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For those who still listen to the song of water

and know they are not alone.

"Water forgets nothing. Every drop holds the memory of the first river."

— Ancient proverb of Latria

"There is no magic more powerful than knowing how to listen to what the living world is trying to tell you."

— Elaia, High Guardian of the Meloponcha


BEFORE WE BEGIN

In the village of Latria there is a lake that remembers everything that has happened on its shores. There are creatures in the forest that no one has seen in years. There are women who sing to the roots and men who fear them. And there is a twelve-year-old girl who walks barefoot along the shore every morning because the rarest flowers grow where the earth is wet.

This is her story. If you need to know who's who or what's what, the appendix at the end is waiting for you. But it isn't necessary. The lake will explain things as you go.
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The Trill

"Before there are words, there is sound. Before there is sound, there is water."

— Opening chant of the Meloponcha

— Chapter One —

THE FLOWER GATHERER

In which the lake awakens and Mira loses her basket

⸻

Dawn arrived in Latria wrapped in a strange silence, the kind of silence you feel before something breaks the world in two.

Mira Valsen noticed it first in her feet. She was walking barefoot along the lakeshore—as she had every morning since she was five, when her mother taught her that the rarest flowers grow where the earth is wet—and the ground beneath her soles did not have its usual temperature.

It was warmer. As if something were beating underneath.

The mist over the lake was thicker than usual. Mira's reflection in the surface was not still. The water moved in small concentric circles that came from nowhere in particular, as if the lake were breathing.

She stopped. She narrowed her eyes.

Beneath the surface, deep down where the light did not reach well, something glowed.

✦ ✦ ✦

She was twelve years and three-quarters old, which was important, because in Latria it was said that thirteen was the year when a person began to become what they had always been. Mira didn't quite know what that meant, but her grandmother Nan repeated it every time she saw her do something she shouldn't know how to do: find underground water by pressing her feet to the ground, predict rain by watching the flight of birds, or sense when someone was sad from the other side of the village.

"Not yet thirteen," Nan would say with her crooked smile. "Imagine when you get there."

The wicker basket hung from Mira's arm, half-filled with blue verbena flowers and ferns that grew on the northern shore. The verbena served for the teas that the herbalist Duna sold at the market. The ferns, Mira kept for herself. She liked how they coiled before opening, as if each one held a secret at its center.

The sound arrived before she could decide whether to approach or retreat.

It was not exactly a trill, though that was what the elders said afterward when they tried to describe it. It was more as if someone had taken the sound of water falling on flat stones, mixed it with the first ray of morning sun, and given it the shape of a musical note. It resonated in Mira's chest as if it had always lived there, waiting for something to wake it.

The basket fell to the ground.

The verbena flowers scattered over the wet earth and Mira did not pick them up. She could not move. The sound—the trill, the song, whatever it was—filled the space between her ribs in a way that was not exactly pain but wasn't comfort either. It was recognition. Like when you see someone for the first time and you know, without being told, that you knew them before you knew them.

On the lake's surface, the circles multiplied. The water began to glow with that blue-green light she had seen from afar, now more intense, pulsing to the rhythm of the sound.

And then Mira saw the shadows.

They were not the shadows of normal birds. They were too large, the wings too wide, and they moved with a fluidity that belonged to no animal she knew. They swam more than flew, rippling beneath the lake's surface as if the water were their particular sky. One. Two. Five. Dozens.

Water Birds.

The words arrived in her mind without her having thought them, as if the answer had always been there and the trill had simply made her remember.

✦ ✦ ✦

What Mira did not yet know—what would take her days to understand—was that not everyone had heard the trill in the same way.

Her neighbor Kael Forsun, fourteen years old, who lived in the house next door and spent half his time trying to appear uninterested in everything that mattered too much to him, had heard it from his window and had covered his ears with both hands. For him it was not recognition. It was an alarm. A warning so ancient that his body processed it before his mind had a chance to weigh in.

Selia Tamn, the youngest novice the Meloponcha had accepted in decades, had heard it from the temple at the top of the hill and had burst into tears without understanding why, the tears falling on the symbols she was drawing on the stone floor.

And Jarik, the blacksmith, had heard it from his workshop and had struck the anvil with his hammer so hard that it left a new dent in the metal. Because for Jarik, the trill did not sound like recognition or alarm. It sounded like a question he did not want to answer.

"What did you do last night?" his daughter would ask him that morning.

"Nothing that concerns you," he would answer. And it would be a lie, as it almost always was.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mira collected her basket and the scattered flowers with slow movements, without taking her eyes off the lake.

The shadows beneath the water had faded, but the glow persisted, softer now, like embers that still hold heat. The trill had ceased but its echo kept circling inside her chest, looking for a place to land.

"Did you see them?" said a voice behind her.

Mira turned so fast she nearly lost her balance. On the path leading to the temple, leaning on a dark wooden staff, stood an elderly woman Mira did not remember having seen before, though something in her face was strangely familiar. She wore a white tunic with blue embroidery at the hem, wildflowers braided into her white hair, and eyes the color of the lake's deep water at midday.

"Pardon?" said Mira.

"The shadows in the water," said the old woman. "Did you see them?"

Mira hesitated. In Latria one did not speak lightly of the Meloponcha. Her father, who was a fisherman, always said they were dangerous women who put strange ideas in people's heads. Her grandmother Nan, on the other hand, left fresh flowers on the hillside path whenever she could do so without anyone seeing.

"I saw something," Mira finally admitted. "Shadows. Very large."

The old woman nodded as if that confirmed something she already knew.

"Good," she said. "That means there is still hope."

And before Mira could ask hope for what, the old woman had continued down the path toward the lake, her staff leaving small circular marks in the wet earth.

Mira watched her walk away. Then she looked at her hand, where, without having noticed, she had been holding one of the verbena flowers so tightly that the blue petals had left a stain on her palm exactly the color of the water when it glowed.

— Chapter Two —

THE WEIGHT OF SILENCE

What Kael does not say

⸻

Kael Forsun had three secrets.

The first was that he could swim better than any adult in the village, including his father, and that he had discovered this alone one afternoon when he fell into the lake from a tree and instead of sinking, he floated. More than floated: he swam. Naturally, without thinking, as if his body remembered something his mind had not taught it.

The second secret was that for the past six months he had been hearing voices in the lake. Not voices of people. Voices of the water itself
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