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CHAPTER 1: THE POND BEHIND THE GYM
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The first thing Lily Hart noticed about Brackenmere Primary was the bell. It rang with a bright metal clang that seemed far too cheerful for a wet Tuesday morning. The second thing she noticed was the smell of the place, damp coats, pencil shavings, warm toast from the breakfast club, and the faint green smell of rainwater drifting in through the open doors. Her new shoes squeaked on the corridor floor. Her bag felt enormous on her shoulders. Everyone else seemed to know where to hang their coats, which classroom door belonged to them, and how to laugh without checking first to see who might be laughing back.

Mum crouched beside her at the cloakroom and tucked one loose strand of hair behind Lily’s ear. 'You only have to do today,' she said softly. 'Tomorrow can worry about itself.' Lily nodded because she wanted Mum to believe she was brave. She was eleven, nearly twelve, and old enough to understand that moving house did not ask whether you felt ready. Dad’s new job had pulled them across town, away from Lily’s old school, away from the window seat where she used to read, away from the girl next door who knew every one of her secrets. Brackenmere had a neat brick front, a blue sign, and a playground shining with rain. It also had no idea who Lily was.

Miss Farrow welcomed her with a smile that reached her eyes. Class Four looked up from their books, their water bottles, their half finished drawings, and their quiet arrangements of friendship. Lily stood beside the whiteboard while Miss Farrow said her name. She tried to remember the advice Mum had given her over breakfast. Look up. Smile. Choose one friendly face. Lily managed the looking up part. The smile came out smaller than she meant it to. The friendly face was harder. There were too many faces, and every one of them looked already full of other people.

Then a girl with dark curls and a pencil tucked behind one ear raised a hand. 'She can sit here if she wants,' the girl said. She did not make it sound like a grand offer, which made it easier to accept. Miss Farrow nodded, and Lily carried her books to the spare chair. The girl pushed a pile of exercise books aside. 'I’m Amina,' she whispered. 'The radiator clicks during maths, so people think it’s haunted. It’s only the pipes, probably.' Lily almost smiled. Probably was a useful word. It left room for possibilities.

Lessons began. Fractions marched across the board. Lily knew fractions well enough, but her attention kept slipping sideways to the windows. Behind the gym, beyond the strips of wet grass and the low rail that marked the edge of the playground, a pond sat under a willow tree. It was smaller than the boating pond in Lily’s old park, no wider than a classroom rug, yet it held itself with a peculiar seriousness. Reeds bowed over it. Duckweed gathered in soft green patches. The willow trailed thin fingers into the surface, making rings that spread and vanished.

When the wind changed, Lily heard a sound so faint she thought at first it came from inside her own ear. It was a note, high and clear, like a teaspoon touching the rim of a glass. It threaded through the mutter of the classroom and the scrape of chairs. Lily looked round. No one else seemed to notice. Miss Farrow was explaining equivalent fractions. A boy at the front was quietly trying to balance a rubber on his ruler. Amina was drawing a tiny blackbird in the margin of her maths book.

The note came again, sweeter this time. Lily turned toward the pond. A silver ring opened on the water, though no raindrop had fallen. It widened, crossed another ring moving the wrong way, and disappeared beneath the willow shade. Lily’s pencil stopped. Amina’s pencil stopped too. Without lifting her head, Amina whispered, 'Did you hear that?'

Lily’s stomach gave a little leap. 'I thought I imagined it.'

'I’ve heard it twice before,' Amina said. 'Once after choir practice and once when Mr Pike dropped his keys in the hall. Nobody believed me. They said ponds don’t sing.'

Lily looked back at the water. 'Maybe this one does.'

Morning break arrived in a tumble of chair legs and lunch boxes. Lily followed Amina out because following someone felt safer than choosing a direction. The playground shone with puddles. Footballs slapped against wet tarmac. Someone shouted that the climbing frame was slippery. Amina steered Lily past the painted hopscotch squares and toward the gym wall. The closer they came to the pond, the cooler the air felt. Lily could smell mud, rain, and something clean underneath, like stones at the bottom of a stream.

A low wooden rail circled the pond. A sign said PLEASE KEEP BACK FROM THE WATER. Mr Pike, the caretaker, had painted the sign in careful black letters. The words seemed sensible enough, but Lily felt an odd flutter of guilt as she stepped near it, as if the pond itself had called her over and the sign was only pretending to be in charge.

Amina crouched by the rail. 'There,' she breathed.

At first Lily saw only leaves. Then something pale caught on a willow twig just above the waterline. It was small and oval, no bigger than Lily’s thumbnail, with a colour that shifted between pearl, rain cloud, and moonlight. Amina reached for it, then stopped. 'You touch it. It made the sound for you first.'

Lily slid her fingers through the rail and lifted the object from the twig. It was a scale. She knew that at once, though it was nothing like the dull scales on fish in the supermarket. This one was smooth, cool, and faintly warm at its centre, as if it had been holding a tiny secret. A tremble ran through her palm. The pond answered with three rings, neat as if someone beneath the surface had tapped once, twice, three times.

Amina’s eyes widened. 'That came from something alive.'

Lily wanted to laugh because the whole moment was ridiculous, a singing pond, a moon coloured scale, a new friend whispering as though the playground had turned into a spy film. Yet the laugh stayed in her throat. The pond was watching them. She could feel it as surely as she felt the rain dampening the knees of her tights.

A shout came from behind them. 'Girls, away from the rail, please.' Miss Farrow stood near the gym door with two mugs in her hands and a teacher’s gentle warning in her voice. Lily slipped the scale into the pocket of her cardigan before she had decided to hide it. Amina rose quickly and brushed mud from her skirt. They walked back toward the playground with the careful innocence of children who had been doing something deeply suspicious and very important.

The rest of the day carried the pond inside it. Lily heard water in the radiator pipes during spelling. She saw a bright flash in the silver foil of her packed lunch. During silent reading, a damp circle appeared on the corner of her desk, though her water bottle was shut tight. Amina noticed every sign. She passed Lily a note folded into a tiny square. It said, Meet me after lunch. Bring the scale. Underneath she had drawn a pond with two watchful eyes in the middle.

Lily kept the scale inside her pencil case through afternoon lessons. It clicked once against her ruler when the room grew quiet. It did not sound like plastic, metal, or shell. It sounded like a bell heard through water. Lily knew she should tell an adult. That was what sensible children did when they found strange things by forbidden ponds. Yet every time she pictured handing the scale to Miss Farrow or Mrs Vale, the headteacher, she imagined the pond going silent forever.

By home time the clouds had thinned and the playground had turned the colour of pewter. Mum was waiting at the gate, waving from beneath her green umbrella. 'How was it?' she asked.

Lily thought of Amina’s serious eyes, the singing note, the willow branch, the scale lying hidden among her pencils. She thought of the pond behind the gym, small enough to step around and deep enough to change the whole day. 'Strange,' she said. Then, because Mum looked worried, she added, 'Strange in a good way.'

That night Lily placed the scale beside her lamp. It caught the yellow light and gave it back as silver. Outside her bedroom window, the gutters dripped steadily after the rain. Lily lay awake longer than she meant to, listening. Beneath the ordinary sounds of the
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