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I. The Otter Who Heard Too Much

Chapter 1: A Gift That Was Also a Problem
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In the valley of Fernhollow, where the trees argued about who was tallest and the mushrooms glowed at night like tiny lanterns left out by forgetful fairies, there lived a young otter named Pip.

Pip had a gift.

He could hear things that nobody else could hear.

Not just loud things. Not just close things.

Pip could hear a caterpillar chewing a leaf two meadows away.

He could hear the exact moment a snowflake decided to melt.

He could hear earthworms turning over in their sleep.

He could hear the clouds bumping into each other, a soft, woolly thwumph that always made him smile.

Most of the time, this was wonderful.

But sometimes, more often than he admitted, it was too much.

Because Pip couldn't turn it off.

At night, when the other otters slept, Pip lay awake listening to everything: the creek muttering about its rocks, the owl asking herself questions she couldn't answer, the whole forest breathing in and breathing out like one enormous sleeping animal.

"You look tired," his mother said every morning.

"I'm fine," Pip said every morning.

He was not fine.

There was one sound, though, that Pip loved more than any other. One sound that never felt like too much.

The River.

The Fernhollow River didn't just flow. It sang. Not with words but with a kind of music that was made of water hitting stone, water meeting air, water remembering where it had been and wondering where it was going.

Every morning, Pip slid down the mossy bank, dipped his paws in the cold current, closed his eyes, and let the River's song wash over everything else.

For those few minutes, the world was exactly loud enough.

But one morning, Pip slid down the bank, dipped his paws in the water, closed his eyes, and heard.

Nothing.

Not silence. Silence has a sound. It hums, very quietly, like a room holding its breath.

This was nothing. An absence. A hole where music used to be.

Pip opened his eyes.

The River was still flowing. The water still moved over the rocks. But the singing, the thing that made it the River and not just water in a ditch was gone.

Pip pressed his ear to the surface. He listened harder than he had ever listened.

And deep, deep, deep beneath the water, so faint that no ordinary animal could have heard it, the River whispered three words:

"Help me. Please."

Then even that was gone.
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Chapter 2: The Squirrel Who Knew Everything (Almost)
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Pip found Hazel in the oak tree library, which was exactly what it sounded like, a hollow oak tree filled with books.

Not real books. Hazel's books were leaves, pressed flat and stitched together with spider silk, each one covered in her tiny, precise handwriting. She had written books about mushroom identification, weather prediction, the migratory patterns of geese, the history of Fernhollow (which was mostly about arguments between badgers), and one very long book about acorns that nobody had finished reading, including Hazel.

"The River has stopped singing," Pip said.

Hazel looked up from a leaf about soil composition. Her spectacles, two drops of hardened tree sap balanced on a twig frame, magnified her eyes to enormous proportions.

"Define 'stopped singing,'" she said.

"It was singing yesterday. Today it isn't. No plinks. No plonks. No splashing music. Nothing."

"Nothing is not a scientific observation, Pip. Nothing is the absence of something, which means we need to identify what the something was before we can determine why it became nothing."

Pip stared at her.

"The music is gone, Hazel. And the River asked me for help."

Hazel's enormous magnified eyes blinked.

"Rivers don't talk."

"This one did."

"Rivers are bodies of moving water shaped by geological—"

"Hazel."

"—forces over thousands of—"

"HAZEL."

She stopped.

"It said 'help me, please,'" Pip said quietly.

Hazel closed her leaf-book. When Hazel closed a book, it meant she was taking something seriously.

"Then we need Bramble," she said.
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Chapter 3: The Hedgehog Who Was Afraid of One Thing
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They found Bramble doing push-ups on a log.

Bramble was the kind of hedgehog who ran toward problems instead of away from them. He had once chased a fox out of the valley (the fox, to be fair, had been very small and very confused). He had once eaten a berry that everyone said was poisonous just to prove it wasn't (it was, he spent two days in bed, but he considered this a victory of science).

Bramble was afraid of exactly one thing.

Butterflies.

He would never explain why. If you asked, he would change the subject very quickly and suggest doing push-ups instead.

"Adventure?" Bramble said, immediately abandoning his log.

"The River's song is missing," Pip explained.

"Then let's find it."

"We don't know where it went."

"Then let's find out where it went and then find it."

"We don't know how to find out—"

"PIP." Bramble put a spiny paw on Pip's shoulder. "You are overcomplicating this. Step one: go upstream. Step two: look for trouble. Step three: deal with trouble when we find it."

"That's not a plan," said Hazel.

"Plans are for squirrels," said Bramble. "Hedgehogs have instincts."

"Hedgehogs have spines and stubbornness," said Hazel. "I have never once observed a hedgehog instinct."

"You've never observed a hedgehog push-up either, and yet here we are."

They bickered for six more minutes, which was their normal warm-up before any shared activity.

Then they set off upstream.
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Chapter 4: What They Found When They Listened
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The path along the silent River felt wrong in a way that was hard to describe.

Imagine your favorite song. Now imagine someone playing it with all the notes removed and only the gaps left. That's what walking beside the songless River was like. You kept expecting something that wasn't there, and every time it wasn't there, the absence felt bigger.

"Even the birds have stopped," Hazel observed. And she was right. The trees were quiet. The wind had tucked itself away. It was as if the whole forest was holding its breath, waiting for someone to put the music back.

After an hour, the path entered the deep woods , the part of Fernhollow where the trees grew so close their branches wove together overhead like fingers clasping hands.

Pip stopped.

"There," he said, pointing to his ear. "Do you hear that?"

Hazel and Bramble listened.

"I hear nothing," said Hazel.

"Exactly. But underneath the nothing , can you feel it? Like a vibration. Like something humming so low it's below sound."

They couldn't feel it. But they trusted Pip.

He followed the vibration off the path, through a curtain of ferns, over a fallen tree furry with moss, and into a clearing that none of them had seen before.

In the center of the clearing was a rock. And on the rock, with her legs folded beneath her and her eyes closed, sat the most peculiar creature any of them had ever met.

She was part frog, part something else , something older and stranger. Her skin was deep green, but it moved  and shifted like the surface of water when wind touches it. Patterns flowed across her body: spirals, waves, ripples, currents. And when she breathed, the air around her shimmered.

She was humming. That was the vibration Pip had felt , not a sound exactly, but the memory of sound. The ghost of music.

"Excuse me," said Pip.

She opened her eyes. They were gold, with flecks of silver, and they held the kind of sadness that comes from losing something that was part of you.

"You heard me," she said. Not a question.

"I hear everything," said Pip. "Sometimes too much."

She studied him with those ancient gold eyes.

"Then you are the right one," she said. "My name is Melodia. I am the River's Voice. And I need to tell you something that isn't simple."
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