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For the ones who build over graves.

For the ones who stay.

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.

— Anne Morrow Lindbergh
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Ninety Feet
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THE WATER SWALLOWS me whole at forty-two degrees off vertical, and for three seconds the world is nothing but blue.

I equalize at fifteen feet. The pressure finds my sinuses, my jaw, the soft tissue behind my eyes. I pinch my nose, blow gently, and the pain dissolves into a dull hum that I've learned to mistake for silence. Below me, the visibility opens to sixty feet in the late afternoon light, the kind of clarity that makes the Atlantic look like something you could live inside.

I can see the bottom from here. Not the actual seabed, which is a murky suggestion ninety feet down, but the shape of it. The wreck.

She sits at seventy-three feet, tilted fifteen degrees to port, her hull crusted with fire coral and brain coral and the pale fingers of sea fans that wave at me every time I descend, like they've been waiting. The name is still legible if you know where to look. Starboard bow, just below the rub rail, the letters eaten by salt and years but holding: DUNE CHARTER.

I kick deeper.

The sun is a furnace above the surface. I felt it on my back for six hours today, the metal of the platform storing heat like a promise, radiating it back through my boots and the palms of my hands every time I touched a railing. Down here, the temperature drops with every foot of depth, and by the time I reach the wreck, the water is seventy-one degrees. My skin prickles. My shoulders relax. My lungs settle into the rhythm they only find at depth.

I touch the hull the way I always do. Right hand, flat palm, just below the rub rail. The coral is rough against my skin. Beneath it, the steel is still there. Eighteen years of ocean, and the steel is still there.

"Hey, Dad."

The words leave my regulator in bubbles. I watch them rise, silver and purposeful, carrying the greeting upward through sixty feet of water toward a surface he'll never break again.

I check the anchor line I installed last year, the one that ties the platform above to the seabed beside the wreck. It's holding. The shackle is clean, the rope shows no chafe. I run my hand along the length of it, feeling for weakness the way I was taught at EOD school. Find the flaw before the flaw finds you. The instructors at Panama City said that. My father said something similar, though his version was simpler: check the gear, Cormac. Every time.

I didn't. Not that morning. I was fourteen and the waves at Smathers Beach were overhead and the Hendersons weren't due until two o'clock and checking dive equipment was a forty-minute job that I traded for a forty-minute session in the water.

The gear failed at sixty feet.

I press my palm harder against the hull. The coral bites into my skin, and I let it. The small pain is a punctuation mark in a sentence I've been writing for eighteen years. Every dive. Every touch. Every bubble that rises from my mouth carrying words he can't hear.

I ascend at thirty feet per minute. The light changes as I rise, deepening from the wreck's blue twilight to the shallow green-gold that means the surface is close. I pause at fifteen feet for three minutes. Safety stop. The nitrogen fizzes in my blood, patient and lethal if you rush it.

Above me, the platform's shadow cuts the light into a grid. Twenty meters by twenty meters of steel grating, support beams, and the three small enclosed spaces I've built over the past five years. The control room. The storage unit. The bunk. My entire life fits on a surface area smaller than most studio apartments, suspended eighteen feet above the waterline on welded pylons sunk into the seabed.

I built every inch of it.

I surface into the heat.

The transition is violent every time: the cool blue to the white blaze of a Florida Keys afternoon, the water's embrace to the air's assault. I pull myself up the ladder, my wetsuit streaming, and stand on the grating. The metal is so hot I can feel it through my dive boots. I pull off my mask and the sun finds my face like an interrogation lamp.

The weather radio is crackling inside the control room. I towel off my arms, hang my gear on the rack, and step inside. The space is eight by ten feet. A desk, a monitor, a radio, a shelf of tide charts and structural diagrams. A photograph, face-down on the desk, that I turn over every morning and lay flat every night.

The NOAA voice is calm, clinical, the way voices are when they're describing something that could kill you.

"...tropical depression fourteen has formed approximately six hundred miles southwest of Key West. Current sustained winds thirty-five miles per hour. The system is expected to strengthen over the next seventy-two hours as it tracks north-northeast over the warm waters of the Gulf..."

I turn up the volume. I listen to the coordinates, the projected track, the probability cone. I study the chart on the wall, trace the path with my finger. The cone's eastern edge clips the Lower Keys.

Seventy-two hours.

I step back outside. The platform is quiet except for the low hum of the desalination unit and the rhythmic slap of the ocean against the pylons. Twelve miles to the east, Key West is a smudge of green and white. Twelve miles of open water, six-foot swells on a calm day, currents that run three knots and shift without warning.

I look south, toward the Gulf, toward the tropical depression that might become a storm that might become a hurricane that might land on top of me.

"Not yet," I say to the water, to the wreck, to the depression six hundred miles away.

Then I look east. Toward shore.

The supply boat is scheduled for tomorrow. Luis Herrera at the helm, fuel and water and provisions in the hold, and this time a passenger. A structural engineer from Marchetti Maritime Consulting. A woman named Mila Voss, sent to inspect my platform and determine whether it meets operational safety standards.

If she says it does, I keep everything.

If she says it doesn't, they tear it down.

The platform. The wreck below. My father's grave. All of it.

I stand at the eastern edge and watch the horizon where the boat will appear tomorrow morning. The sun is behind me, pressing its full weight into my shoulders, and the salt on my lips tastes the way it always tastes: like the ocean I swallow and the ocean I refuse to drown in.

She's coming. The storm is coming.

I have seventy-two hours to make her see what I see.

Or I have seventy-two hours to make sure she never files that report.
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Inspection

The marina at Stock Island smells like diesel and dead fish and the kind of ambition that gives up around noon. I stand at the end of Dock C with my inspection case in one hand and my phone in the other, reading Victor's last text for the third time.

This one should be quick. Straightforward condemnation. Call me when you've filed.

I slide the phone into my back pocket and look at the boat. Twenty-six feet of sun-bleached fiberglass with HERRERA SUPPLY painted on the transom in letters that were once red and are now the color of dried blood. The captain is a man in his sixties with skin like cured leather and hands that haven't stopped moving since I arrived. He loads fuel cans, water jugs, bags of provisions. He does not rush. He does not pause. He operates at a frequency that has nothing to do with me.

"Mr. Herrera?"

"Luis." He doesn't look up. "Nobody calls me mister except the insurance company."

"Mila Voss. I'm the structural engineer from Marchetti Maritime."

"I know who you are. Your boss called three times to make sure I'd have you there before noon." He ties off a line with a knot I don't recognize. "You get seasick?"

"No."

"Good. It's twelve miles. Swells are running four to five feet. The wind's out of the southeast, which means the ride out is bumpy and the ride back is worse." He looks at me for the first time. Brown eyes in a face carved by decades of salt and sun. "You been on a platform before?"

"Seven." I lift the inspection case. "This is my eighth."

He grunts. Something that might be approval. "This one's different."

I wait for him to explain. He doesn't. He goes back to loading.

I sit on the gunwale and open the structural file on my tablet. Dune Deep-Sea Operations. Privately owned, privately constructed, operational for approximately five years. Primary function: deep-sea dive operations, freelance. Structure type: self-supporting steel platform on driven-pile foundation. No engineering certification on file. No inspection history. The Florida Department of Environmental Protection flagged it two years ago. Marchetti Maritime was contracted for formal assessment.

The file is thin. Unusual. Most platforms come with binders of documentation, construction logs, maintenance records. This one has a building permit that was granted under a recreational-structures exemption, a liability waiver signed by a Cormac Dune, and a single photograph taken from the air that shows a metal postage stamp on a blue tablecloth.

I zoom into the photograph. Even at this resolution, I can see the structural concerns. The angle of the northeast support beams suggests settling or differential loading. The railing along the east face appears to have been repaired with materials that don't match the original construction. The desalination unit mounted on the south corner looks undersized for the platform's operational profile.

These are the things I see before I arrive. These are the things that make Victor's text make sense: straightforward condemnation.

But something in the file nags at me, the way a misaligned beam nags at the corner of my vision. The platform is five years old and still standing. In the Keys, with salt exposure, hurricane seasons, and the kind of wave action that eats poorly constructed structures for breakfast, five years without professional maintenance should mean catastrophic degradation. This platform should be a wreck.

It isn't.

Luis starts the engine. I brace myself against the console as we pull away from the dock and into the channel. The heat is immediate and total. Key West in July is not a temperature. It's a condition. The air has weight. The light has teeth. My shirt is damp before we clear the harbor markers, and by the time we're in open water, the fabric is stuck to my back like a second skin.

I pull my hair tighter into the braid. I do this when I work: everything contained, everything controlled, everything in its place. The hair, the tools, the methodology. My brother used to tease me about it.

My brother.

I curl my left hand into a fist. The scar across my palm pulls tight, the way it always does when I think about Ellis. Three years old, the scar. Three years since I drove to a parking garage in Jacksonville at two in the morning and grabbed a broken steel girder with my bare hand, trying to lift rubble off people I couldn't see.

The building had been certified safe.

I became a structural engineer seven months later.

The open water is blue the way blue exists only in the tropics, a color so saturated it seems artificial. The boat cuts through four-foot swells with a rhythm that is almost pleasant, a slow roll and recover that matches my breathing. I keep my eyes on the horizon.

After forty minutes, the platform appears.

It's smaller than I expected. They always are, offshore structures, because photographs taken from above distort the scale. But from water level, approaching at twelve knots with the sun directly overhead, the Dune platform looks like a metal skeleton standing in the ocean on legs that have no right to hold.

I pull out my binoculars. The details sharpen.

The main deck is roughly twenty meters square, maybe slightly more, surfaced with industrial steel grating. Three enclosed structures sit on the deck: a control room with a flat roof and a single window, a smaller storage unit, and what appears to be a sleeping quarters. The desalination unit hunkers on the south corner, its intake pipe extending down into the water. An equipment rack lines the east face, hung with dive gear in neat rows. A ladder drops from the northeast corner to the waterline.

I scan the support structure. Six primary pylons driven into the seabed, connected by cross-bracing in an X-pattern. The northeast pair shows visible corrosion at the waterline. The cross-bracing on the south face has been supplemented with additional supports that weren't in the original design.

Someone has been reinforcing this platform. Not professionally, not with standard materials, but with determination.

"Luis." I lower the binoculars. "Has the platform always looked like this?"

"No." He adjusts the throttle as we approach. "First year, it was half this size. He builds. Every season, he adds something. Every storm, he fixes what breaks." He pauses. "He loves that pile of metal the way other men love their children."

The boat swings wide to approach from the southeast. I pack the binoculars and grab the railing as Luis cuts the engine to idle. We drift the last thirty yards.

A man stands at the platform's edge.

He doesn't wave. He doesn't smile. He stands with his hands at his sides and his feet slightly apart, planted on the grating the way load-bearing walls stand. Like he's been holding something up for a long time and has learned not to shift his weight. The sun is directly behind him, turning him into a silhouette, and I can't read his face. I can read his posture.

He's been waiting for me. Not with welcome. With the patience of a man who has decided what happens next.

Luis tosses a line. It arcs through the bright air and lands at the man's feet. He catches it without looking down, wraps it twice around a cleat, and ties it off with a knot that matches Luis's from the marina. His hands are fast and sure, the hands of someone who works with rope the way I work with measuring tapes: without thinking, without error.

"Miss Voss," Luis says. "Welcome to the edge of the world."

I grab my inspection case and climb onto the platform's ladder. The metal is hot under my hands. The rungs are spaced for someone taller than me, and I have to reach. Below me, the water is dark, a blue so deep it's almost purple, and I can't see the bottom.

Ninety feet of ocean between me and whatever is down there.

I reach the top rung and pull myself onto the grating.

He's three feet away. Close enough to see his face now.

Thirty-something. Broad through the shoulders, lean everywhere else. Skin the color of wet sand, darkened by years of sun that don't wash off. Grey-green eyes that change even as I look at them, shifting from pale in the direct light to something darker as a cloud passes. Hands marked with scars: a white ridge across the left knuckles, smaller nicks along the fingers, the kind of damage that comes from working with metal and rope and sharp things that don't forgive mistakes.

On his left inner forearm, a tattoo. Black ink, faded by salt and time. Numbers. Coordinates. I can't read them from here.

He looks at me the way I look at structures I'm about to condemn.

"Mila Voss," I say. "Marchetti Maritime Consulting."

"I know who you are." His voice is low, controlled, the kind of voice that doesn't need volume to fill a room. "You're the one they send when they want to make sure something doesn't survive the inspection."

I hold his gaze. "I'm the one they send when they want an honest assessment."

Something shifts behind his eyes. Not a flinch. More like a door closing that was already almost shut.

"Cormac Dune," he says. He doesn't extend his hand. "Welcome to my platform."

Behind me, Luis is already casting off the line. I turn in time to see the supply boat pulling away, the engine rumbling to life, the wake spreading in a white V across the dark water.

Cormac doesn't watch the boat leave. He's already walking toward the control room, his back to the retreating vessel and to me, as if the departure of our only way off this platform is a formality he arranged some time ago.
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Twenty Meters

She climbs my ladder like she's reading it. Every rung, her fingers press and release, testing the weld, checking the spacing, cataloguing the corrosion. By the time she steps onto the grating, she's already written half her report in her head.

I can see it in the way her eyes move. Left to right, top to bottom, the professional scan of someone trained to find weakness. She sees the northeast gusset plates first. Then the desalination unit. Then the railing I repaired last spring with the wrong-gauge steel because the right-gauge steel was three hundred dollars I didn't have.

She sees everything I've spent five years trying to hide. She sees it in thirty seconds.

"I'll show you the layout," I say, because standing here while she autopsies my life is not something I plan to do in silence.

The tour takes four minutes. There isn't much to show.

"Control room." I open the door. Eight by ten, the walls lined with equipment: the weather radio, the NOAA monitor, my laptop, the satellite phone charging in its cradle, a shelf of tide charts and structural diagrams. The desk is bolted to the floor. The chair is bolted to the desk. Everything on this platform is fastened to something else. "Communication, navigation, and monitoring are in here."

She steps inside. Her head turns once, twice. She notes the satellite phone, the radio frequencies displayed on the monitor, the photograph I forgot to lay face-down this morning. She doesn't ask about the photograph. She files it.

"Storage." I indicate the second structure, the six-by-six steel box with a padlock on the door. "Personal." I don't open it. I don't offer to open it.

Her eyes land on the padlock and stay there for two seconds longer than necessary. She says nothing.

"Sleeping quarters." The third space. A six-by-eight room with a single bunk, a shelf, and a porthole that faces west. The mattress is thin, the sheet is clean, the pillow is flat. It looks like a cell and feels like a cocoon, and I have never once apologized for either interpretation. "One bunk."

She does the math. I can see it happen. One bunk. Two people. Seven days.

"Is there a second sleeping arrangement?" she asks.

"The control room floor."

She absorbs this without expression. Her professionalism is a kind of armor, and it fits her well: every reaction filtered through the lens of assessment, every personal response catalogued and filed behind the clipboard.

"Desalination." I lead her to the south corner. The unit squats like a grey mechanical toad, humming at a frequency I've learned to sleep through. The intake pipe descends into the water, pulling ocean and converting it to six gallons of drinkable water per day. On good days. On bad days, four. "Reverse-osmosis system. It covers daily needs for one person with surplus, or two people with rationing."

She kneels beside the unit. Her hands move over the housing, the intake valve, the output filter. She's not inspecting it yet, not formally. She's introducing herself to it the way I've seen her introduce herself to every component on this platform: with her hands first, her eyes second.

"The filter housing is corroded," she says.

"The filter housing has been corroded since I installed it. Salt does that."

"The filter itself?"

"Replaced four months ago."

She doesn't argue. She makes a note on her clipboard. The pen moves with the same precision her fingers used on the ladder. I watch her write and try not to notice the way she holds the pen, pinched between her first two fingers and her thumb, the grip of someone who writes a lot and presses hard.

"Shower." I point to the platform's western edge, where a PVC pipe extends from the desalination overflow to a simple showerhead mounted on a post. A canvas curtain hangs on a semi-circular rod, offering the illusion of privacy. "Freshwater rinse. Two minutes maximum."

She looks at the shower. She looks at the ocean surrounding us on every side. She looks back at the shower.

"Outdoor," she says.

"We're twelve miles offshore. The nearest audience is a pelican."

Something crosses her face. Not amusement. Not discomfort. More like the recalibration of someone who's just added another data point to her assessment of the situation.

"And the dive operation?" she asks.

I lead her to the east-facing equipment rack. Tanks, regulators, BCDs, wetsuits, fins, lights, a camera housing, a welding rig rated to 150 feet. All of it hung in precise order, all of it maintained with the kind of attention that comes from knowing your life depends on every O-ring and every valve.

"My operation is below us," I say. I touch the coordinate tattoo without meaning to. The numbers are warm against my skin, always warm, even when the rest of me is cold from a dive. "I run commercial dive contracts for marine construction, salvage recovery, and hull inspection."

"For whom?"

"Whoever's paying."

"And when no one's paying?"

I look at her. She's standing at the platform's edge, the ocean behind her, the sun turning her skin to bronze and her dark hair to something almost iridescent where the braid catches the light. She's shorter than I expected. Leaner. The inspection case in her hand is scuffed at the corners, the handle worn smooth. She's done this before. Many times.

"When no one's paying," I say, "I dive for myself."

"At ninety feet."

"Yes."

"Every day."

"Yes."

She waits. The silence on an offshore platform is never silent: the desalination hums, the grating creaks, the ocean slaps the pylons in an arrhythmic percussion that I've memorized the way other people memorize music. She listens to it for ten seconds, her head tilted slightly, and I realize she's listening to the platform. She's listening to the sounds my structure makes, the way it speaks under load, the places where the metal protests.

She's reading it. The way I read the ocean.

"I'll begin the formal inspection tomorrow morning at oh-seven-hundred," she says. "I'll need access to all structural documentation, maintenance logs, and construction records."

"Everything I have is in the control room."

"And the storage unit?"

"That's personal."

"My inspection mandate covers all structural components and enclosed spaces on the platform."

"Then I'll save you the time. The storage unit contains no structural components. It's personal effects. It has no bearing on your assessment."

She holds my gaze. Her eyes are brown, a dark brown that in the direct sunlight reveals a ring of amber near the pupil, like a small fire burning behind the professional surface. She's deciding whether to push. I can see the calculation: the locked door is irregular, the refusal is a data point, the padlock is a variable in an equation she hasn't finished writing.

She lets it go. For now.

Behind us, Luis's boat is pulling away. The engine sound fades as the distance opens: a hundred yards, two hundred, the white hull shrinking against the blue until it's a thumbnail sketch on the horizon.

She watches it go. I watch her watch it go.

She notes that I didn't signal goodbye. She notes the ladder is the only way down. She notes the ocean is dark and deep and the shore is a smudge twelve miles east. Her left hand curls into a fist, the scar on her palm pulling tight against the motion, and for a moment her professional composure slips just enough for me to see the woman beneath the engineer.

She's calculating the risk. Not the structural risk of the platform. The personal risk of being alone on twenty meters of metal with a man she doesn't know, twelve miles from the nearest road, with no way off except a boat that won't return for seven days.

Good. She should calculate.

I turn and walk toward the control room. Behind me, I hear her boots on the grating, following. The sound is new. Five years of only my footsteps on this metal, and now there's a second rhythm. Lighter. Faster. Out of sync with mine.

Inside the control room, I pull the structural binder from the shelf and set it on the desk. Six inches of documentation: construction notes, weld records, material specifications, load calculations. All of it in my handwriting, the precise drafting-style lettering I learned at EOD school in Panama City. All of it signed C. DUNE in the lower right corner of every page.

"These are your records?" She opens the binder.

"Every modification, every repair, every load test since the platform was built."

She turns to the first page. Her finger traces the margin notes. She reads my handwriting the way she reads metal: with complete attention and no mercy.

I step back. I let her read. I lean against the doorframe and look out at the ocean, at the place where Luis's boat has disappeared, at the flat blue line where the sky meets the water and nothing moves except the slow roll of swells heading northeast.

Tomorrow she'll start measuring. Tomorrow she'll start calculating. Tomorrow she'll start building the case that will turn my platform into a demolition order and my father's grave into an empty coordinate on a nautical chart.

I touch the tattoo. The numbers are steady beneath my fingers. 24.4632° N, 81.8487° W. The location of everything I've lost and everything I refuse to surrender.

The photograph on the desk is face-up. She's seen it. She hasn't asked.

She will.

I give her twenty-four hours before she asks about the photograph. Forty-eight before she asks about the locked room. The question is whether I'll have enough time to make her see this platform the way I see it before she writes the report that kills it.

The sun drops toward the water. The light in the control room shifts from white to amber. She's still reading the binder, her back to me, her braid throwing a shadow across the page.

I step outside and close the door.

The platform hums beneath my feet. Below me, ninety feet down, my father's boat sits in the silence, and the fire coral waves at no one, and the ocean keeps its patient counsel.

Tomorrow.

Everything changes tomorrow.
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Rust

I start with the northeast pylons at seven in the morning, and by seven-fifteen I'm sweating through my shirt.

The sun at this hour is already a weapon. Not the full assault of midday, not the white-hot hammer that will turn this platform into a griddle by noon. But the early heat is deceptive. It arrives at an angle, slipping under the brim of my cap, finding the back of my neck, the insides of my wrists, the strip of skin between my collar and my braid. By the time I'm on my hands and knees at the northeast junction, measuring bolt degradation with a digital caliper, my forearms are slick and the caliper keeps slipping.

The bolts are bad.

Not catastrophic. Not immediate-failure bad. But the corrosion is deeper than surface oxidation. I photograph each bolt head, measure the remaining cross-section, and run the numbers against ASTM standards. Three of the twelve northeast junction bolts are below minimum specification. The rest are marginal.

I crawl along the grating to the next junction. My knees find every imperfection in the steel, every raised weld bead, every bolt head that protrudes a millimeter past flush. The metal is getting warm. In an hour it will be hot enough to raise blisters through my pants.

Cormac is in the control room. He hasn't come out since I started. I can see him through the window, sitting at the desk, watching the monitor. Watching me, maybe, through the reflection. Or not watching me at all.

I work.

The gusset plates at the northeast junctions show significant corrosion. The cross-bracing is intact but the connection points are fatigued. The primary deck beams have hairline stress fractures along the lower flange, the kind of fractures that don't fail today or tomorrow but propagate under cyclic loading until one bad storm, one rogue wave, one moment of peak stress turns a hairline into a catastrophe.

I know about catastrophes that start with hairlines.

I photograph. I measure. I document. My clipboard fills with numbers that tell a story I've read seven times before on seven different structures: neglect, age, salt, load. The story always ends the same way. My pen writes the same words on the same forms, and the structure comes down, and something safer goes up in its place.

But.

I crawl to the south-face cross-bracing and stop.

Someone has reinforced the connection points. Not with standard materials, not with off-the-shelf marine-grade hardware. With fabricated brackets, custom-cut to match the geometry of the joint, welded with a precision that makes me sit back on my heels and stare.

The welds are beautiful.

I don't use that word lightly. In structural engineering, a beautiful weld is a weld that distributes stress evenly, that follows the joint geometry without creating concentration points, that uses the minimum material for maximum strength. These welds are all of those things. They're also unconventional. The penetration angle is fifteen degrees off standard, which shouldn't work, except that on THIS joint, with THIS loading pattern, the non-standard angle actually improves the stress distribution by redirecting force along the stronger axis of the base metal.

Whoever did this understood the platform's specific structural behavior better than the original design. Whoever did this solved a stress distribution problem that I've only seen addressed in military-grade marine construction.

I run my fingers along the weld bead. Smooth. Consistent. No undercut, no porosity, no cold lap. This isn't a handyman with a stick welder. This is a trained fabricator with a deep understanding of metallurgy.

I photograph the welds. I measure them. I add a note to my clipboard that disrupts the clean narrative of structural condemnation: "South-face cross-bracing reinforced with non-standard brackets showing advanced fabrication technique. Repair quality exceeds original construction quality. See attached documentation."

Victor won't like that note.

I keep working. By ten o'clock the platform is a furnace. The metal grating radiates heat from below while the sun bears down from above, and the air between them is a band of thermal misery that I occupy with increasing discomfort. My shirt is transparent with sweat. My cap is soaked. The water in my bottle is warm and tastes of plastic.

I find more repairs. Every critical junction I inspect reveals the same pattern: original construction showing age and corrosion, overlaid with innovative reinforcement that ranges from competent to brilliant. The man living on this platform has been fighting a war against the ocean, and he's been winning. Not by the book. By instinct, by skill, and by a devotion that shows in the quality of every weld.

This isn't what a straightforward condemnation looks like.

I climb down to the sub-deck area, the lattice of beams and bracing between the grating and the waterline. The heat here is marginally less lethal, blocked partially by the deck above, but the humidity is worse. The ocean is four feet below me, lapping at the pylons, and the air is so thick with salt I can taste it when I breathe.

I'm measuring a connection plate when Cormac appears.

He drops down from the main deck through the access hatch and lands on the beam beside me with a sureness that turns my stomach. No harness. No hesitation. He moves on the sub-deck structure the way cats move on shelves: with absolute confidence that the thing beneath him will hold.

"Finding what you expected?" he asks.

"I'm finding inconsistencies."

"Good inconsistencies or bad inconsistencies?"

I look at him. He's standing on a twelve-inch beam over open water, his arms crossed, his face unreadable. The sun catches the scar on his left knuckles. His forearm tattoo is dark against his skin, the numbers too small to read from here.

"Your northeast junctions have bolt degradation below ASTM minimums," I say. "Three bolts are critical. The gusset plates show corrosion penetration to the base metal. The primary deck beams have stress fractures along the lower flanges that are propagating under cyclic load."

He doesn't flinch. He already knows. He's been living with these numbers the way you live with a chronic condition: aware, managing, refusing to be told it's terminal.

"And the south face?" he asks.

"The south face has been reinforced with fabrication work that exceeds the original construction quality." I hold his gaze. "Work that requires training most commercial divers don't have."

"I'm not most commercial divers."

"No. You're not." I let the sentence sit between us. The ocean slaps the pylons. A pelican banks overhead, its shadow crossing the water like a dark finger. "The question is what you ARE, Mr. Dune, because the engineering in those brackets doesn't come from a YouTube tutorial."

"Cormac."

"Excuse me?"

"Nobody calls me mister except the insurance company and the woman trying to condemn my home." He uncrosses his arms. "Cormac."

"The question stands. Cormac."

He looks at the water. His jaw works once, a small muscular contraction that I catalogue with the same precision I catalogue bolt degradation. A sign of internal pressure. A load-bearing expression.

"I learned to weld in the Navy," he says. "I learned to weld well because I had to. The rest I taught myself, because no one else was going to keep this platform standing."

"The Navy doesn't teach standard-track divers the kind of fabrication I'm seeing here."

"I wasn't standard-track."

He doesn't elaborate. The silence that follows is not empty. It's loaded, the way a structure under stress is loaded: the quiet is doing work, holding something in
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