Norman seemed to move with one.

“You’ll have to forgive him,” Celia said quietly once he was out of earshot. “This season has people on edge.”

Trudy glanced toward the haze swallowing the distant horizon. “Because of the fires?”

“Because the land knows before we do.”

The answer settled strangely between them.

Before Trudy could question it, a bell rang from somewhere near the vines.

People began gathering slowly between the rows. Tourists with expensive sunglasses. Vineyard workers stained purple at the hands. Elderly locals carrying bowls of herbs and small bundles wrapped in cloth. No one appeared rushed. The atmosphere held the quiet gravity of something repeated many times before.

Trudy followed cautiously, camera hanging forgotten against her chest.

At the centre of the vineyard stood a low stone basin filled with water cloudy from ash and eucalyptus leaves. Beside it, an older Aboriginal man scattered crushed rosemary across the soil while murmuring words Trudy could not hear clearly from the back of the crowd.

No one spoke over him.

Even the tourists sensed enough reverence to remain quiet.

“The practices of the land,” Celia said softly beside her. “We do them before harvests. Before storms. Before funerals.”

Trudy kept her expression neutral. “Religious tradition?”

Celia smiled faintly. “Not exactly.”

The older man dipped his fingers into the basin and flicked water toward the vines. One by one, others followed.

When the bowl reached Trudy, she hesitated.

The water smelled faintly of smoke and herbs. Ash floated across its surface in delicate grey spirals. It looked ancient somehow despite existing in an ordinary metal basin beneath an increasingly hostile sky.

“What am I supposed to do?” she asked quietly.

“Thank the land for letting you stand on it,” Celia answered.

Simple words.

Still, embarrassment tightened unexpectedly in Trudy’s chest.

She had interviewed shamans in Peru, monks in Nepal, entire communities whose spiritual practices cantered around ecological stewardship. She had always remained professionally respectful while internally detached. Observing belief without participating in it had become second nature.

Yet here, with ash drifting across vineyards and strangers waiting silently around her, the detachment suddenly felt visible.

Ugly, even.

Trudy dipped her fingers into the water.

Coldness slid across her skin.

For one fleeting second, an image surfaced in her mind with brutal clarity: her younger brother laughing beside a river years ago, sunlight flashing across moving water before the accident that had drowned him three weeks later.

The memory struck so suddenly she nearly dropped the bowl.

She had not thought about Daniel in months.

No—that was a lie.

She thought about him constantly. She simply refused to let herself linger there long enough to call it grief.

“You alright?” Celia asked gently.

Trudy handed the basin back too quickly. “Fine.”

The word tasted rehearsed.

Across the rows, Norman watched her from between the vines.

Not politely.

Not curiously.

Like he had seen the exact moment something cracked beneath her composure.

Heat rose beneath her skin.

She turned away first.

The ceremony ended without spectacle. No dramatic revelation. No visible magic. People simply returned to work afterward, quieter than before. Yet something in the atmosphere had shifted. The vineyard no longer felt like a tourism destination dressed in sustainability branding.

It felt inhabited.

By memory. By ritual. By something older than commerce.

Trudy spent the next several hours filming interviews among the vines while smoke thickened overhead. Workers discussed changing harvest cycles and unpredictable rainfall patterns. Celia spoke candidly about drought pressure and rising temperatures affecting grape quality year after year.

“We used to trust the seasons,” she said while walking Trudy through sunburnt vines. “Now we negotiate with them.”

The line was good. Documentary good.

Trudy wrote it down automatically.

But while filming, she kept noticing things that resisted neat storytelling. Vineyard workers touching stone walls as they passed. Small bowls of water left beneath trees. Ribbons tied around damaged vines after storms.

Ritual threaded through everything here quietly, inseparable from labour.

By late afternoon, the heat had become oppressive despite the smoke-muted sunlight. Tourists clustered beneath shade sails drinking expensive wine flights while discussing evacuation rumours with performative calm. Somewhere beyond the valley, sirens wailed briefly before fading again.

Trudy found herself wandering toward the far edge of the property where the vines gave way to forest.

The sounds of the winery softened there. Wind moved through the karri trees in long breaths, carrying the scent of eucalyptus and distant fire. Massive roots surfaced through the earth like veins beneath skin, twisting around stone outcroppings older than the vineyard itself.

“You look disappointed.”

Norman’s voice came from behind her again.

Trudy turned slowly. “Should I be?”

“I think you expected something prettier.”

His gaze moved toward the tourists near the tasting deck. “Most people do.”

“I’m not most people.”

“No,” he agreed. “Most people still know how to feel things while they’re happening.”

The words landed harder than they should have.

Trudy folded her arms defensively. “You always this welcoming?”

“Land is welcoming,” Norman replied. “People are selective.”

Before she could formulate a response sharp enough to protect herself, he crouched near the roots of a massive karri tree and brushed dirt from something half buried beneath leaves.

Small carved stones.

Dozens of them.

Each marked with symbols worn smooth by weather and handling.

“What are those?” she asked.

“Offerings.”

“To who?”

Norman glanced upward through the canopy where smoke blurred the sky beyond the branches.

“That depends on who’s listening.”

A strange chill moved across her skin despite the heat.

She should have dismissed him. Every instinct sharpened through years of journalism told her not to romanticize local mysticism simply because the setting was beautiful enough to make it tempting.

But the forest around them felt attentive somehow.

Waiting.

And for the first time in years, Trudy realized she was tired of standing outside every experience she documented.

Tired of translating pain into narrative while remaining personally untouched.

The realization unsettled her more than anything Norman had said.

He stood, brushing dirt from his hands. “You staying for the night tasting?”

“I hadn’t decided.”

“You should.”

“Why?”

Norman’s eyes settled on her with unnerving steadiness.

“Because the land hasn’t decided what it thinks of you yet.”

Then he walked away into the smoke-shadowed vineyard before she could ask what the hell that was supposed to mean.

Trudy remained beneath the trees long after he disappeared.

The dry wind shifted softly through the forest canopy overhead. Somewhere deeper in the bush, unseen birds cried warning calls into the thickening haze. Beneath her feet, roots wound through ancient soil toward hidden water sources running deeper underground than drought could easily reach.

She looked back toward the vineyard where tourists laughed beneath drifting smoke, glasses raised against a darkening sky.

For the first time since arriving in Margaret River, Trudy felt the assignment beginning to change shape around her.

Not professionally.

Personally.

And somewhere deep beneath the hard-earned numbness she carried so carefully through the world, something restless had finally begun to wake.
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Chapter Two: The Man Who Refused to Explain
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The rain arrived three days after the vineyard ritual, violent enough to feel personal.

It came without warning in the middle of an otherwise breathless afternoon, tearing across Margaret River in silver sheets that battered rooftops and flooded roads within minutes. Smoke vanished beneath the storm as if swallowed whole by the sky, leaving behind a strange metallic scent that clung to the air long after the first thunder cracked across the valley.

Trudy watched it all through the windshield of the rental car while parked outside a roadside café near Cowaramup, fingers curled loosely around a paper cup gone cold in her hands.

The locals did not celebrate the rain.

That unsettled her more than the storm itself.

People glanced toward the darkened horizon with narrowed eyes instead of relief. Conversations lowered when flood warnings flashed across television screens mounted behind the café counter. One elderly man muttered something about the ground being too dry to absorb sudden water properly, his voice carrying the exhausted certainty of someone who had watched seasons betray him repeatedly.

Too much water after too little rain.

Another imbalance.

Another warning.

Trudy checked the time on her phone before looking back toward the road. She still had forty minutes before sunset and another interview scheduled farther south near the coast. Her producer in Melbourne had already emailed twice asking for more footage focused on “hopeful environmental adaptation narratives.” The phrasing alone made irritation pulse behind her eyes.

As though climate collapse required better branding
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