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Prologue


Tom Whitfield had done everything right. 
Six weeks into their new life in the Daintree, and already he'd learned the first rule everyone around Port Douglas seemed to live by without ever quite saying it out loud: when a cyclone comes, you don't leave the boat sitting in the marina. You take her up the creek.
Old Ken from the marina office had told him as much three days ago, tapping the side of the hull with one weathered knuckle. "Don't leave her here. Take her up the creek behind town, get her in deep among the mangroves, tie her tight fore and aft. She'll ride it out no trouble at all."
Half the marina seemed to be doing exactly the same thing that morning — a slow, orderly procession of hulls easing out past the breakwater and turning up the sheltered tidal creek that wound in behind Port Douglas, where a hundred thousand mangrove roots had absorbed the worst of fifty cyclones before this one and would absorb fifty more after it.
Tom wasn't an old local, not yet, not really. Six weeks didn't earn a person that. But he'd owned boats his whole adult life, had weathered smaller blows in smaller harbors, and he trusted Ken's advice the way any sensible newcomer trusted the people who'd actually lived through fifty of these things already.
They found their own stretch of bank twenty minutes further up, and Tom worked the same careful knots Ken had shown him — bow line, stern line, both cinched tight around trunks thick enough to have earned the right to be trusted. The tender rode alongside on its own short painter, tied snug against the cruiser's hull.
"That's her sorted," Tom said, straightening up, pleased with the neat, solid lines running from cruiser to mangrove. "Ken reckons this spot's held boats through worse than a Cat Two before."
Everything, that morning, appeared entirely under control.
The afternoon had different plans.
Cyclone Dylan intensified faster than anyone's forecast had allowed for, wind speeds climbing in a way that felt, to Tom, less like weather building and more like something actively changing its mind about how serious it intended to be. Visibility dropped to almost nothing within the space of an hour, rain driving nearly horizontal across water that had gone the color of wet concrete, and debris — leaves, branches, something that might once have been a garden umbrella — began cutting through the air with enough force that Tom understood, watching it, exactly why nobody launched a small boat in conditions like these.
He thought about it anyway. Stood at the rail for one long, indecisive minute, weighing the tender against the creek's increasingly furious mood, calculating whether a short, fast run toward solid ground might still be possible.
It wasn't. He understood that almost as soon as he'd properly considered it — that putting his family into an open aluminum dinghy in flying debris and building swell would be trading one danger for something considerably worse. The cruiser, whatever else was coming, was still the safer place to be.
"We're staying aboard," Tom said, and this time he meant it as the correct decision, not simply the only one left.
Sarah didn't argue. She was already moving Mia toward the cabin, checking the life jacket's fit for the third time that hour, her face carrying the particular calm of someone who'd decided panic wasn't going to be useful to anybody.
"Daddy?" Mia's voice, small over the rising wind. "Is it going to be a big one?"
"It was only supposed to be a Category Two," Tom said, and heard, even as he said it, that he was answering himself as much as her. "We're in the safest place we could possibly be."
He believed it when he said it. That was the part that stayed with him longest, afterward — how completely he'd believed it.
The wind found a different register somewhere around midnight, a low, grinding note that hadn't been there an hour before, and Tom lay awake listening to it change, telling himself it was still just weather, still just the ordinary violence of an ordinary storm.
The first radio update came through at 12:40 a.m., Sarah's phone propped against the cabin wall, ABC Far North crackling through static.
...Tropical Cyclone Dylan has now been upgraded to Category Five. Residents throughout the region are advised to shelter immediately. It is now too dangerous to travel...
Tom felt something cold settle low in his stomach.
He caught Sarah looking at him then, waiting, and understood, in that single glance, that she wasn't asking him what they should do. She already knew there was nothing left to do. She was waiting to see whether he still believed they were safe.
Tom made himself nod, once, and hoped it looked more certain than it felt.
For hours after that, the boat held. Strained, groaned, fought her lines with everything the wind threw at her, but held — and somewhere in the deepest, most exhausted part of the night, Tom let himself believe they might simply ride the whole thing out exactly as planned.
It was almost four in the morning when that belief ended.
The gust arrived without warning, a single enormous exhalation of wind that drove the cruiser sideways with a force Tom felt in his own chest before he understood what was happening. The hull swung hard against its lines, and this time the mangrove itself fought back — submerged roots and stumps, invisible beneath the churning water, catching the hull below the waterline and holding it there while the current kept driving the vessel against them, again and again, wood and fiberglass grinding against something far older and far less forgiving than either.
The tender took the same violence a moment later, painter line snapping taut and then simply parting, the little aluminum dinghy flipping once in the chop before vanishing beneath a tangle of broken branches, gone as completely as if it had never existed at all.
Mia's scream cut through the storm louder than the storm itself.
"Sarah! Get her into the life jacket! Now!"
Water was already rising in the cabin floor by the time Tom got the second life jacket cinched around his own chest, cold and black and rising fast, seeping in through a hull wound he couldn't see and didn't need to in order to understand exactly how serious it was.
The bilge pump coughed once, arrhythmic and labored, and died within the minute — the same surge of water that had breached the hull finding its way, inevitably, into the electrical system below. The VHF radio went with it, dying in a shower of sparks Tom felt more than saw, the small green light he'd been watching for the last twenty minutes simply, finally, gone.
Tom lunged for the ignition anyway, some desperate instinct insisting there had to be power left somewhere. The starter gave one tired click before dying altogether, refusing even the courtesy of trying.
Then the cabin lights.
Then everything.
They huddled together in the dark in what was left of the cabin, water at their knees, and Tom understood, with a clarity that felt almost peaceful compared to the last few minutes of panic, that there was exactly one thing left to try.
He found the EPIRB by feel, fingers numb, and pressed the button that would send their position, over and over, to a satellite passing silently overhead, and from there to anyone listening, anywhere, who might be in any position at all to come.
Mia had stopped screaming. She simply held onto her mother now, silent, wide-eyed, in the particular deep quiet of a child who has run out of the energy required for fear and settled instead into something closer to trust — trust that her parents would fix this, the way parents always seemed to fix things, right up until the moment they occasionally couldn't.
"Someone will hear it," Sarah said, into the dark, not quite a question.
"Someone will hear it," Tom agreed, and hoped, more fiercely than he had ever hoped for anything in his life, that he was telling her the truth.
Outside, the wind was already beginning to ease, dragging the last of its fury back toward the Coral Sea.
Inside the cabin, the water kept rising.
Tom watched it climb steadily past his ankles and understood something every North Queenslander eventually learns.
The storm had passed.
The danger had simply changed.
By the time proper daylight arrived, Cyclone Dylan had moved on south, leaving behind a sky the color of old bruises and a creek transformed into something Tom barely recognized — floodwater churning past at a pace that made the whole idea of rescue feel, for the first time, genuinely uncertain, debris crowding every visible stretch of water, the current running strange and strong in directions that made no sense against any tide he understood.
Somewhere out there, he had to believe, someone had received the EPIRB's signal. He had no way of confirming it. He simply had to trust that a small satellite passing silently overhead had done exactly what it was built to do, and that somewhere, someone was already working out how to reach them.
He fought the water while he waited, because fighting was the only thing left available to him. The bilge pump was gone, drowned with the rest of the boat's electrics, so Tom bailed by hand, first with a saucepan, then with the small manual bilge pump he found wedged beneath the bunk, working in careful shifts with Sarah while Mia watched from the highest dry corner of the cabin they could still offer her.
For hours, he stayed ahead of it. That mattered to him more than he could properly explain — not winning, not yet, simply not losing, one saucepan and one careful stroke of the manual pump at a time.
By early afternoon, his arms had gone past aching into something closer to trembling, and when he reached for the pump handle again, his fingers refused, for one alarming second, to properly close around it, cramped tight from hours of the same small, repetitive motion. He shook the feeling back into them and kept going, because stopping wasn't something he'd let himself consider as an option.
Not long after, the water stopped receding entirely. Within the hour, it had begun, slowly but unmistakably, to climb again, faster than anything Tom's tired arms could keep pace with.
He kept fighting anyway, because giving up on the boat felt too much like giving up on something larger, and it was well past midday before he finally accepted what the water had already told him an hour ago.
"We're not saving her," he said quietly, more to himself than to Sarah.
Sarah looked at him a moment, then at Mia, then back at him. "Forget the boat," she said, simple and certain, as though the whole question had never actually been complicated at all.
Tom looked at his daughter — small, exhausted, watching them both with the particular careful attention of a child gauging how worried she was allowed to be. Something in him settled, quietly, into a decision that felt considerably easier than the one he'd been avoiding.
"Right," he said.
He moved them onto the cabin roof before the water could make the decision for him.
Getting Mia up through the hatch took the better part of ten careful minutes, Tom bracing himself against the cruiser's tilted frame while Sarah guided her daughter's feet onto every foothold twice before trusting her weight to it. The cabin roof, once they were all finally up there, offered exactly what Tom had promised and nothing more — a flat, fiberglass surface barely large enough for the three of them to sit without touching, no shelter at all from rain that returned in heavy, relentless bands throughout the afternoon regardless of how clear the sky looked in between.
Rain became simply a permanent condition rather than an event, something to be endured rather than sheltered from, and within the hour everything any of them owned had gone thoroughly, comprehensively wet — clothes, the one salvaged blanket, all of it soaked through and staying that way. Tom rigged a torn section of tarp into something resembling a rainwater catch, propped at an angle against the cabin's broken radio mast, and the slow, steady drip of fresh water into an upturned saucepan became, over the hours that followed, the single most important sound in his entire world.
There was nowhere comfortable to sit. The fiberglass dug into hip bones and tailbones within the first hour, and Tom found himself shifting Mia between his own lap and Sarah's every twenty minutes or so, less for her comfort than for the simple, mechanical necessity of nobody's body being asked to bear the same particular ache for too long.
It was Tom who noticed the midges first, though he didn't properly register what he was noticing until they'd already been up there an hour or more. They were nearly invisible, tiny enough to land and feed without any of them feeling so much as a landing, let alone a bite, and it was mid-afternoon before Mia's constant, restless scratching finally caught Sarah's attention properly.
"Don't, love," Sarah said, catching her daughter's hand gently. "Scratching only makes it worse. I know it itches. I know."
"Mangrove midges," Tom said grimly, examining a fresh cluster of small, raised welts along his own forearm that he hadn't noticed appearing at all. "Relentless little things. No repellent, no shirt thick enough, nothing keeps them off properly once they've decided you're dinner." He managed a tired, humorless laugh. "Add it to the list."
The creek carried its own particular danger too, one Tom understood almost immediately he'd need to watch for properly. He kept his eyes on the water constantly now, torch held ready even in daylight, aware in a way he hadn't quite let himself be aware before that the flood had brought more than just debris and displaced boats into this stretch of mangrove.
Late in the afternoon, a pair of eyes broke the surface perhaps twenty meters off, low and unhurried, watching the stranded cruiser with the same patient attention Tom imagined they'd have given any other object drifting through their territory. He didn't move. Didn't reach for anything, didn't call out. Simply held very still, one arm settling protectively across Mia without quite deciding to, and watched the eyes watch him back until they submerged again, without any hurry at all, the water closing over smooth and undisturbed.
He didn't mention it to Mia. Some things, Tom decided in that same suspended moment, a six-year-old didn't need carried alongside everything else she was already carrying.
Tom had no way of knowing it yet, but the whole of that same afternoon was already turning into something else entirely back toward town — a father readying a tinnie the moment conditions allowed, a son on a kitchen radio giving strangers exactly the information they needed to find this precise bend of creek. Help was already moving. Tom simply had no way, yet, of knowing it.
The bump came as evening properly settled in, once — a single, heavy contact against the hull below them, enough to rock the whole cruiser and send a fresh jolt of adrenaline through every exhausted nerve Tom had left. Not violent. Not even particularly forceful. Simply there, and then gone, the cruiser settling back to stillness almost before Tom's mind had caught up with what his body had already felt.
He froze completely, one hand already closing around the torch, and swept its beam out across the water in a slow, careful arc.
Nothing.
Just black water, and roots, and the ordinary, indifferent quiet of a creek that gave away exactly as much as it chose to and not one thing more.
It was well into the evening, the light gone thin and green through the canopy, when Tom first heard it — the low, distant, unmistakable hum of an outboard motor, faint enough that he spent a long, agonized minute convinced he'd imagined it entirely.
He hadn't.
It grew steadily louder, careful and unhurried, working its way up the creek with a patience that felt, after everything, almost unbearable.
"Sarah." His voice came out cracked, barely his own. "Sarah, listen."
She heard it too, going utterly still beside him, one hand finding Mia's shoulder without looking away from the water.
The engine cut to an idle somewhere close, achingly close, and for one endless, suspended moment, nobody aboard the wrecked cruiser dared to breathe, let alone hope, in case the sound belonged to nothing more than their own exhausted imaginations.
Then something bumped gently against the hull.
Tom reached the cabin door before he'd properly decided to move at all.






  
  Chapter 1
Cyclone Watch


Every phone in Far North Queensland screamed at exactly the same moment. 
Three sharp, ugly tones, back to back, cutting clean through the ordinary Tuesday afternoon noise of the Ryder kitchen — Rex's phone on the counter, his mum's in her back pocket, his dad's buzzing furiously against the fridge door where it had been charging.
EMERGENCY ALERT, the screen read, the words stark and colorless against a plain white background. Tropical Cyclone Dylan. Category Two and intensifying. Prepare your property now. Follow the advice of emergency services.
Nobody panicked. That was the thing outsiders never understood about cyclone country. The work started long before the wind did. It was the part Rex had always found strangest, watching visitors to Far North Queensland react to their first cyclone warning — the wide eyes, the scramble, the phone calls to relatives interstate. His family did none of that. His dad read the alert once, nodded slowly, and reached for his ute keys.
"Cat Two," Peter said. "We've done bigger. Come on, Rex — I want to swing past the Hendersons' before we sort our own place. Old Ted's knee's still not right, and that trampoline of theirs has taken flight twice already."
Rex grabbed his boots without being asked, already running through his own mental checklist the way he did every cyclone season — generator, torches, the tackle box that lived permanently by the back door in case a spare hand was needed for anything requiring rope or knots. He liked this part, if he was honest with himself, more than he probably should have. Not the storm itself. The particular, focused calm of everyone in town moving toward the same purpose at once, like the whole place had quietly agreed to become one enormous, well-drilled team for a day or two.
The drive into town told Rex everything the alert hadn't bothered explaining.
Front yards up and down their street had already sprouted the particular chaos of cyclone prep — outdoor furniture disappearing indoors, garden ornaments being wrestled into garages, one neighbor three doors down already up a ladder, working a cordless drill against a loose gutter. At the Hendersons', Peter had the trampoline's legs unbolted and the whole thing wrestled flat against the side fence within twenty minutes, Ted supervising from a lawn chair with his bad knee stretched out in front of him, offering directions Peter didn't strictly need but accepted anyway with good grace.
"You're a good bloke, Ryder," Ted said, as they packed up.
"Buy me a beer once this blows over," Peter said, and they were back in the ute before Ted could argue about who owed whom what.
The supermarket was busy in a way Rex had come to recognize as uniquely, particularly North Queensland — trolleys three deep at the registers, shelves emptying of batteries and bread and tinned soup, and yet nobody shouting, nobody shoving, just a long, orderly, slightly grim-faced queue of people who had all done this enough times to know exactly how it worked. An elderly woman near the bakery section caught Rex's eye and offered a small, resigned smile, the universal expression of someone who'd rather not be doing this again so soon after the last one.
"Two loaves left," she said, nodding at the nearly bare bread shelf. "Better grab them while you can, love."
Peter grabbed both, plus the last of the UHT milk, plus a fistful of D-cell batteries from a shelf that had clearly been fuller an hour ago.
The petrol station three streets over had a queue backed up onto the road itself, engines idling, nobody honking, everybody simply waiting their turn with the same patient, practiced calm. Rex watched a woman in a business shirt filling four separate jerry cans in the bay ahead of them, methodical and unhurried. ABC Far North seemed to be everywhere by now — the servo's own speakers, open car windows idling in the queue, drifting faint from a shop doorway further down — the same calm voice repeating forecasts and preparation advice until it had become part of the afternoon itself, as steady and unremarkable as the heat.
The hardware store was doing its own brisk trade — trolleys loaded with rope, tarps, packets of screws, tie-down straps, torch batteries, the whole checkout line moving with the same unhurried efficiency as everywhere else. Peter grabbed a fresh coil of rope and a box of cable ties, nodding to a bloke he half-recognized from the football club.
"You right, mate?" the bloke asked, hefting his own
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,Nature doesn’t belong to us.
We are only visitors.”

— Peter Ryder
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