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The river knew its name, or so the elders said. To the people of the Three Tribes—the Anora, the Basi, the Caeli—it was the Lira, the Life-Giver. It sang a constant, low-throated song as it carved its way through the heart of the continent, a silvery-blue vein that sustained everything. Its waters, born in the distant, cloud-piercing peaks of the Spine of the World, flowed with a patient grace, blessing the five towns that clustered on its banks and dictating the rhythms of life for two nascent countries, Althea and Brenn, still nursing the wounds of a recent, uneasy partition.

In the town of Rivergate, situated at a strategic fork where the Lira was at its widest and most generous, the air was thick with the scent of jasmine and baking bread. It was the eve of the Full Moon Water Festival, the most sacred night in the shared calendar of the tribes. For one night, the political lines drawn on maps by men in distant capitals faded into irrelevance. The river belonged to everyone, and everyone belonged to the river.

Kaelen of the Anora stood on the porch of his family’s sprawling, river-stone house, watching his daughter, Anya, try to braid river-reeds into a ceremonial crown. At sixteen, her brow was furrowed in concentration, her tongue caught between her teeth. She had her mother’s fierce dark eyes and his own stubborn chin. The sight of her, so intent on a tradition that felt as ancient as the stones beneath his feet, filled him with a profound, aching love.

“The smaller ones at the base, my heart,” he said softly, his voice a low rumble. “They hold the structure.”

Anya looked up, a flash of impatience in her eyes, then a smile. “I know, Papa. I want it to be perfect for the offering.”

Kaelen was a historian and a keeper of the old ways, a man whose life’s work was etched in the lines of ledgers and the memories of the elders. He believed, with every fiber of his being, that to forget the past was to sever your own roots. And the Lira was the deepest root of all.

His wife, Elara, emerged from the house, wiping her hands on her apron. She was Basi, her people known as the traders and negotiators. Where Kaelen was solid and contemplative like riverstone, Elara was quick and fluid as the current. She ran the family’s small but prosperous barge business, her sharp mind understanding the language of currents and commerce better than anyone.

“The Basi delegation has arrived,” she said, her voice tight with a familiar, weary tension. “My cousin, Ronan, is with them.”

Kaelen’s smile faded. Ronan was a water-baron in the making, a man who saw the Lira not as a life-giver, but as a ledger entry. He had already begun buying up water rights from struggling farmers on the Althean side, amassing influence while speaking of “efficiency” and “modernization.” To Kaelen, it was a sacrilege.

“He will not spoil the festival,” Kaelen said, more a hope than a statement.

“He brings news from the capital,” Elara replied, her gaze drifting towards the river. “The Brennish are building a new survey post, upstream. They say it’s for flood control.”

A cold knot tightened in Kaelen’s stomach. “Flood control,” he repeated, the words tasting like ash. The Lira had been low this year, lower than he could ever remember. The snowmelt from the Spine had been meager, the summer rains sporadic. The river’s song had become a whisper.

“Don’t speak of it tonight,” Elara pleaded, touching his arm. “For Anya. For everyone.”

He nodded, forcing the worry down. Tonight was for tradition, for unity.

As dusk bled into a velvety, moon-washed night, the banks of the Lira came alive. Hundreds of people from all three tribes and both sides of the political border gathered. They wore their ceremonial best: the Anora in deep blue woven with silver thread, representing the river’s depths; the Basi in vibrant greens and golds, for the life along its banks; the Caeli in airy whites and greys, symbolizing the mountain sources and the clouds that fed them.

Torches flickered, their light dancing on the dark, restless water. The air hummed with the music of flutes and drums, with laughter, and with the old, shared language of the tribes, a tongue that predated the borders of Althea and Brenn.

At the center of it all stood Anya, her reed crown finally perfect upon her head. She was this year’s Water Maiden, chosen to lead the procession and make the first offering. She looked ethereal in the moonlight, a living embodiment of their hope. Kaelen’s chest swelled with pride as he and Elara watched her step to the water’s edge, a woven basket of flowers, herbs, and sweet breads in her hands.

The crowd fell silent. The only sound was the hushed sigh of the river and the crackle of the torches.

Anya knelt, her reflection shimmering on the dark surface. She began the chant, her young voice clear and steady, carrying the ancient words of gratitude and plea.

“Lira, Life-Giver, from the stone-womb born,

Your silver path, our hope, our dawn.

We offer thanks for your boundless flow,

Guard our spirits, where’er we go.”

As the last syllable faded, she leaned forward to place the basket upon the water. It was the moment the festival reached its apex—the moment the river accepted their gift.

But the basket did not float. It settled, then listed, the edge of the woven reeds catching on something just beneath the surface. Anya, flustered, gave it a gentle push. It rocked, then stuck fast.

A murmur rippled through the crowd. This had never happened.

Kaelen stepped forward, his historian’s mind racing. He waded into the shallows, the water cool around his ankles. He reached for the basket, his fingers brushing against what had snagged it. It was not a rock. It was tough, fibrous, and familiar. He pulled, and a thick, rubbery vine came up, tangled with riverweed.

Knotweed. An invasive, thirsty plant from the southern continents, a stowaway on trading ships decades ago. It was a plant that choked the life from native species, its roots forming dense mats that siphoned water and silted the channels. But it had never been this far upstream. And it had never been this thick.

He looked up, his eyes meeting Elara’s across the silent crowd. In her face, he saw the same dawning horror. The river was not just low; it was sick. It was being strangled.

The perfect moment was broken. The spell of the festival shattered. The silence was now heavy, fraught with unspoken fear.

It was then that Ronan chose to speak. He stood, a portly man in expensive, travel-stained clothes, his voice cutting through the unease. “You see?” he announced, not to anyone in particular, but to everyone. “The old ways cannot fix new problems. The river is changing. We must change with it. We must manage what is left.”

Anger, hot and sharp, flared in Kaelen. This was Ronan’s solution? To “manage” the Lira as one would manage a failing business? To parcel out its dying breaths to the highest bidder?

“This is not a matter of management, Ronan,” Kaelen’s voice boomed across the water, louder than he intended. “This is a matter of respect. This weed... it is a symptom. A symptom of our neglect!”

“Our neglect?” a new voice countered. It was Henrik, a tall, stern-faced man from the Brennish side of the river, leader of the Caeli tribe in his territory. “The neglect is on your side, Kaelen. Your Althean farmers draw more than their share. Your new irrigation canals bleed the Lira dry before she can reach our fields.”

And just like that, the old fault lines, papered over by ceremony, cracked wide open. The unity of the tribes splintered into the nationalism of the countries.

“Your survey post upstream,” Elara shot back, her trader’s diplomacy gone, replaced by a mother’s protectiveness for her daughter’s shamed ceremony. “What is it truly for, Henrik? To measure the water so you can hoard it?”

Accusations flew like arrows across the torchlit river. Althea blamed Brenn for its upstream ambitions. Brenn blamed Althea for its wasteful consumption. The Basi, whose town of Crosswater was split by the border, looked on, trapped in the middle.

Anya stood frozen at the water’s edge, her offering basket still half-submerged, a pathetic symbol of their failed reverence. The crown of reeds felt foolish on her head. The sacred chant felt like empty words. She looked at her father, his face contorted in anger. She looked at her mother, her expression sharp and defensive. She looked at the faces in the crowd, once united in celebration, now twisted by suspicion and fear.

The love for the river, the one thing that was supposed to bind them, was curdling into a political weapon.

Kaelen saw the look on his daughter’s face—the crushed idealism, the betrayal—and his heart broke. He waded out of the water, the knotweed vine still clutched in his hand like a vile trophy.

“This,” he said, his voice dropping, but carrying in the sudden hush. He held up the dripping vine. “This is our true enemy. Not each other. This, and the failing rains, and the melting glaciers we are too blind to see. We are fighting over the last drops in a cup, while the wellspring itself is poisoning!”

But his words were lost. The moment for unity had passed. The crowd began to disperse, not as one people, but as separate, hostile groups, muttering in their national tongues, casting dark looks across the water. The music did not start again. The torches were doused, one by one, plunging the riverbank into a deeper darkness.
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