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    To those who listen to the quiet whispers beneath the surface,and find strength in the unseen currents of life.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The river carves its own path not by force, but by gentle persistenceso too does the spirit guide us beneath the waters of the unknown."
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Chapter One – The Voice in the Waters
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The sea was breathing again.

Its inhale drew the tide into a trembling stillness, its exhale let the waves roll back with a sigh. I sat on the worn stones by the jetty, the ones my father had laid before I was born, and I let my bare feet rest in the edge of the surf. The saltwater was cold, even for early spring, but it was a cold I had always known the kind that makes you aware you are alive.

The fishermen had gone out before dawn, their silhouettes cutting across the fog like ink strokes on wet paper. I could still hear the creak of the oars echoing in my mind, though the boats were long past the horizon. Behind me, the village was only beginning to stir. Chickens scratching in the dirt lanes. The smell of bread from the baker’s clay oven. The world waking slowly, as though it had not decided yet if the day was worth the trouble.

I closed my eyes. That was when I heard it again, the voice.

It was not a voice in the way people imagine. It was not a whisper in my ear, nor a booming thunder. It was inside the sound of the tide, woven between the lap of the waves and the faint chime of shells tumbling together beneath the water’s skin.

“Listen, son of the waters.”

My eyes opened. The words were not in my language exactly, yet I understood them without translation. I had been hearing this voice since I was eight years old. Sometimes it came in dreams, sometimes in the wind, but most often in the hush of the stream that ran from the valley into the sea.

Today it sounded closer.

I rose, brushing sand from my palms, and followed the shoreline until the sea narrowed into the mouth of the valley stream. The water there was clear as glass, rippling over stones worn smooth by centuries. I knelt, cupping my hands into the current, and drank.

The voice came again, stronger this time.

“They come with smiles, but not for your good. You must be ready.”

My stomach tightened. I had no name for they. But I knew, instinctively, that this was no fisherman’s gossip, no village superstition. The muse, the voice, whatever it was—had never spoken without reason.

From the corner of my eye, something dark moved among the trees that lined the valley path. A flicker of black feathers. Then another.

Crows.

I stood, water dripping from my hands, and watched as they gathered on the low branches, silent, too still for birds. There was something deliberate in the way they faced me, like sentinels.

The voice spoke once more, soft as a breath.

“Your days of peace are numbered, Aren. The stream will test you.”

Before I could answer though I never knew if it could hear me, the wind shifted. The crows took flight all at once, vanishing into the morning sky like pieces of shadow torn away.

I stood alone by the stream, the sound of its current filling the silence. But something inside me had changed. The voice had never given a warning before. And in my chest, beneath the steady beat of my heart, I felt the first ripple of something I could not name.
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Chapter Two – The First Omen
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By the time I returned to the village, the morning fog had thinned into a pale veil drifting over the rooftops. Smoke curled lazily from the baker’s chimney, and the smell of fresh bread followed me down the narrow lane that wound between whitewashed cottages. Children were chasing a hoop made of bent willow, their laughter bouncing off the stone walls like the ringing of small bells.

It was all the same as it had been yesterday.

And yet—

It wasn’t.

I could feel it in the air, as if the sunlight itself had weight, pressing just enough on my shoulders to make me notice. My grandmother once told me that the body feels storms before the sky admits them, and this was the same sensation—a change on the edge of arrival.

“Early for you,” said a voice from the doorway ahead.

It was Merek, the cooper, leaning against the frame of his workshop, a half-sanded barrel at his side. His arms were roped with muscle, his beard more salt than pepper. He had been a friend of my father’s, and he had known me since I could walk.

“Couldn’t sleep,” I answered. “Felt like walking to the stream.”

His eyes narrowed, just a little. “The valley’s quiet this time of year.”

“Not this morning,” I said without thinking.

He gave a slow nod, as though I had confirmed something he already suspected, but he said nothing more. Instead, he turned back inside, the rasp of sandpaper against wood following me as I passed.

By midday, the market square was alive. Fishermen had returned with their catch—silver-scaled mackerel, red snapper, and the odd blue crab that snapped its claws at anyone who came too close. Women sold baskets of apples and jars of honey, their voices rising in cheerful haggling. It was the same every week, but today I noticed something strange.

There were strangers among us.

Three men, dressed in traveling cloaks of deep gray, their boots too fine for fishing or farm work. They stood at the edge of the square, speaking quietly to one another while their eyes scanned the crowd. They smiled when someone met their gaze, but the smiles never touched their eyes.

The muse’s warning thudded in my mind. They come with smiles, but not for your good.

One of them, a tall man with hair black as wet ink, noticed me watching. His smile widened, almost warm, and he lifted a hand in greeting. I didn’t move. Something about the way he looked at me was too precise, as if he had been looking for me all along.

A shadow moved above us. I glanced up and saw a crow circling, its wings cutting across the sunlight. Then another. Then three more. They didn’t caw, didn’t flap wildly—just drifted in slow, deliberate arcs over the square.

“Odd, isn’t it?” said a voice beside me.

I turned. An old woman stood
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