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The heat was a physical weight, the kind that made the air shimmer over the granite outcrops of the high fells. The input of his senses was reaching Mitchell’s red-line: the grit of dust in his socks, the relentless rhythmic thwack of his pack against his lumbar, and the smell of sun-baked heather.

He didn't find the tarn by following a map; he found it by following the logic of the terrain. A deep, shadowed crease between two crags suggested a drainage basin. He scrambled over a final ridge of scree, and there it was—a perfect, silent oval of teal water, cradled in stone.

Mitchell didn't just jump in. He needed the transition to be orderly. He followed his established sequence for "The Unburdening":


-  Unclip the chest strap.

-  Unclip the waist belt.

-  Place the pack on a flat stone.

-  Exhale.



He stripped methodically. The air on his sweaty skin was a sharp, cool contrast that made his nerves tingle. He stepped into the water, his toes sinking into a layer of fine, silty sand. It wasn't just cold; it was quiet. The silence of the mountain tarn was a profound sensory vacuum that allowed his brain to finally stop processing the noise of the world.

The tarn was small, but deep enough to swim. As he struck out toward the centre, the water felt like silk. But then, a sensation broke his rhythm.

A soft, sliding pressure moved along the arch of his foot. Then, a distinct brush across his ribs, like a hand, but too fluid. Instead of seeking explanation, his mind simply imagined the water caressing him, accepting him. Just a part of the sensory experience of the water moving against his skin. He focused on the mechanics of his stroke, letting the physical exertion burn off the last of his restless energy.

Ten minutes later, Mitchell drifted back to the edge. The sun was at its zenith, baking the flat shelf of rock that sat just a few centimetres below the surface and warming the layer of water over it. He lay back in the shallows, the water just deep enough to submerge his ears so the world was nothing but the muffled, rhythmic thump-thump of his own heart.

He closed his eyes. The warmth of the sun on his face and the cool wrap of the water around his body created a perfect sensory equilibrium.

Then, he felt it again. This time, it wasn't a brush. It was a weight. Two points of pressure settled onto his shoulders, firm and deliberate. They felt like fingers, but they were colder than the surrounding water, pulsing with a faint, steady vibration.

"You have a very quiet mind," a voice said, clearly audible even with his ears covered by water.

Mitchell bolted upright, water cascading off his hair. He scrambled backwards over the rock shelf, bruising his heels on the hard surface, until his back hit the mossy bank.

Sitting in the water where he had just been lying was a woman. A naked woman. Her skin was a shimmering, translucent blueish white, and her dark grey hair didn't quite hang. It drifted gently around her head in the air as if she were still fully submerged. Her eyes were the exact teal of the tarn's deepest point. 

"I didn't mean to startle you," she said. Her voice seemed to vibrate directly in the bones of his inner ear rather than travel through the air. "But you were so still. Most people who find this place are loud. They shout to hear their echoes. You just... existed. It was very pleasant to watch."

Mitchell blinked, his heart hammering a frantic rhythm against his ribs. He didn't feel fear, but did feel a massive cognitive dissonance. "You aren't a hiker." He stated the obvious, his voice raspy as he tried to take her in.

"No. I am the water," she replied simply, tilting her head. "And you are the first person in three years to wash in me at all, and the first in over a century to do so without splashing like a wounded bird and leaving straight afterwards. My name is Clara. I was named that by a Roman soldier after the purity of my water, and I liked it better than my previous name. Why are you shaking? Is the thermal transition too sudden?"

"I... I'm processing," Mitchell managed, gripping the moss. "I'm trying to categorise what I'm seeing."

Clara smiled, and as she did, the water around her rippled in a perfect, sympathetic circle. "Take your time. I like the way you think. It's very... linear. Very clean. Many people believe water spirits to be savage, chaotic and tempestuous. But I prefer the stillness, the sunlight reflecting off me like a mirror."

She leaned forward, and the movement was liquid. She placed a hand on his knee. It wasn't a ghostly touch; it was heavy, cool, and undeniably real. "I’ve been touching you since you dove in," she confessed with a terrifyingly honest sweetness. "I wanted to see if you could feel me."

Mitchell stared at the hand on his knee. He could see individual grains of silt trapped beneath the surface of her translucent skin, moving like slow-motion constellations.

"Most people don't," Clara continued, her voice a resonant hum. "Their brains have a filter. They feel a current and explain it as a thermal layer shifting. They feel a touch and tell themselves it’s their own motion, bouncing a wave off the rock. They prefer the lie of a lonely world because the truth... that everything is watching, everything is alive... is too much data for them to sort."

"I don't like filtered data," Mitchell admitted, his breath finally evening out. "I like to know the exact parameters of a situation, and experience things fully. But you... you don't fit the parameters of any known biology."

"Because I am not biological. If you want to categorise me, I’m a localised consciousness formed by the mineral content, the depth, and the memory of this basin." She moved closer, the water parting around her without a sound. "I showed myself because you were already seeing me. You didn't ignore the my touch. You acknowledged it. You were honest with the water, so I am being honest with you."

Mitchell watched her. She was entirely naked, but it wasn't the nakedness of a person who had forgotten their clothes; it was the nakedness of a statue or a waterfall. It was total and unapologetic. As the initial shock faded, a different physiological response took over. The blood moved from his head to his lap, and the cool water of the shallows did nothing to hide the sudden, sharp ache of his arousal.

He looked down, his face flushing a deep, hot crimson. "I... I apologise. This is a baseline physiological response to... well, to your aesthetic. It’s an involuntary nervous system reaction. I’m trying to suppress it."

Clara laughed. It sounded like pebbles rolling in a clear stream. "Why? It is an honest signal. Your body is telling me you find this form pleasing. I find that much more interesting than an apology."

She drifted closer, her "skin" shimmering. "My form is not fixed, Mitchell. I am fluid. I take the shape of the container."

Suddenly, her face elongated. Her skin turned the jagged, oily black of wet slate, and her teeth became rows of translucent needle-shards. Her eyes grew huge and pale, like a deep-sea fish. "I could be the monster that haunts the dark parts of your mind," she hissed, the sound like steam hitting ice.

Mitchell didn't flinch. He watched the transformation with a clinical, intense fascination. "The geometry is fascinating," he whispered.

She shimmered again, returning to her moonstone-soft form, then reached out. Her fingers touched his temple, and the contact was like a spark jumping a gap. "Or," she whispered, "I can be the specific shape of your peace."

As her palm settled over his eyes, Mitchell felt a shift in the air. When he blinked, she hadn't just changed; she had calibrated herself to him.

The woman sitting in the water now possessed every subtle physical trait that Mitchell found grounding: the exact height that allowed him to maintain eye contact without strain, a softness of curves that promised comfort, and a face that held a look of profound, focused intelligence. She was his "perfect" version, not because she was a supermodel but because every detail of her was designed to soothe his specific nervous system.

"Is this better?" she asked, her voice now a warm, velvet alto. "Does this version of me make the 'baseline response' more or less difficult to manage?"

She moved her hand from his brow down to his chest, her touch no longer cold, but the temperature of a sun-warmed stone.

"I've been alone in this stone bowl for centuries, Mitchell," she said softly, her eyes locking onto his with an intensity that felt like a physical weight. "I don't want your apologies. I want to see what happens when your logic meets my hunger."

Mitchell’s body tightened, but not with desire this time. His logic, usually his shield, turned into a list of defensive variables.

"The sirens of the Odyssey," he said, his voice clipped and precise. "The Kelpies of the North. The lore is consistent: an encounter with a liminal being in a body of water usually ends in a fatal lack of oxygen for the human. Is this a predatory tactic? Are you altering your appearance to lower my survival instincts?"

Clara didn't pull away. Instead, she sat back on her heels in the water, giving him space, a gesture of respect for his boundaries that Mitchell noted immediately.

"You are thinking in terms of myths, which are just stories humans tell to explain things they fear," she said calmly. "Let's look at the logistics instead. If I drowned you, I would have a decaying organism in my home. You would bloat, you would putrefy, and you would poison the very minerals that sustain my consciousness. It would be an ecological and aesthetic disaster for me. Why would I destroy the first interesting thing to sit by my shore in decades?"

She leaned in again, but slower this time, allowing him to track every inch of her movement. "It isn't magic, Mitchell. I am reflecting what you need so that we can communicate without your fear
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