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            Dedication

            To those who believe in the power of shared stories and open hearts. This dedication is for every individual who, through their daily actions and unwavering spirit, patiently builds and nurtures the rich and colourful fabric of community, enriching us all.

        
    

  
        
            Introduction

            Stories.

They’re not just ink on paper, are they? They’re the whispers of grandmothers, the boisterous shouts of playground games, the quiet hum of shared memories. They’re the blueprint of who we are, charting our past and lighting paths to our future. Every family has them, every street corner holds them, and every community, whether bustling city or sleepy village, weaves them together into a tapestry of shared life.

But what happens when that tapestry, carefully woven over generations, suddenly unravels? What happens when the familiar threads are torn, and the colours fade, leaving behind a stark, blank canvas? It’s more than just a loss of words; it’s a silence where laughter and lessons once echoed, a void where connections once thrived. It forces us to look closer, to remember what truly binds us, and to ask: how do we begin to re-stitch the fabric of our shared existence?

Sometimes, it takes an unexpected challenge to remind us that stories aren't just found in dusty old books. They live in the resilience of people, in the spark of new ideas, and in the surprising ways we come together.

Perhaps the truest tales are those we haven't even written yet, waiting for us to discover their chapters, one shared moment at a time.

        
    

  
      
        
        
                Chapter One

                The Rising Tide

                The shriek of Mrs. Obinac’s voice through the phone sliced through the late afternoon quiet like a jagged shard of ice. "Johnny! It's the hall! The river's burst its banks! Get down here, quick!" Her words, usually a calm, steady current, were a torrent of panic. Johnny didn't need to hear another word. He dropped his phone, the plastic clattering against the kitchen floor, and bolted.

Outside, the air was thick with the scent of damp earth and an ominous chill. A relentless rain, which had been falling for three days straight, had turned the gravel road into a muddy, treacherous path. Johnny’s old bike, its chain protesting with every turn, spun its wheels, spitting mud as he pedalled furiously towards the community hall. The river, normally a gentle ribbon meandering through the valley, was now a raging, brown beast, overflowing its banks, devouring everything in its path. He could hear its growl even over the drumming of the rain.

He skidded to a halt in front of the hall, the bike falling with a clang as he abandoned it. The usual vibrant red paint of the double doors was streaked with mud, and the small, well-tended garden beds were drowned beneath a murky, swirling lake. Inside, the main hall was a hive of frantic activity, a chaotic ballet of neighbours and friends. Water, a dark, oily sheen, covered the wooden floor, reflecting the harsh fluorescent lights above. Buckets were passed hand-to-hand, mops sloshed, and the air hummed with the strained grunts of effort and the low murmur of worried voices.

"Johnny! Over here!" Mrs. Obinac, her silver braids escaping her usual neat bun, was knee-deep in water near the basement door, directing a line of volunteers. Her face was etched with a profound sorrow that chilled him more than the cold water seeping into his runners. "The basement… it’s taken the worst of it."

He didn't hesitate. He waded through the main hall, the cold water clinging to his jeans, and descended the sodden wooden steps into the basement. The scene below was worse than anything he could have imagined. A foot of water, thick with silt and debris, covered the floor. The air was heavy, cloying with the smell of damp earth and something else, something metallic and bitter. Furniture, upturned and bloated, floated like derelict boats. Cardboard boxes, once neat and labelled, had disintegrated into sodden pulp.

Volunteers, their faces grim, were trying to salvage what they could. Mr. Henderson, his usually immaculate work shirt now soaked and mud-splattered, wrestled with a fallen bookshelf. Sarah, a year older than Johnny, was carefully placing sodden photo albums onto a tarp, her movements slow and reverent. But it was the far corner that drew Johnny’s gaze, a cold, hard knot forming in his stomach.

This was the community’s small, unofficial library, a treasure trove of local history, family genealogies, and the cherished stories of their elders. Books, hundreds of them, were scattered across the floor, their covers peeled back, their pages swollen and pulpy, blurring the delicate script within. Some floated face-down, grotesque, waterlogged corpses. Others lay half-submerged, their spines snapped, their stories literally washing away. The ink had bled, the photographs warped into abstract smudges. He reached for one, a slim volume bound in faded leather that he remembered seeing Mrs. Obinac often consult. Its title, ‘Tales of the River Elders’, was now an illegible smear. His fingers trembled as he pulled it from the water; it felt like a heavy, cold sponge.

A wave of sickness washed over him. These weren’t just books. These were the community’s memories, their identity, their very soul preserved on paper. Every photograph, every handwritten note, every carefully transcribed story—all of it was gone. The weight of it pressed down on him, heavier than the waterlogged pages in his hand. He looked up at Mrs. Obinac, who had followed him down. Her eyes, usually sparkling with life and wisdom, were distant, clouded with an ancient grief. He understood then, with a sharp, sickening clarity, the true depth of what they had lost.

✱   ✱   ✱

The days that followed blurred into a monotonous cycle of cleanup and quiet despair. The water eventually receded, leaving behind a thick layer of mud and a pervasive, earthy stench that clung to everything. The hall was scrubbed, disinfected, and aired out, but the emptiness remained. The basement, once a vibrant hub for community gatherings and a quiet repository of history, was now a hollow, echoing shell. The salvaged items, few and far between, were laid out to dry, but even after days in the sun, they remained warped, stained, and fragile, pale ghosts of their former selves.

A quiet sadness settled over the community like a persistent fog. People still greeted each other, still offered help, but the usual boisterous laughter and easy banter were replaced by hushed tones and knowing glances. The flood had taken more than just physical property; it had stolen a piece of their collective spirit. Without their stories, their history felt suddenly vulnerable, untethered.

Johnny spent his afternoons helping wherever he could, hauling debris, wiping down surfaces, his own sense of loss a dull ache in his chest. He saw it reflected everywhere. In the slumped shoulders of Mr. Henderson, who had curated the historical photos. In the faraway look in Sarah’s eyes, as she stared at the empty shelves. But most profoundly, he saw it in Mrs. Obinac.

She moved through the hall with a quiet dignity, but her usual vigour was absent. She’d sit for long stretches on a folding chair in the empty main hall, staring at the bare walls, her hands clasped in her lap. Her silence was louder than any lament. It spoke of generations of oral traditions, painstakingly committed to paper, now dissolved. It spoke of the stories of their ancestors, the lessons learned, the jokes shared, the wisdom passed down—all gone. Johnny understood that for her, the loss was not just of paper and ink, but of a direct link to those who came before. It was a severing, a break in the chain of their shared narrative.

He found himself walking through the community, past homes still drying out, past the river, now back within its banks but still swollen and menacing. He looked at the familiar faces of his neighbours, at the children playing, at the elders sitting on their porches. He wondered how they would remember their past. How would they teach the younger ones about where they came from, about the struggles and triumphs of their people, without the tangible evidence of those stories? Would the memories fade, like the ink on those destroyed pages, until they were nothing more than whispers on the wind? The thought was a cold, lonely one.

✱   ✱   ✱

Weeks later, the initial shock had mellowed into a dull ache, a new normal. Life had to go on. Johnny was at the hall one afternoon, helping Mrs. Obinac sort through a box of salvaged, but mostly ruined, children's books. The sunlight streamed through the tall windows, highlighting dust motes dancing in the air, a stark contrast to the gloom of the flood.

"Hey, Johnny, you got a sec?" Tina’s voice, bright and energetic, cut through the quiet. She was standing in the doorway, her phone clutched in her hand, a wide grin breaking through her usual serious expression. Beside her, Tommy, ever-present, leaned against the doorframe, a hockey stick balanced casually on his shoulder. He wasn't usually one for community service, but even he'd pitched in during the worst of the cleanup.

Johnny looked up, pushing a damp, mould-spotted picture book aside. "Yeah, what’s up?"

Tina practically bounced into the room. "Okay, so I was, like, scrolling through this Indigenous youth forum, right? And someone posted about this project they did. They learned how to make digital eBooks. Like, from scratch. For their community library, which also got, like, wrecked by a fire last year." She held up her phone, turning the screen towards them. A bright, colourful image of a book cover, glowing on the small display, winked back. "They're calling it 'rebuilding their stories, one pixel at a time'."

Johnny squinted at the screen. Digital books. He hadn't really thought about it. His mind was still stuck on the physical, tangible loss.

Tommy straightened up, his eyes narrowing. "Digital? Like, on a screen? So, no actual books?" He sounded sceptical, almost disappointed. He was a tactile person, always fiddling with something, whether it was a hockey puck or a fishing lure.

"Well, yeah, mostly digital," Tina clarified, her enthusiasm undimmed. "But they said they could, like, print out small copies for events too. The point is, they got all these elders to tell their stories, and then the youth… they learned how to record them, transcribe them, even make, like, cool digital art for the covers. And now anyone with a phone or
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