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            Dedication

            To the silent, steadfast voice of the wild, and to all who understand that our own inherent worth is beautifully mirrored in the dignity we extend to the natural world. May we always remember our shared, delicate interdependence.
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        The sun beat down, a heavy warmth on Myles’s shoulders, but he barely noticed. His thumb scrolled across the smooth screen of his phone, trying to coax another bar of service from the unresponsive air. He held the device high, angling it towards the shimmering surface of the lake, attempting to capture the perfect, serene shot for a story no one would ever see. The water below the canoe was a murky green, reflecting the dense wall of pines that crowded the shore. He frowned, lowering the phone. Nothing. Just the endless, empty signal bars.


"Still no signal, city kid?" Jay's voice, bright and a little too loud, cut through the quiet. Jay, his younger cousin by two years, leaned over the bow, his hands trailing in the water, sending small ripples out. He had a way of making "city kid" sound like a rare and exotic disease.


Myles sighed, pocketing his phone. "It's not about being a 'city kid,' Jay. It's about trying to share something beautiful, even if it's struggling." He gestured vaguely at the lake. The words felt hollow as they left his mouth. He wasn't really trying to share anything beautiful; he was trying to distract himself from the dull ache of boredom and the unsettling quiet of the wilderness.


Josey, their older cousin, sat in the stern, his paddle dipping in and out with practiced ease. He didn't look up, but a slight smile touched his lips. Josey was seventeen, quiet and strong, with eyes that seemed to hold the secrets of the forest. "This lake used to sing," he said, his voice low and steady, not quite a reprimand, not quite a story, but something in between. "Not with a phone, Myles. With loons. With frogs after a rain. With the rush of the river feeding it."


Myles watched a dragon-fly zip past, its wings a blur. "It still sings, kind of," he mumbled, though he wasn't sure he believed it. He thought of the documentaries he'd seen, the ones that showed lakes like this choked with algae, fish struggling to breathe. He felt a familiar knot tighten in his stomach, the one he called his "eco-anxiety," a feeling of helpless dread for a world he felt he was watching disappear.


Josey kept paddling. "Before you two were even a thought, this water was so clear you could see the rocks twenty feet down. My grandfather, he told me stories. Said the fish were so thick, you could almost scoop them out with your hands. He’d bring home buckets full of trout, shiny and silver. Now… now you’re lucky to catch a mudcat." He paused, his paddle held still for a moment, letting the canoe glide. "The beavers used to build dams right here, where the stream flows in. Their houses were like castles. The otters would play, diving and rolling, chasing each other through the reeds. You’d sit on the shore, quiet as a stone, and they’d come right up to you, curious, unafraid."
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