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Chapter One: The Sound Beneath the Rain
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The first rain came softly.

It began before sunrise, when the Whispering Forest was still wrapped in blue-gray shadows and the birds had not yet decided whether morning was worth singing about. The rain tapped gently on cedar needles, slipped down the sides of mossy stones, and gathered in silver beads along the fern leaves.

Deep beside the river, inside a warm lodge built of branches, mud, bark, and patient teeth, Brindle the beaver opened one eye.

Drip.

Drip.

Drip.

He listened.

Brindle was very good at listening to rain. Not the way Oliver Owl listened to faraway things in the dark, or the way Sage Nut listened to the hush between thoughts. Brindle listened the way builders listen.

He heard where the water landed.

He heard where the mud softened.

He heard where a branch shifted under weight.

And beneath all of it, he heard the river.

Usually the river spoke in a steady voice, rolling past stones, curling around roots, and brushing gently against the bank near Brindle's lodge. It was a sound he trusted. A working sound. A useful sound.

But this morning, the river sounded different.

It was louder.

Not angry exactly.

But restless.

Brindle sat up.

His round brown ears twitched. His broad tail rested flat against the floor of the lodge, still damp from yesterday's work. Around him, the walls smelled of cedar chips and river clay. Everything was exactly where it should be: the woven willow strips, the stack of bark patches, the smooth repair stones, the bundle of reeds tied neatly beside the doorway.

Brindle liked things in their places.

Things in their places meant the world was behaving.

Outside, thunder murmured beyond the hills.

Brindle frowned. "That river is up," he whispered.

No one answered, because Brindle lived alone in his lodge, and also because tools are famously poor conversationalists. A bundle of sticks may be useful, but it has very little to say about weather.

He slipped through the underwater entrance and rose into the gray morning.

Rain dotted the surface of the river in thousands of tiny circles. Mist curled between the tree trunks. The forest smelled of wet leaves, clean bark, and the deep muddy sweetness that came when the earth drank more than it expected.

Brindle swam to the bank and climbed out.

Then he stopped.

The river had risen nearly to the roots of the old cedar.

Brindle stared.

The old cedar stood at the bend of the river, where the bank curved in a wide green arm. Its roots usually rested high above the water, thick and twisted like sleeping dragons. But now the river lapped against them, tugging at the soil beneath.

Brindle's whiskers stiffened. "That is not good."

A small chunk of mud slid from the bank and plopped into the current.

Then another.

Plop.

Brindle hurried closer.

The bank was soft. Too soft. Yesterday it had been firm beneath his paws. Now it trembled under the rain, and thin streams of muddy water ran down its side like worried little roads.

Brindle pressed one paw against the earth.

It crumbled.

He pulled back quickly. "Well," he said, trying to sound calm, "that will need fixing."

The river rushed past as if it had not heard him.

Brindle narrowed his eyes.

He had repaired banks before. He had patched holes in dams, woven branches across weak places, and packed mud so tightly that even winter ice had to think twice before moving it. He knew water. He knew wood. He knew how to build.

This was a problem.

Problems needed plans.

Plans needed materials.

Materials needed gathering.

Brindle turned and marched toward a stand of young willow trees. "I will have this sorted before midday," he declared.

The rain answered by falling harder.

By the time the sun had climbed behind the clouds, Brindle had dragged three willow branches, two cedar limbs, and a long piece of driftwood to the damaged bank. His fur was soaked. Mud clung to his paws. Rain ran down his nose and dripped from his whiskers.

He did not mind.

Work was work.

He placed the first willow branch across the softest part of the bank and began packing mud around it. Then he wedged the cedar limbs beneath the roots of the old tree, pressing them into place with his shoulder.

"There," he said. "A little support. A little pressure. A little sense."

The river pulled at the lower branch.

Brindle pushed it back.

The river tugged again.

Brindle packed more mud.

The river swirled around the edge, slipped beneath the branch, and carried away half the mud he had just placed.

Brindle stared. Then he blinked rain from his eyes. "No, no," he muttered. "That is not where you go."

He gathered more mud.

He pressed it harder.

The current curled around it.

The mud dissolved and vanished downstream.

Brindle's tail gave one sharp slap against the wet ground.

Whap.

A startled frog leapt from a nearby reed.

Brindle took a breath. "Fine," he said. "A stronger branch."

He dragged the long piece of driftwood toward the bank. It was heavy, but Brindle was strong. He dug his claws into the mud, lowered his shoulder, and shoved until the log rolled into position.

The moment it touched the rushing water, the river caught one end of it and swung it sideways.

"No," Brindle grunted.

He pushed back.

The river pulled.

Brindle pushed harder.

For one ridiculous moment, beaver and river seemed to be arguing over a log.

The river won.

The driftwood twisted free, spun once in the current, and floated away as if it had somewhere very important to be.

Brindle stood frozen in the rain.

The log bobbed downstream.

A blue jay on a branch gave a loud, rude call.

Brindle looked up. "It was not funny."

The blue jay called again. It sounded very much like it disagreed.

By midday, the rain had become a curtain.

The forest beyond the river blurred into dark greens and silvers. Brindle had tried stones, branches, reeds, mud, and one particularly stubborn root that refused to stay where he put it. Each time, the river shifted. Each time, the water found a way around his work.

The bank continued to crumble.

Not quickly.

That made it worse.

It failed little by little, as if taking its time to prove him wrong.

Brindle sat beside the old cedar, breathing hard.

His paws ached. His back was sore. Mud covered his chest. The rain drummed on his head.

"I know how to fix a bank," he said quietly.

The river rushed by.

"I have fixed banks before."

The river did not slow down.

"I have built dams that held through spring floods."

The river curled around the roots of the cedar and carried away another small mouthful of earth.

Plop.

Brindle's eyes lowered.

For the first time that morning, he stopped working. Not because he wanted to. Because he did not know what to do next.

That was a feeling Brindle disliked very much.

From somewhere above, a soft voice called, "Heavy rain makes noisy thoughts."

Brindle looked up.

Oliver Owl sat on a low branch of the old cedar, his feathers puffed against the wet air. His wide eyes shone calmly beneath the gray sky.

Brindle sighed. "Good morning, Oliver."

"It is morning," Oliver said. "I am not sure it is good. The worms seem pleased, though."

Brindle looked back at the bank. "The river is damaging the cedar roots."

"I see that."

"I have tried willow supports."

Oliver nodded.

"And cedar braces."

Another nod.

"And stones."

"Several stones," Oliver said.

Brindle frowned. "You were watching?"

"Owls observe things. It is one of our few hobbies."

Brindle looked slightly embarrassed.

Oliver blinked slowly. "You are working very hard."

"That is what must be done."

"Perhaps."

Brindle turned. "Perhaps?"

Oliver lifted one wing against the rain. "Working hard is useful. But rivers are old creatures. They do not always answer quickly."

Brindle's jaw tightened. "I do not need the river to answer. I need it to stop ruining the bank."

Oliver said nothing.

That was one of Oliver's most irritating talents. He could say nothing in a way that made the nothing feel full of meaning.

Brindle looked away. "I can fix it."

"I believe you can," Oliver said.

"Then why does it keep failing?"

Oliver looked at the rushing water. "Maybe because you are trying to repair the place where the river is speaking loudest, instead of listening to why it is speaking there."

Brindle stared at him. "That sounds like something Sage Nut would say."

Oliver gave a small hoot. "I have been around him too long. Wisdom is contagious. Like moss, but less slippery."

Brindle almost smiled. Almost.

Then another piece of bank slid into the river.

His smile vanished. "I do not have time for riddles," he said. "If the rain keeps falling, the bend could collapse."

Oliver turned his head toward the hills. "The
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