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A Novel

A sweeping love story of the Coral Sea

Marine biologist Isla Halvorsen has spent three years coaxing the Whitsunday reef back from collapse. She measures coral in millimetres, writes review letters that mean no, and trusts only what she can verify underwater. When a luxury developer arrives to break ground on the channel side of her reef, she expects the usual fight.

She does not expect Luca Conti. The Italian architect was sent to deliver a resort. Instead he asks her what the reef needs and starts redrawing his building around the answer. He has been running from Rome, from his father, and from the version of himself who left too easily. She has been holding her ground so long she has forgotten she is allowed to want anything else.

What begins as a halt clause and a coffee becomes a slow, careful choosing of each other, of this stretch of water, of the harder courage of staying. But the project carries a buried risk, and when Isla finds it, she will have to decide whether the truth is worth the love it might cost. A sweeping debut about repair, return, and what endures.
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"The sea does not reward those who are too anxious, too greedy,

or too impatient. To dig for treasures shows not only impatience

and greed, but lack of faith. Patience, patience, patience,

is what the sea teaches. Patience and faith."




— Anne Morrow Lindbergh
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CORE PREMISE

Isla Voss, 31, is a marine biologist stationed at the Whitsunday Reef Research Institute in Queensland, Australia a woman who fell in love with the ocean as an act of grief, who has spent a decade cataloguing dying coral and calling it purpose, who has made a quiet life out of staying exactly where she is.

Luca Serrano, 34, is an Italian-Australian architect commissioned to design a landmark eco-resort on a private Whitsunday island a man who has built extraordinary structures on five continents and never once stayed to watch the sun rise in them, who mistakes motion for freedom and has done so long enough that he's almost convinced himself it's true.

When a tropical cyclone forces them to shelter together on an uninhabited island for two days, they fall into the oldest and most dangerous territory the kind of honesty that only happens when you believe you'll never see someone again. They are wrong.

Between Tides is a story about the spaces we make for grief. About the courage required to be truly known by another person. About how love, when it finds you, rarely comes gently.

THE CHARACTERS

ISLA VOSS 31

Born in Cairns, Queensland, to a German marine biologist father (Klaus) and an Australian mother (Diane). At sixteen, Isla was on a research boat with her mother during an unexpected weather event. Diane went into the water to free a tangled anchor line. She didn't come back.

Isla is tall, lean from a decade of diving, with dark auburn hair perpetually escaping whatever she's done to contain it, sun-freckled forearms, eyes the colour of sea glass a grey-green that shifts depending on the light. She is brilliant in the understated way of people who never needed to announce it. She is funny when she trusts you dry, precise, a slight delay before the punchline that makes it land harder.

Her coping mechanism, which she has told no one: she hums underwater. She learned it from her mother, who said the fish were calmer when they could hear you weren't afraid.

LUCA SERRANO 34

Born in Rome to an Italian architect father (Marco) and an Australian mother (Catherine). His parents divorced when he was eight. Marco returned to Rome. Catherine returned to Sydney with Luca, who spent the next decade waiting for his father to come back and eventually got very good at not waiting for anyone.

He is tall, olive-skinned, with dark eyes that have become, over years of architectural training, always calibrating distances, light, the weight and geometry of spaces. He carries his charm easily, the way men do who learned young that charm kept people from asking the harder questions. He sketches on everything.

His ex-fiancée Priya left him eighteen months ago. She said he treated every city like a hotel room pleasant enough to sleep in, impossible to call home. He thought she was being poetic. She was being accurate.

SUPPORTING CAST

Petra Voss, 27 Isla's younger sister. Lives in Brisbane. All the warmth and noise that Isla compresses into stillness. She is Isla's one reliably soft place.

Dr. Amara Osei, 33 Isla's research partner and closest friend. Ghanaian-Australian, pragmatic and warm. The only person at the station who knows about Isla's mother.

Rafael Serrano, 32 Luca's first cousin and project manager. Born in Sydney to Luca's Italian uncle. Has all of Luca's charm and none of the existential complications. Loves Luca enough to tell him the truth.

SETTING

Primary: The Whitsunday Islands, Queensland, Australia. Seventy-four islands scattered across the Coral Sea, their beaches bleached white as bone, their waters shifting through every shade between turquoise and midnight. The reef below is ancient and damaged and still, somehow, alive.

Secondary: Melbourne (Luca's Australian base), Cairns (Isla's childhood), Rome (Luca's inheritance), and a small uninhabited island referred to throughout as simply the island where the story really begins.

Table of contents

Copyright Page

THE NOVEL FRAMEWORK

Table of contents

Chapter 1 — The Reef Is Dying Again

Chapter 2 — The Light Here Is Extraordinary

Chapter 3 — She Drives to the Station

Chapter 4 — The Engine Dies at Nine-Thirty

Chapter 5 — A Problem That Can Be Solved

Chapter 6 — Eleven Pages by Nightfall

Chapter 7 — She Wakes to Silence

Chapter 8 — The Marina Is Chaos

Chapter 9 — The Storm Has Redistributed Everything

Chapter 10 — Rafael Has Organised the Office

Chapter 11 — The Letter Takes Four Drafts

Chapter 12 — It Is a Start

Chapter 13 — She Counts Thirty-One Questions

Chapter 14 — The Email He Deletes

Chapter 15 — Petra Arrives Like a Weather Event

Chapter 16 — A Pretext That Is Also True

Chapter 17 — Recovery in the Wrong Place

Chapter 18 — Someone Like You

Chapter 19 — I Know

Chapter 20 — A Call From Rome

Chapter 21 — The Building With the Sealed Wing

Chapter 22 — Three Point Four Centimetres

Chapter 23 — The Apartment Is Full of Drawings

Chapter 24 — Brave or Just Inconvenient

Chapter 25 — Both Things

Chapter 26 — He Sounds Like Someone Worth the Risk

Chapter 27 — The Hand Over His

Chapter 28 — Four Point Three Centimetres

Chapter 29 — Sent. No Taking It Back Now

Chapter 30 — After Thursday

Chapter 31 — I Suppose That Is That

Chapter 32 — Four Point Three Centimetres and Growing

Chapter 33 — Nine Fourteen

Chapter 34 — Write It Into the Terms

Chapter 35 — The Frightening Things Are Usually the Right Ones

Chapter 36 — I Understand What You Meant

Chapter 37 — She Does Not Catch the Nine O’Clock Ferry

Chapter 38 — The Right Conditions

Chapter 39 — I Feel Large

Chapter 40 — I Am Not Leaving

Chapter 41 — We Are Delighted to Accept

Chapter 42 — Day One

Chapter 43 — I Want to Stay Here With You

Chapter 44 — A Conflict of Interest Argument

Chapter 45 — You Should Not Have Waited

Chapter 46 — Inadequate but Honest Attempt

Chapter 47 — L.S., For Learning to See Below the Surface

Chapter 48 — Someone Decided Not to Look Too Closely

Chapter 49 — You Found It and You Told Me

Chapter 50 — I Am Not Going Anywhere

Chapter 51 — The Data Is the Data

Chapter 52 — What Endures

Chapter 53 — I Am Doing It for the Data

Chapter 54 — The Clause in Use

Chapter 55 — I Am, She Notes, Not Afraid

Chapter 56 — Both Their Names on It

Chapter 57 — She Is Going Home

Chapter 58 — Still Here. Still Trying.

Chapter 59 — Six Point Seven

Chapter 60 — Six Point Eight. Growing.

Chapter 61 — It Looks Like It Was Always Here

Chapter 62 — Now That You Are Not Alone There

Chapter 63 — The Best Thing You Have Built

Chapter 64 — He Takes Care of Himself

Chapter 65 — I Am Proud of You. For the Man.

Chapter 66 — Eight Point One

Chapter 67 — Not Finished. Satisfied.

Chapter 68 — The Building and the Reef Are in Relationship

Chapter 69 — Not a Decision but a Cessation

Chapter 70 — The Correction Line Is Part of the Record

Chapter 71 — I Was the One Who Needed the Extra Time

Chapter 72 — Sit Down. Tell Me Everything.

Chapter 73 — A Guest Who Has Learned to Behave Accordingly

Chapter 74 — I Am Glad I Went In

Chapter 75 — This Is the Thing the Accumulated Choices Made Possible

Chapter 76 — The Gladness Is the Grief in a Different Register

Chapter 77 — The Work Continues

Chapter 78 — All Right to Everything You Just Described

Chapter 79 — Home. The Actual Thing.

Chapter 80 — Still Here. Still Trying. Still Growing.

PART ONE

THE STORM
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Chapter 1 — The Reef Is Dying Again
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ISLA  ·  Whitsunday Research Station Tuesday, 4 March

The reef is dying again.

Isla has known this for years has charted it in spreadsheets and field notes and peer-reviewed articles that a few hundred specialists will read and nothing will fundamentally change but every time she surfaces from a dive and sees the latest temperature data, she feels it the way she feels very few things: not like information, but like loss.

She is sitting on the deck of the Diane, the station's twelve-metre research vessel, her wetsuit half-unzipped and her hair dripping seawater in a slow, rhythmic tick against the fibreglass hull. The camera footage is still uploading to the tablet balanced on her knee. The Coral Sea stretches around her in every direction, blue becoming deeper blue becoming something without a name for its colour, and she breathes it in the way she has breathed it every morning for three years like a ritual, like a debt being repaid.

The vessel was named for her mother. Her father had done that, before the divorce, before Hilde, before Cairns became a city Isla only visits at Christmas and not always then. She has thought about requesting they rename it there is a bureaucratic process, she's looked it up and she has not done it because the thought of her mother's name disappearing from something that floats on this water is, she's found, worse than seeing it every day.

The footage finishes uploading. She opens the file.

Section 14-C, a branching coral formation she's been monitoring since she arrived, shows another two percent bleaching since the last survey six weeks ago. She zooms in on the image, studies the pale, ghostly sections spreading like a slow tide through what had been, in her first week here, a vivid orange staghorn structure large enough to shelter a small family of parrotfish. The parrotfish, a blue-green male she'd named Copernicus for no reason she's ever explained to anyone, is still there in the footage. Swimming through the bleached sections as if confused by the redecorating.

"Copernicus," she says to the screen, in the same tone one uses for a friend who is making bad decisions. "You need to move on."

The irony is not lost on her.

She hears Amara before she sees her the particular rhythm of her colleague's footsteps on the gangway, efficient and unhesitating, which Isla has learned over three years to translate into mood. Today's footsteps are purposeful. Something is happening.

"Tell me you've already packed," Amara says, appearing at the stern with a mug of coffee in each hand and a look on her face that is trying to be casual and not entirely succeeding.

Isla looks up. "Packed for what?"

"Cyclone Reina." Amara hands her a mug. "It's been upgraded. Category two, possibly three by tomorrow. The bureau's putting the Whitsundays under watch from this afternoon."

Isla looks at the horizon. It is, at this moment, entirely, treacherously calm the sky a pale, pearlescent blue, a few brush-strokes of cirrus cloud high and thin and beautiful. The sea barely moving. It looks like the most peaceful morning in the history of mornings.

"I know what you're thinking," Amara says. "Don't."

"I'm thinking it looks fine."

"It always looks fine until it isn't. That's the entire nature of cyclones, Isla. That's the whole point of them."

Isla looks back at the footage. Copernicus has disappeared from frame. "I want to get one more set of readings from Section 22 before we pull everything in. It'll take four hours, maximum."

"The marine coordinator has already issued the voluntary withdrawal. Vessels are meant to be in harbour by tonight."

"Voluntary."

"For now."

Isla stands, stretching the small of her back where the tank harness has been pressing for two hours. She is not afraid of storms. She has a complicated relationship with fear generally she's aware it exists in her somewhere, has been aware of it since she was sixteen and learned in the most definitive way possible what the sea could take but she has never been able to separate fear from love where the ocean is concerned. They arrived together. She suspects they'll leave the same way.

"We come back by four," she says. "Full team, all hands, everything secured. But I want those readings."

Amara holds her coffee mug with both hands and looks at Isla with the particular expression she reserves for this specific flavour of Isla's stubbornness not angry, exactly, but something adjacent to it. Something that might be, underneath, afraid.

"Four o'clock," she says finally.

"Four o'clock," Isla confirms.

She doesn't know, watching Amara go, that this will be the last ordinary sentence of her previous life. She doesn't know that in eighteen hours she will be on a beach she's never seen, watching a cyclone decide the shape of everything that comes after.

She finishes her coffee. She pulls up her wetsuit. She goes back into the water, where it is quiet and blue and endlessly, devastatingly beautiful, and she hums, low and tuneless, the way her mother taught her.

The fish, as always, do not scatter.

* * *
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The research station is a collection of single-storey buildings arranged without particular aesthetic intent around a central equipment shed the kind of functional architecture that announces, loudly, that the people inside it have more important things to think about than the people inside it. There are four full-time researchers, two visiting PhD candidates, a facilities manager named Bruce who fixes everything with great competence and almost no conversation, and a canteen that smells like instant noodles and the particular brand of institutional coffee that Isla has stopped noticing after three years.

She files her morning's data at her desk a corner of the open-plan research room claimed by the layered archaeology of three years' occupancy: notebooks, dive logs, tide charts, a postcard from Petra that says still waiting for you to have a personality in her sister's looping handwriting, a small framed photograph of a coral formation she dived in her first week here, now bleached beyond recognition.

She opens the environmental impact assessment register out of habit she monitors the planning portal for the wider marine park area as part of her reporting responsibilities and sees a new submission has been logged. A major one. A resort development, a private island, preliminary planning documents for something called the Archipelago Project.

She files it mentally for later. There is always another development. There is always another impact assessment to read and comment on and watch be approved anyway.

She doesn't look at the architect's name on the submission form. She will think about this later how close she came, that morning, to knowing everything before any of it happened.

She closes the portal. She pulls on her jacket against the air conditioning. She thinks about Section 14-C and Copernicus, and whether there is enough warm water left in the world for a blue-green parrotfish who doesn't know how to leave.

Outside, the sky is still cloudless. Still beautiful. Still saying nothing about what's coming.

* * *
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By the time she drives home at seven the station technically closed, Bruce having padlocked the equipment shed with the practiced efficiency of someone who has done this before, Amara's car already gone the sky at the horizon has changed colour. Not dramatically. Just a deepening at the edges, a slight bronzing of the light that doesn't match the hour, the kind of atmospheric shift that most people don't register and that Isla's body has learned to read like text.

She stands at the window of her small rented house on the hill above Airlie Beach three rooms, a porch, a landlord named Gary who leaves her alone, a view of the sea that she rented it for and watches the light change. Eats crackers and peanut butter standing up at the kitchen bench. Opens a beer she doesn't finish.

Her phone buzzes. Petra: heard about the cyclone. are you being sensible?

Isla: always

Petra: that's the most alarming thing you could have said

She puts the phone face-down on the bench. She thinks about the readings from Section 22, which showed something unexpected a small area of what might be coral recovery, a hint of returning colour in a section she'd all but written off. It's small. It might be nothing. She'll need three more surveys before she can call it anything at all.

But she had looked at it through her mask and thought: still here. still trying.

She takes that thought to bed. She lies in the dark and listens to the wind, which is beginning, now, to say something. Not loudly. Not yet.

Outside, the sea is already moving differently that almost imperceptible change in rhythm that precedes everything, the way silence changes before someone starts to speak.

Isla Voss falls asleep in the last quiet hours of her previous life.

She dreams of nothing she'll remember.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 — The Light Here Is Extraordinary
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The Light Here Is Extraordinary

LUCA  ·  Hamilton Island Airport Tuesday, 4 March

The first thing Luca notices, stepping off the small charter flight from Proserpine, is the light.

He always notices light first. It's a professional affliction, possibly a personal one this compulsion to read the quality and angle and temperature of light before anything else, to understand a place through the way illumination falls on it. London light is grey and reluctant, like a conversation someone doesn't want to have. Dubai light is aggressive, merciless, a visual argument. New York light, in autumn, can be transcendent.

Whitsunday light is different from all of these. It hits him as he crosses the tarmac with his bag over one shoulder and his sketchbook already in his hand: warm but not heavy, carrying that particular clarity of coastal tropics the kind of light that makes everything appear slightly more saturated than it actually is, that catches in the water spray off the reef channels and fragments into something that is not, technically, magic, but that behaves like it.

He stops walking. Opens his sketchbook. Draws two lines the horizon, the angle of light and writes a single word beside them: honest.

"Are you seriously drawing right now?" Rafael appears beside him, lugging both their checked bags because Luca forgot to collect his from the carousel and Rafael knew he would. "We have a transfer in twenty minutes."

"The light here is extraordinary," Luca says, still writing.

"The light everywhere is extraordinary to you."

"No. It really isn't." He closes the book. Looks at his cousin, who is wearing a linen shirt and sunglasses and already sweating slightly, which Rafael does whenever the temperature exceeds twenty-two degrees. "You're going to melt."

"I'm Italian."

"You're from Parramatta."

"Culturally Italian."

They walk to the ferry terminal. Rafael briefs him on the schedule site meeting tomorrow morning, environmental consultants Thursday, preliminary council presentation in two weeks and Luca listens with the half of his attention that isn't occupied by the view: the water in the channel, improbably turquoise, the kind of colour that doesn't look real until it does, until you realise that what you thought was reality was simply a narrower version of it.

The Archipelago Project. He has designed hotels in Dubai, a cultural centre in Singapore, a private villa in Cape Town that won three awards and made the cover of Architectural Digest. He has never, in fourteen years of practice, designed something that required him to stay and see it built. He has been brilliant from a distance.

He knows what his partners said about him. Sophia Lindqvist, his managing partner, had been uncharacteristically direct three months ago in the glass-walled meeting room in Melbourne: "You conceive things that other architects can only dream of, Luca. And then you leave, and they get built by people who are good but not you, and somehow we all pretend that's fine." She had looked at him over her reading glasses. "This one, you stay for."

He had agreed. He had meant it, in the way he means things fully, in the moment, with complete sincerity, and then with eroding conviction as the moment gets further away.

He is here. That's something.

* * *
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The ferry takes forty minutes across water that shifts from pale green to deep blue as the depth changes beneath them, and Luca spends most of it at the bow with the wind in his face and his sketchbook open on his lap, making rough perspective drawings of the island as it approaches: a long, low silhouette of hoop pines and she-oaks above a white beach that is, improbably, whiter than he expected. The preliminary surveys have given him topographical data, satellite imagery, soil composition reports. None of them prepared him for the specific way the island sits in the water, its western flank catching the afternoon light, the beach curving like a held breath.

He thinks: I want to build something here that deserves to be here.

He thinks this on every project. This time he believes it slightly differently. He doesn't have language for the distinction yet.

The resort manager who meets them at the island jetty is a woman named Cassie, brisk and organised and prepared to find Luca charming in the way that people often are ready for it in advance, slightly defensive. He shakes her hand. He asks about the site access routes and the existing service infrastructure and whether the bore water from the island's aquifer has been tested. She seems surprised by the specificity of his questions. She answers them. He writes in the margins of his sketchbook as she speaks.

Rafael shoots him a look that says: this is why people like you, and also why they don't understand you.

Luca ignores this because Rafael's looks have been saying this for thirty years and it's true and also beside the point.

His accommodation for the project is a site manager's cabin at the northern end of the island clean, spare, entirely functional, with a window that looks directly east over the reef channel. He stands at this window for a long time after Cassie leaves, watching the water. The light is changing now; it's late afternoon, the gold deepening, and the shadows on the reef below the surface visible in the shallower sections, dark irregular shapes are sharpening into definition.

He's been told the reef in this area is under stress. The environmental impact assessment his team submitted covers the water quality and marine habitat requirements in the technical language of compliance documents, which is to say: thoroughly and without love. He will need to know more than the documents say, he realises, looking at the reef. He will need to understand what's actually down there.

He thinks about calling Priya. He does this occasionally not out of longing exactly, but out of the habit of having had someone to tell things to, which is different, and possibly sadder. He doesn't call. He opens his laptop instead and reads the site reports he's already read twice, finding different things in them now that he's in the physical space they describe.

* * *
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Rafael knocks on the door at seven with takeaway containers from the island's small staff canteen. They eat on the cabin porch in the dark, listening to the water.

"Apparently there's a cyclone coming," Rafael says.

"I saw the alert. Category two."

"They're saying possibly three by tomorrow."

Luca spins his fork. Thinks about the light he saw when he landed, that strange, saturated clarity. Some of that, he understands now, was the pre-cyclone atmosphere the barometric change that makes colours briefly vivid before the storm settles in.

He had drawn it before he understood what it was.

"Will it affect the site?" he asks.

"Building work isn't starting for another month," Rafael says, with the tone of someone who has already thought about this and arranged the answer. "Initial meetings might get pushed. Depends how long it takes to pass through."

Luca nods. Looks at the water. The wind is picking up he can hear it in the tops of the she-oaks at the treeline, that particular sound that wind makes when it's practising for something larger.

He thinks about his father, which he does without intending to, usually in moments of transition new city, new project, new window in a new place. His father used to say that architecture was the art of reading a site's intention and giving it form. Luca has built a career on believing this. He has never been sure whether the belief came first or whether he adopted it because it was his father's, and his father was the person he spent thirty years trying to both become and escape.

He opens his sketchbook to the page from the airport. The two lines of the horizon. The single word.

Honest.

He flips to a new page and begins to draw the island's shoreline from memory, from the angle of the boat approach, the way the beach curved. He draws for an hour in the dark, the lamp pooling yellow on the page, the wind gathering in the trees, and at some point Rafael goes to bed and the cabin is quiet and the night is full of the sound of water.

He falls asleep at the table with his sketchbook open.

He dreams, unusually for him, of something he can't quite see a colour, warm and shifting, sea-glass green. A sound: low, tuneless, coming from somewhere beneath the surface.

He wakes at two in the morning with the wind loud and the sketchbook creased beneath his cheek, and lies there for a moment in the unfamiliar dark, feeling, for reasons he couldn't explain, as though something is already different.
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She Drives to the Station

ISLA  ·  Airlie Beach Wednesday, 5 March, 5:47 a.m.

She is awake before the alarm because the sound of the wind has changed.

Isla lies in bed for two minutes listening to it the specific frequency of it in the she-oak outside her window, the way it moves in gusts rather than steadily, which means the system is close enough now that the outer bands are reaching the mainland. The bureau's five a.m. update is already on her phone: Cyclone Reina, now a Category Three, tracking south-southeast. Predicted landfall sixty kilometres north of the Whitsundays within thirty-six hours. Mandatory evacuation order for coastal zones, effective six p.m. today.

She reads it twice. Does the arithmetic. Sits up.

Six hours. She has six hours.

This is, she tells herself while pulling on yesterday's clothes, completely sufficient time to get the most critical data from the Section 22 site and return to harbour. The storm won't be fully here until well after dark. The morning sea state, while deteriorating, is still manageable for an experienced diver with proper safety protocols and she checks the marine forecast wave heights of 1.5 metres maximum in the channel, building through the afternoon.

She is experienced. She has proper protocols. And the thing she found yesterday, the hint of recovery in Section 22, is the first piece of evidence in three years that might support the hypothesis she has barely dared put into her field notes, let alone her publications: that this section of the reef has an intrinsic resilience factor they have not adequately modelled. That it might, under the right conditions, survive what they've been projecting it cannot.

She needs the data. She needs it now, before the cyclone churns the sediment and changes every variable for the next six weeks.

She calls Amara at six.

Amara picks up on the second ring, which means she was already awake, which means she already knows what Isla is about to say, which means the silence that follows Isla's "good morning" is doing a great deal of work.

"No," Amara says.

"The wave heights are one-point-five until noon. The station tender is rated for two-metre"

"Isla."

"I can be there and back by eleven. I'd be heading in while the weather's still"

"Isla." Amara's voice changes register. Quieter. This is the voice she uses when she isn't arguing anymore, when she's moved into something else. "It's a Category Three. The evacuation order is in for this evening. I need you to hear me saying: no."

Isla looks out her window. The sea from here is grey this morning, the colour of it shifted entirely overnight, and there are whitecaps visible in the channel even in the low light. The cloud cover is low and fast-moving, streaked with that specific greenish tinge that means the atmosphere is doing something complex.

She knows this is not sensible. She is aware of this, the way she is aware of most of her less-sensible impulses clearly, dispassionately, from a slight remove, as though observing herself make decisions that some calmer version of herself would not make.

"Go to the station," Amara says. "Help Bruce secure the equipment. Be responsible. Please."

Isla says yes. She means it. She gets in her car.

* * *
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She drives to the station. She helps Bruce move the most vulnerable equipment into the interior shed. She assists the two PhD candidates Yuki and Tom, both twenty-four, both visibly excited about the cyclone in the way of people who haven't yet had the experience of understanding what weather can take in securing the outdoor instrumentation.

Then, at eight-fifteen, while Amara is in the main building filing the emergency data backup protocols, Isla walks to the dock.

The Diane is still here. Everything else has been taken to the marina on the mainland or hauled out, but the Diane larger, with its more complex research equipment is still moored to the station jetty, riding the chop with that particular unconcerned competence of well-built vessels. Isla looks at it. Looks at the sea.

She thinks about Section 22. She thinks about Copernicus, swimming through bleached coral as though wondering where the colour went. She thinks about her mother, which is not entirely rational but is entirely true how Diane Voss had been the kind of scientist who believed that data was worth discomfort, that fieldwork was not fieldwork if you only went when conditions were convenient.

She thinks: one hour. Two at the outside. I'll be back before the weather closes in.

She is not making a good decision. She knows this even as she unties the mooring and starts the engine, even as the Diane clears the jetty and turns into the channel and the wind hits her broadside for the first time and she braces and recalibrates and keeps going.

* * *
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The sea, fifteen minutes out, is rougher than the forecast suggested the wave sets longer and heavier, the current in the passage between islands running fast and confused. She reduces speed. Checks the weather update on the onboard system. The system has tracked slightly differently than projected; the outer bands are further south than anticipated. She does new arithmetic.

She is committed now. The site is twenty minutes ahead, the return twenty minutes more. She can do this.

The dive, when she makes it, is extraordinary.

She goes down into green-blue water that is turbulent near the surface but strangely hushed below the storm's effect creating a kind of held stillness in the deeper sections, as though the reef is holding its breath. She navigates to the Section 22 markers by instinct and muscle memory, the camera running, the instruments recording temperature and pH and current velocity, and she finds what she saw yesterday: the coral recovery. Not a hint, now. Unmistakable. A section three metres by two of returning chromatic life, the coral polyps responding to something a brief temperature decrease? a current shift? with what can only be described as trying. The pale, ghostly bleached sections extending into green and amber and, in one astonishing quarter-metre patch, orange.

Isla hovers in front of it. Breathes through her regulator in slow, measured pulls. The camera records everything.

She hums. Tuneless, low, the way she always does.

And from somewhere deeper in the reef structure Copernicus, she thinks immediately a blue-green shape moves through the recovering coral and is gone.

She surfaces forty minutes after she went down, climbs back aboard in rough swells that take all her skill to manage, gets the tank stowed and the camera secured, and turns the Diane back toward the station.

The sky has changed completely while she was under.

The cloud cover has dropped to what feels like two hundred metres, grey and fast and seamless, and the wind is now not gusting but sustained a low, continuous roar across the water that sits in the chest differently than the gusts did, with more authority. The wave heights are not 1.5 metres. They are closer to two and a half. The channel, which she transited at cautious speed an hour ago, is now a confusion of swells running in different directions as the storm's rotation disrupts the usual patterns.

She radios the station. No response on the first try atmospheric interference, she tells herself. Static on the second attempt. She tries the coastguard frequency.

Nothing.

She checks her position. She is seven kilometres from the station in water that wants, very badly, to take her somewhere else. The engine is working. The vessel is sound. She is not afraid.

She is, she acknowledges as a wave takes the bow and drops it and the world becomes briefly only white foam and horizon, slightly afraid.

She adjusts her heading. Increases the throttle. The Diane pushes into the weather with the uncomplaining competence of a good vessel, and Isla stands at the helm with both hands locked and her eyes on the compass bearing and the very particular kind of focus that is the exact opposite of panic concentrated, quiet, problem by problem.

She does not see, until she is almost upon it, the other vessel.

It is a smaller craft a charter cruiser, around eight metres, riding badly in the swells, its bow swinging in a way that suggests it's lost steerage or nearly has. It's about two hundred metres off the lee side of one of the smaller, unnamed islands a boulder-strewn hump of rock and vegetation that barely qualifies as land and it is clearly in trouble.

There is a figure at the stern.

Isla checks her heading. Looks at the troubled boat. Looks back at her course.

She adjusts her heading.

She tells herself this will take twenty minutes at the most.
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Chapter 4 — The Engine Dies at Nine-Thirty
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The Engine Dies at Nine-Thirty

LUCA  ·  Whitsunday Channel Wednesday, 5 March, 9:43 a.m.

The thing Luca will not admit to Rafael is that Rafael was right.

He knew this an hour ago, when the engine of the charter cruiser began making a noise that engines should not make a sound he wouldn't have been able to name until recently, but can now identify as the specific acoustic signature of something failing and the marine radio produced only static, and the sky above him was the colour of an argument. He knew it then. He is certain of it now, standing at the stern of a boat that is making worrying decisions without his input, watching a wave build to his starboard side with the unhurried confidence of something that has all day.

He had wanted to see the reef from the water. That's how it started. He had woken at six to the sound of the weather system arriving and looked out his window at the churning channel and thought: this is the context for everything I'm going to build here. He had hired the charter boat and told Cassie he was doing a preliminary site survey from the water side, which was true in the way that technically accurate statements can fail to be the whole truth.

He had his sketchbook. He had been drawing from the boat as it moved south along the reef's edge, trying to understand the relationship between the resort's proposed site and the underwater landscape that shaped the currents and the light and the particular quality of everything. He had been drawing for an hour in worsening weather before acknowledging, in his private internal register, that the weather was worsening.

He is an architect. He knows how to read structures built ones, natural ones, the invisible architectures of systems and forces. He knows, looking at the sea now, that this is a structure he has not correctly read.

The engine dies fully at nine-thirty.

He is not, strictly speaking, panicking. He is engaged in the intensive cognitive process of understanding all available options and finding them less reassuring than he would prefer. He has deployed the boat's anchor, which has partially caught on something and is slowing the drift without arresting it. He has managed to raise a signal on the distress beacon he thinks; the light is flashing but reception has been intermittent and he has no confirmation that anyone has received it.

The island is two hundred metres away. He has assessed it as he assesses everything: rapidly, spatially, with the architectural part of his brain that can't be turned off. A rocky shoreline on the exposed southern side, but the northern face around the headland likely has a beach. There are trees. There is shelter.

He is calculating whether he can swim that distance in this sea state when he hears the engine.

* * *
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At first he thinks it's the sound the weather is making, which is considerable the wind now a constant low register that the body translates as pressure rather than sound. But it sharpens into something mechanical, purposeful, and then the vessel comes around the headland of the nearest larger island a research vessel, white and functional, with green station markings along the hull and it is coming directly at him with a decisiveness that suggests its driver has already made a decision.

Relief is not the word. He doesn't quite have a word for what he feels. Something about size about how large the sea is and how small the boat, and the ratio between them, and how that ratio changes when someone turns toward you.

The vessel pulls alongside his with considerable skill close enough in the heaving swells to be almost reckless, but perfectly controlled. There is a woman at the helm. She cuts her engine and leans over the bridge rail and looks at him with sea-glass eyes and absolutely no patience.

"Is anyone else on board?" she shouts, over the wind.

"No. Just me."

"Are you injured?"

"No."

"Okay." She assesses his boat. Then him. "Your boat is not salvageable right now. Can you get across to me?"

The gap between the vessels is perhaps two metres, working in their favour while a swell lifts both boats and against them when it passed. Two metres in this sea state is not nothing.

"Yes," he says.

"Do it now, between swells. Come over the bow."

He grabs his bag he does not, in this moment, think consciously about taking his sketchbook, but his hand finds it and takes it with the same automatic certainty with which a person grabs the thing they love before a fire and he goes over the bow of his stricken charter boat and across to hers in a single movement that is less graceful than he would prefer and entirely effective. His knees hit her deck hard. He catches the railing.

The woman is already back at the helm, the engine running again.

"Sit down and hold on to something," she says, without looking at him.

He sits. He holds on.

* * *
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She brings the vessel around with authority, heading northwest, and he watches the side of her face as she works the absolute focus on it, the way her body moves with the boat's motion rather than against it, the small adjustments she makes continuously to the helm, reading the swells before they arrive. She is soaked her jacket dark with spray, her hair escaping in pieces from a braid she must have done that morning. There is a scrape on her chin, recent.

She is, he thinks, in the particular way that intrudes regardless of context, remarkable.

He doesn't say this. He holds on to the railing and watches the water and does not do the thing that his instinct is prompting does not say something. Does not try to fill the space. He has learned, sporadically, that not every space needs filling, and he practices this now, here, on this lurching deck, and it takes effort.

Five minutes out, she reaches up and opens the radio to the coastguard channel. "Whitsunday Marine Rescue, this is research vessel Diane registration QD-441, over."

Static. Then a voice: "Go ahead, Diane."

"I'm northbound in the Whitsunday passage with one person recovered from distressed charter vessel approximately seven kilometres south of station. Returning to harbour. The charter vessel is drifting with the anchor partially deployed, approximately two hundred metres north of Haslewood Island eastern face."

"Copy that, Diane. We have you on AIS. Weather's closing fast you'll want to move."

"Already moving," she says, with a brevity that might be humour.

She replaces the handset. There is a pause in which the wind does all the talking.

"Thank you," he says.

"Don't thank me," she says, still not looking at him. "You shouldn't have been out here."

"Neither should you."

A beat. Something shifts in the line of her jaw not quite a reaction, but the control of one.

"No," she says. "Neither should I."

Fifteen minutes later, it becomes clear that they are not going to make it to the station. The weather has closed in fully and suddenly, the way the forecaster warned and the sea didn't, and the channel is now running conditions that are no longer navigable for a twelve-metre vessel in the hands of even the best operator. She changes course without discussion, without asking him, following a logic he can see if he looks at the map on the console heading for the nearest leeward shore.

The unnamed island.

She beaches the Diane in a small cove on the northern face with the engine in reverse and a deftness that impresses him genuinely, for all that he understands nothing about boats. She kills the engine. Sits still for one moment with her hands still on the helm, her head slightly bowed, doing something internal calculating, or praying, or simply breathing. Then she stands.

"We stay here until it passes," she says. "That'll be twelve to eighteen hours."

She looks at him for the first time with something like full attention. Her eyes are extraordinary not one colour, he notices, but several, shifting between grey and green. She is assessing him with the same quality of attention she was giving the sea, which is to say: entirely, without performance.

"I'm Luca," he says.

She holds his gaze for a moment longer than he expects.

"Isla," she says.

And then she turns to start pulling emergency equipment from the vessel's storage, and the storm arrives, and the island is all there is.
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Chapter 5 — A Problem That Can Be Solved
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A Problem That Can Be Solved

ISLA  ·  The Island Wednesday, 5 March, 11:15 a.m.

The shelter is a problem that can be solved, which is the best kind.

Isla has emergency provisions every research vessel in the station fleet carries them and she catalogs them with the methodical speed of someone who does inventory the way other people breathe: two sleeping bags, a compact shelter tarp, ration packs for four days, a first aid kit, a waterproof torch, two sets of dry clothes in sealed bags, a hand-crank radio, and a flare kit. She has her own dry bag with a change of clothes and her field notebook. She has water from the vessel's tank.

The man Luca carries his bag from the boat without being asked, which she notes and doesn't comment on. He follows her up the beach and into the tree line with the same quality of observation he was turning on her at the helm taking in the landscape, the vegetation, the way the she-oaks are angled by the prevailing wind. At one point he stops and looks at the rock formation at the island's centre a cluster of pale granite boulders, some fallen, creating a natural windbreak and says, quietly, mostly to himself: "There."

She was already heading there.

They set up the tarp in the lee of the boulders without speaking much he is useful in the practical sense, willing and quick-learning, following her lead without the anxious over-helpfulness of someone who needs to be seen helping. She notes this too. She is cataloguing him the way she catalogs reef surveys neutrally, precisely, filing observations in categories she hasn't labelled yet.

He is tall. He has architect's hands she doesn't know that yet, that he's an architect, but she will think of them as this when she learns it, and then wonder how she knew. He moved across the gap between the boats with the same kind of bodily intelligence she associates with people who trust their physical selves not athletic exactly, but present in his body in a way that isn't given to everyone.

He's left a sketchbook sitting on top of his bag. It's been through the crossing and is slightly damp at the edges. He checks it with the expression of someone checking on something that matters.

The storm hits fully at noon.

* * *
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Cyclone Reina is not the most powerful storm Isla has experienced she was in Darwin for a Category Four in her postdoctoral year, which had been genuinely terrifying, and she's weathered two other systems in the Whitsundays. But it is sustained. The wind in the trees is not gusting but constant, a roar that fills all frequencies, and the rain comes horizontally in the first hour and then, as the centre of the system tracks closer, drops to a strange, eerie near-stillness that is worse than the noise in its own way.

They sit inside the tarp shelter, which is small, built for two people who are comfortable being close to each other, which they are not which is to say, they are strangers, and the two-foot proximity that the shelter requires is the kind of enforced intimacy that would be awkward even without the storm. She is aware of his shoulder near hers. She moves her arm.

"How long have you been here?" he asks. "In the Whitsundays."

"Three years."

"At the research station?"

"I'm a marine biologist. We're studying coral bleaching in the park's southern sections."

He absorbs this. Outside, something in the tree line crashes a branch, likely and both of them are briefly still.

"How bad is the bleaching?" he asks.

People ask this as a conversational opener how's the reef the same way they ask about the weather. She usually gives the abbreviated answer, the PR-friendly version that has hope built into it. She looks at this stranger and finds, for a reason she doesn't examine, that she doesn't want to.

"Bad," she says. "The southern sections I'm surveying have lost thirty-eight percent of their cover in the last decade. We had a major bleaching event in 2022 that took out another eleven percent. There are areas I dove in during my first week here that I no longer recognise."

He is quiet for a moment. "That's devastating."

"Yes."

"Do you get used to it?"

It's not the question people ask. They ask whether it will recover, whether it's too late, whether there's hope, which are all versions of asking whether they personally need to feel bad about it. He has asked something different.

"No," she says. "You learn to separate the grief from the work. But the grief is always there. You do the work because of the grief, really. Not despite it."

He looks at her. The rain on the tarp is loud.

"That's a very honest thing to say to someone you met an hour ago," he says.

"Cyclones create a specific conversational register," she says. "I think it's the enforced proximity."

The corner of his mouth moves. "Is that a field observation?"

"Everything is a field observation."

They eat ration packs at two o'clock not good, but filling and take turns at the hand-crank radio, getting patchy reception on the weather service: the storm is tracking as predicted, the outer bands will clear by morning, conditions improving through tomorrow. The coastguard knows they're sheltering on the island. They're not in danger.

Isla knows they're not in danger. She is, nonetheless, aware of something in her chest that is not quite calm. Not fear. Something else, something harder to categorise.

* * *
[image: ]


"What were you doing out there?" she asks. "In that charter boat, in this weather."

"Looking at the reef," he says. "From the water."

"You went out in a deteriorating weather system to look at the reef."

"I wanted to understand it." He pauses. "I'm an architect. I'm working on a project in the area. I wanted to see the landscape from the sea the relationship between the islands, the reef sections, the way the currents shape the channels."

Something adjusts in her understanding of him. An architect. She thinks of the impact assessment submission she had noticed and not fully read.

"Which project?" she asks, carefully.

He looks out at the rain, which has picked up again, the second wave of the system's bands coming through. "A resort development. Private island, north of here."

She files this. Does not react to it yet there isn't enough information to react to, and she is a scientist, she does not react to insufficient data.

"Have you done environmental impact work?" she asks.

"The consultants have filed the preliminary assessments. I haven't" He stops. Looks at her with those dark, calibrating eyes. "Why?"

"No reason. Professional curiosity."

This is not entirely true, but it is not entirely untrue either. The reef doesn't care about her personal life. The reef cares about runoff and boat traffic and seawall footprint and thermal variance. If this man is building something in these waters, she needs to know.

She tells herself this is what she is interested in. She watches him run a hand through his wet hair and look at the rain and she tells herself this, and it is perhaps thirty percent of the truth.

He opens his sketchbook carefully, finding the pages least damaged by the wet and begins to draw. She watches him without meaning to, the way the pencil moves: rapid, decisive, the strokes sure. He draws the rock formation they're sheltering against, the angle of the trees, the way the tarp catches the wind.

"You draw everything," she says.

"I see spatially," he says, not looking up. "Drawing is how I think."

"What does it look like? The way you see things?"

He considers this with genuine care. She notes that he doesn't give her an easy answer, the performative creative-genius answer. He actually thinks.

"Like I'm always standing inside a cross-section," he says. "Every room, every landscape I see the bones of it. The load points, the sight lines, the places where light will enter and what it will do when it gets there. It's less a visual thing than a structural one." He looks up at her. "What does the reef look like to you, underwater?"

She doesn't answer immediately. Not because she doesn't have an answer she has too many.

"Like a city," she says. "But one that builds itself. Every structure has a function. Every fish has a role in a system that's been running longer than we've existed." She pauses. "And right now it looks like a city that's been partially burned. You can still see what it was. What it's trying to be. But you can also see all the places where it failed."

He has stopped drawing. He is looking at her.

"That's extraordinary," he says, quietly, and he means it she can hear the difference between performed appreciation and actual response, and this is the latter, and it does something she doesn't account for.

Outside, the storm is in its middle hours: relentless, patient, entirely indifferent to the two people sheltering in the lee of a granite boulder on an unnamed island, talking about the bones of things.

Isla pulls her knees to her chest. The sleeping bags will be necessary tonight. The thought of sleeping an arm's length from this man she met four hours ago is strange in a way she processes and then moves past, because there is no alternative and practicality has always been her best skill and also, she finds, she is not nearly as uncomfortable with it as she should be.

This last part she notes without reaching any conclusions about it.

For now.
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Chapter 6 — Eleven Pages by Nightfall
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Eleven Pages by Nightfall

LUCA  ·  The Island Wednesday, 5 March, 6:30 p.m.

He has filled eleven pages of the sketchbook by nightfall.

The shelter. The rock formation three times, from different angles, one cross-section. The tree line where the she-oaks have been shaped over decades by the prevailing southeast wind, their trunks leaning at almost fifteen degrees, every branch reaching northwest as though in perpetual appeal. The beach, what he could see of it between the squalls. A quick study of Isla's hands he'd been looking at the reef footage on her camera while she was adding to her field notebook, and she'd handed him the device with both hands, and he'd noticed: capable hands, bitten nails on three fingers, a thin white scar along the left thumb.

He does not draw her face. He is aware of this choice without fully understanding it.

The storm has settled into a kind of rhythm now not quieter exactly, but more predictable, the gusts arriving on a pattern his nervous system has started to anticipate. The temperature has dropped with the darkness, not to cold, but to the kind of cool that the tropics get after a prolonged wet, and they've unrolled the sleeping bags and are both wrapped in them, sitting with their backs against the central boulder, the torch balanced on a rock between them like a low campfire substitute.

She is reading her field notebook. Not reading correcting, annotating, adding notes in a handwriting he can see from here is precise and small and occasionally interrupted by what appears to be a small drawing coral formations, he realises, looking more carefully. She annotates her scientific data with small drawings. He finds this unreasonably interesting.

"Can I ask you something?" he says.

She looks up with a particular quality of wariness that he suspects is her default setting not hostile, but measured. The expression of someone who has learned to evaluate questions before answering them.

"You can ask," she says.

"Why marine biology? How did you end up here?"

She looks at him for a moment. Then back at her notebook. "My mother was a marine scientist. She worked in North Queensland her whole life. I grew up on research boats." A pause. "She died when I was sixteen. I carried it forward."

He hears what's in the sentence and what isn't. The brevity is not coldness he can distinguish between people who are cold and people who have learned to carry large things compactly.

"I'm sorry," he says, and means it in the specific, simple way.

She nods. One nod, small, accepting the condolence without deflecting it. He appreciates this more than he can easily say.

"The boat," he says. "The Diane."

Her expression shifts something quick across her face, a vulnerability that she doesn't quite contain before it shows and then does contain, closes, files away. "Named for her," she says. "My father named it."

"Do you like that? Having her name on the thing that floats on this water?"

A long pause. The wind negotiates with the tree line.

"I don't know," she says, with the tone of someone saying something that is more true than they planned. "I haven't decided yet."

"That's an honest answer."

"You said that before. That I'm honest."

"You are. It's" He searches for the word. "It's not as common as people think."

She looks at him with that direct, evaluating gaze. "You're not. Honest. Or not immediately."

He is surprised into a laugh not defensive, genuinely surprised, the way you are when someone says something true in public that you're used to keeping private. "That's fair," he says.

"You're charming," she says. "Charm is armour. I'd wager you've had a long time to build it."

He looks at her. "You've known me for" he checks his watch "nine hours."

"I observe for a living," she says. Flatly, but not unkindly.

* * *
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He is quiet for a moment. The torch flickers in a gust and steadies.

"My father left when I was eight," he says. "Went back to Rome. My mother raised me in Sydney." He picks up his sketchbook. Sets it down. "He was an architect too. He is an architect. I went into his field and I've spent a decade convincing myself I don't know why."

"And do you? Know why?"

"I think I wanted to" He stops. This is not territory he goes into. Not with anyone, not in any conversation he has chosen. He has told this story in its abbreviated form architect father, formative influence, professional inheritance and this is the first time in memory that the full sentence has formed in his head: I wanted to build things he would see and know were mine.

He doesn't say that. But something of it is in the pause, and she is perceptive enough alarmingly perceptive enough that he suspects she hears the shape of the unsaid thing.

"You mentioned a resort project," she says, which is a gift the change of subject that isn't a change of subject, just a pressure relief.

"The Archipelago Project. It's" He pulls out his sketchbook, opens to one of the early pages. He's been refining the concept even here, even in this tarp in this storm, because he cannot stop, because his brain doesn't have an off switch for spaces. "It's meant to be an eco-resort, genuinely sustainable, not greenwashing. A collection of structures that respond to the island's form low-profile, using natural materials, high thermal mass. Minimal footprint on the reef side."

She looks at the sketches. He watches her look at them the careful, unperformative attention of someone actually reading something rather than performing interest.

"The reef side," she says. "What's the setback from the waterline?"

"Thirty metres to the nearest structure. More in the reef-facing sections."

"And the wastewater management?"

He looks at her. "You're running an environmental impact assessment on my resort."

"I'm asking questions," she says. "In my professional field."

"In the middle of a cyclone."

"The reef doesn't care about the cyclone." She hands the sketchbook back. "The designs are beautiful," she says, and he can hear she means it. "I'm not asking because I'm opposed to it. I'm asking because I'm the person who dives in that water."

Something about this the directness of it, the absence of performance hits him in a way he doesn't immediately have language for. She is not fighting him. She is not flattering him. She is simply occupying a position in relation to this place and telling him about it.

He thinks: this is what integrity looks like when it's not performing itself.

He says: "What would you need to see, in an environmental assessment, to believe a project was genuinely careful?"

She considers this seriously not quickly, not as a rhetorical volley. She closes her notebook. She looks at the middle distance, which in the current circumstances is the rain beyond the tarp's edge.

"Baseline surveys that weren't commissioned by the developer," she says. "Current modelling that accounts for existing thermal stress. Honest accounting of the sediment and runoff impact during construction. And someone who actually cares about the answers, rather than the compliance checkbox."

"The last one isn't in a document," he says.

"No," she says. "It isn't."

They look at each other across the torch-light. Outside, the storm is talking to itself, its long internal monologue of wind and rain and the percussion of debris, and in here there are two people who have discovered, unexpectedly, that
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