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Dedication

	For every love that waited too long — and still believed the moon would remember.


Chapter I — The Whisper on the Lake

	The lake held the night like a breath held too long, a cool blue quiet drawn up under the willow’s cascading hair. Wind moved in threads, teasing small ripples across a surface so polished it seemed the moon had bent down to drink from her own reflection and almost fallen through. Lucien Vale reached the edge of the village at dusk and did not light a lantern. He watched darkness arrive the way a clockmaker watches the pause between ticks—interested, respectful, slightly afraid.

	The road had led him to this valley as though it remembered his name. He carried his tools in a leather case, the brass glinting softly when the last orange scraped itself thin along the western ridge. He had come from a town where the bells were too proud of themselves and the hours too loud; the valley’s hush pleased him in a way he would not confess. He rented the room above the cooper’s shop with a view of the mill stream that braided itself into the lake, and he promised himself that, in the morning, he would begin—mend a village clock or two, bring order to the hours.

	But that night, the moon dropped its milk-white veil over the shore and he found his feet drawn out beneath him, drawn toward the willow’s shadow as if the earth had shifted and angled all its paths toward water. He moved with the gentleness of one who understands delicate interiors: the bones of watches, the bones of birds, how things break when you hurry. The village slept behind him: one cough, one closing shutter, a child’s far laugh that fell away like a pebble sinking.

	By the lake, everything softened. Reeds whispered a rustle. The willow bent lower as if to cup a secret. Lucien frowned at his reflection—more pale than he’d expected, mouth set like a line drawn expertly and then regretted. He did not speak to the water. He had no habit of speaking to what could not answer.

	Still, it answered.

	Not in words at first. A tone more felt than heard moved across the lake. It rose like a hum through glass, vibrated in the bridged bones of his ears, and drifted down his spine like a white moth, undecided. Lucien knew sound. He’d heard a thousand kinds of ticking—shy, arrogant, weary, eager. He’d learned how a thin spring could carry a melody of intention. This, though, was not a spring. It was a thread plucked in the dark, and it made the willow tremble.

	He leaned in, trying to decide which sense to believe. The moon rested wan and thin in its old cradle, the edges chipped as if by older teeth. The water kissed the shore without leaving a mark. If he had been another kind of man he would have crossed himself; he only gripped the leather strap of his case and listened.
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