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Dedication:


I dedicate this work to my husband, who, without him, I wouldn’t have nearly as much sexy material to write about.





























Content Warning:


This is a work of fiction, but it does contain depictions and mentions of blood, hunting, gun violence, injured animals, suicidal ideation, and death.













CHAPTER ONE










SPARROWS HAVE ALWAYS been my favorite bird. Some folktales say they are beings that can travel between heaven and earth or that if a sparrow comes into your home, it means someone will die. On the other end of the spectrum, the sparrow was a sacred animal to the goddess of love, and they often represented true love. In reality, they are round little birds who tirelessly work, diligent in nature, gathering food and materials to build comfortable lives for themselves. I didn’t believe in any special meanings or folktales, but I saw a sparrow the day my mother passed away.


It was a fox sparrow, speckled red, white, and gray, with little black eyes that followed me as I stomped out into the snowy wood surrounding our cabin. It was sitting on the windowsill of my mother’s bedroom. I thought nothing of it as my breath, like fog, coiled up to the heavens. I had gone out that morning to collect firewood and to avoid the evening snow. Mother had begged me not to leave, but I insisted. If I waited until we were out, she would be cold, and her lungs weren’t very good as it was. So I was trying to be diligent and build a comfortable life for us, like a sparrow.


Still, she insisted. Winter was only just beginning. It wouldn’t get too cold just yet. I sometimes wonder if she knew. She wasn’t worried about the cold because she wouldn’t be in the world much longer to feel it. But, no matter how she begged, I was like a sparrow. I couldn’t sit still.


I went out into the frozen wood, and all the while, the sparrow called behind me, its song breaking through the silence in a musical whistle that followed me no matter how deeply I trekked. It wasn’t until I made it back to the clearing where my grandfather had built our cabin years before my birth that the voice of the sparrow stopped. I unloaded the wood onto the outdoor rack while calling out my mother’s name. She didn’t respond, but that wasn’t uncommon. Her lungs weren’t good, so it was hard for her to speak sometimes.


It wasn’t until I had made it into the house, changed out of my chilled and wet clothes, and heated water on the stove for a bath that I finally checked on my mother. She was lying in bed, just as she always was, her sketchbook across her chest, a pencil still in hand. When I went to wake her, she was limp and cold. Her eyes wouldn’t open, no matter how desperately I tried to rouse her. On the sketchbook, she had just finished drawing that sparrow and another bird. The sparrow was nowhere in sight, probably guiding her to heaven while her son gathered firewood to warm a house with nothing worth warming left in it.


Today wasn’t much different from that day, though it had been many years since then. It was another frigid day, but the sky was growing overcast. It would snow soon, and there would be no telling when it would be clear enough to go out again. My wood pile was nearly empty. Though I had no one to build a comfortable life for beyond myself, I was diligent, like a sparrow. So, I grabbed my empty log carrier, slung it across my shoulders, took the ax from the tools by the front door, and made my way out into the familiar cold.


I took a moment to glance back in silence at the backyard where my mother was buried. Unfortunately, the only indication she was buried there was the little pile of rocks I continued to stack and re-stack throughout the year. I couldn’t have afforded the journey out to the nearby village to commission any burial marker, much less the burial marker itself. So this was the best I could do on my own. I’m sure my mother didn’t mind, but I still felt some level of guilt for her poor excuse for a grave marker. So, as usual, I took my moment of silence to mentally apologize, tell her goodbye, and then begin my trek out into the woods on the path that would soon be so laden with snow it would be nearly impossible to travel through without painful effort that would sting my lungs and burn my face with cold.


I lamented my poor luck as I reached one of the small clearings where new saplings from last year’s replanting were growing, only to find thick and heavy snowfall already beginning to coat the ground and trees. I fully anticipated being completely covered with snow and having to trudge through at least a foot of it before I made it back home, but it was too late to worry about any of that. I needed firewood, and I was already out there. I would have to walk back in the snow anyway, so I might as well make it worth it.


So, with as little complaint as possible, I made my way over to the edge of the clearing to the fully grown trees. I dropped the log carrier there, readied my grip on the ax, and started working through the dry hardwoods. As soon as I fell one, I took my time hacking it into small logs, then split those into smaller logs, ready for the fire before loading them into the carrier and moving on to the next tree. All the while, snow was steadily piling around me and onto me. It was taking longer and longer with every tree as I had to stop to wipe off the snow from my shoulders and work to avoid being hit by snowfall from the trembling limbs above me. I only made it through three trees before I was thoroughly worn out and had enough logs to make it through the first half of winter.


By the time I was done, I was sweating despite the chill in the air. All the clothes against my skin were soaked but would stay warm. However, the moisture across my brow and jawline was already beginning to freeze, burning my skin with the ice. The tip of my nose, in particular, was burning painfully, and the fear of frostbite was hurrying my movements as I readjusted the logs in my carrier and slung it back across my shoulders.


The straps pressed into my shoulders, digging the wet clothing into my skin and just adding to my discomfort. As much as I tried to be as diligent and uncomplaining as the sparrow, I could only take so much. With a groan, I started the rough walk back home through the wooded trail. With every step, I sunk into the wet snow and would have to free my other foot to take another step. What took me maybe fifteen minutes to walk through earlier would probably take closer to thirty minutes to an hour because I had to fight through the elements with the added weight of the logs digging into me.


I did my best to focus on the path ahead. Though it took much longer than I would have liked, the white and the woods eventually gave way to the exit, with the log cabin finally in sight. But before that welcomed sight could even enrapture me, my gaze lit upon a familiar red fluffy spot on the ground.


I recognized it immediately as a fox sparrow.


Fox sparrows spend most of their time on the ground, building their nests and foraging for food, but this one wasn’t moving. Instead, its body lay in the snow, still and cold. I crouched down beside it, studying its red-speckled pattern across its white body, giving way to a perfect red, round head with matching gray stripes across each eye. This was the first time I had seen one so close since my mother’s death. Only once I had gotten so close did I notice the blood trail leading up to it.


There were multiple footprints, small and with paw pads. It might have been a weasel or something similar. The blood was still steaming, so whatever had killed the sparrow had done so, maybe not even seconds before I had made it to the entrance to the wood path. It probably had abandoned its meal simply because it had heard me struggling through the snow. I silently apologized to the creature when the sparrow’s eye flickered open, dark and black, pinning me in place.


It was still alive.


My heart was pounding in my chest, and before I knew it, I had scooped the little bird, as light as the snow, into my hands. It didn’t make a sound, but as I ran back toward the cabin, I could hear it: the same song that the sparrow had sung the day my mother had passed. It followed me like a warning long after I had shut the cabin door behind me.






-+-






I RUSHED TO my mother’s bedroom, throwing my soaked hat and jacket onto the floor before kneeling at the bedside, where I lay the little bird on top of the quilt. The creature had yet to utter a sound, which was surprising, as fox sparrows typically performed smack calls to ward off potential rivals or predators. Not this one, though. It simply watched, with its void black eyes, as I carefully poked and prodded it in my hands. Its feathers were soft to the touch with strong spines beneath.


Though it was rounded in shape, the bird in my hands was pretty bony and small beneath the feathers. I had no way of discerning whether it was male or female, young or old, without hearing it sing since males would sing from day to night during the summer season to mate. Judging by its resilience, I had to believe it was pretty young, but otherwise, there wasn’t much else I could identify with my hobbyist knowledge.


As a hobbyist and having never had a pet in my life, I had no way of knowing whether this sparrow had a chance of surviving, but every emotion was burning inside me. I desperately wanted to keep it alive, even if there was no hope. I tried to recall if I had any bandages or some small cloth I could use to put his wings in a sling or stop the bleeding, but nothing came to mind. It was then I realized if this bird had any chance of surviving, he needed to eat, and I certainly didn’t have anything for a bird to eat. Since it was snowing, anything the bird could eat was steadily being buried by the ever-falling snow.


With my inner clock ticking away and panic settling over me just as steadily as the snow, I was mentally preparing myself to go back out into the cold. As gently as I could manage, I set the bird down on the quilt and jumped up to head out the door. However, before stepping out, I peered back at the sparrow whose eyes were still locked onto me. It hadn’t moved beyond simply breathing, but the thought of the bird trying to fly and falling off the bed struck me. So, I shuffled back to the bed, grabbed the pillows, and created a makeshift nest around the bird so he’d be comfortable but unable to make his way off the side of the bed. Once I was sure he wouldn’t fall off, I finally exited the bedroom, plucking up my wet hat and jacket off the floor along the way and yanking them back on.


The wood carrier was still lying in the middle of the living area where I had dropped it without a care, the snow that was stuck to it steadily melting and soaking the wood beneath, much to my chagrin. I was already burning inside at having to clean up the puddle it would surely leave behind and having to dry out the wood when I would usually have knocked the snow off before coming inside. That was a secondary concern, though. My mind was focused on the tiny bird I knew was waiting for me in the bedroom.


On the way out, I grabbed the shovel leaning by the door and rushed outside. As expected, the snow was already up to my knees with no signs of stopping. I groaned as snow inevitably tumbled into the cabin but went out into the yard all the same, where I just started digging. Getting down to the ground beneath the snow was a hassle as I fought against the steadily falling snow. Then, once I did, I found that the earth was hard and frozen beneath. Sticking the tip of the shovel into the ground, it took multiple attempts of pressing my foot on the shovel and jumping to finally break through. Once I had, I was panting, and the sweat around my neck and on my face had frozen painfully to my skin, pulling it taut.


But after all the effort, my sweat was bearing fruit. There were various bugs and buried leafage in the earth, including some berries, which I collected and shoved into my jacket pocket. It was a treasure trove for birds just beneath the frozen soil. Confident I had enough food to feed the bird for at least a day or two, I fumbled back into the house, bringing all the more snow and slush in with little care.


Once again, I took a moment to strip myself of all the re-soaked and re-frozen outerwear and dropped them on the floor after collecting my finds out of the pocket. Then, I rushed to the bedroom with a bit of a spring in my step. Someone was waiting for me to care for them for the first time in years. My heart ached painfully in my chest as I recalled my mother lying up in bed with a smile as she welcomed me home. Not that the bird was even close to an equivalent to my mother, but still. Knowing something alive was waiting in this empty house for me brought to life a part of me that had died alongside my mother.


That only made me move that much faster as I made my way into the bedroom.


When I opened the bedroom door, I froze. The berries and bugs I had collected tumbled from my grasp, abandoned on the floor as my eyes took in the sight before me. I had left behind a small, broken red fox sparrow. What was in its place was a nude man with a shock of red, feathery hair and two black eyes, like voids, staring me down. I wouldn’t have assumed he was the same sparrow I had left behind at first, but then I noticed the wings flexing across his back, white and red speckled, just like a fox sparrow.


A bright red trail of blood was dribbling from a gash across his clavicle down his chest, and his left wing quivered with every breath and seemed tucked much closer to his body than the right, which stretched, lax, around him.


“Who are you?”


My voice quivered as I spoke, the shock and disbelief still sending tremors coursing up my spine.


The man blinked, studying my face before taking a shallow breath and responding with a voice so gentle and small I wondered if it had come from someone else entirely:


“Aurear.”


My mind was racing. I had dropped the ax and the shovel back in the living area. Looking at the man on the bed, based on his toned build, I did not doubt he could chase me down even if I spun around and went for them. Plus, he had wings. I had no clue how that affected his ability to come after me, if at all. Most importantly, though, I peered around the room, hoping to find the little sparrow I had left behind somewhere in the room, but to no avail. The only evidence that the little bird had been in the room was the nest I had made that the man was sitting on, which had small red feathers littered around it.


Otherwise, it was as if the bird had never been in the room.


I was preparing to grapple with the man when his eyes lit on the treasures I had dropped onto the ground, some of which were still alive and trying to make their escape. His good wing quivered. He sat up straight, scooting toward the edge of the bed, but he crumpled off it just as he got his feet on the floor. Aurear groaned, pushing himself up with quivering arms while his legs just haphazardly flailed beneath him.


Watching the pitiful sight before me, all the stress and fear I had been building up around this stranger almost instantly melted away. I couldn’t stand to watch the poor thing struggle like that, so with a sigh, I crouched down and locked my arms beneath his pits. His face flew up to stare into mine, but he said nothing. As I shifted his weight against me, my hands brushed the feathers of his wings. They were soft and fluffy, identical to the fox sparrow I had carried earlier.


I could easily make the connection that this man was the fox sparrow, but even as I made that connection in my mind, I couldn’t bring myself to believe it. There just was no way that was possible. A bird was a bird, and a man was a man. There was no way they could shift into one another or be one and the same. Yet, there I was, helping lug up a man with bird wings attached to his back. When I got him back in bed, I was sweating and panting from the effort.


Meanwhile, he stared at me, wide-eyed and blank. It was like he was completely empty or like a doll waiting for my next command. I almost wished he was just a robber or something. At least then, things wouldn’t be so awkward. Unsure of what to do with myself, I held up my hands.


“Stay.”


He blinked but otherwise didn’t move, as I instructed. I took a single step back, testing to see if he really would stay, and when he didn’t even attempt to follow, I turned around, crouched down, and gathered everything I had dropped. Once it had been collected, I turned around and held them out to Aurear.


He stared at my hands, blinking.


Then I realized he was probably waiting for me to tell him he could move as he pleased. Clearing my throat, I said:


“You can eat these. I got them for you.”


His good wing suddenly shuddered, though his face didn’t betray a single emotion. I couldn’t determine if that was a good or bad reaction, but that wasn’t really my concern anymore. Instead, what concerned me was that the bird man knelt down and started eating out of my hands. Well, he tried anyway. It took him a while to figure out his nose was blocking his way, but once he got the angle, he plucked each item from my hand, one by one, with his lips before lifting his head and letting them fall into his mouth, where he chewed and swallowed them.


I was so stunned by the fact that a grown man was eating out of another grown man’s hands that I didn’t stop him until he was down to the last few scraps. Only then did I pull the remaining prizes away and tell him to hold out his own hands. He blinked at me, eying my fists with the remaining food. At the rate we were going, the stuff would rot before he got to eat, so, with a huff, I grabbed one of his hands, pried it open, and dropped the remaining food there.


Once again, his good wing shuddered.


He lifted his hand just below his chin before pecking at the remaining food in his hand. Once it was gone, he stared at his empty palm blankly. His good wing seemed to sink, and before I knew it, I felt I was beginning to understand him. He was probably still hungry, but as I peered out of the window, it was clear that there would be no chance of gathering more food tonight.


The snow would be piled up to the window sill by midnight.


Why was I worried about feeding this strange man right now? Sure, it was clear that he was the bird I had brought in, but that didn’t mean he could be trusted. I needed to know more about his intentions.


I shook my head to clear my thoughts before directing my attention back to him.


“So you’re a fox sparrow?”


He gave me that blank stare for a few awkward moments before bobbing his head.


“That’s what the lady called me.”


The first face that came to mind was my mother’s, but there was no way he was talking about her. She had been dead for years. Fox sparrows only lived for around three years. Plus, I had never seen this bird-man before, and my mother had never left this bedroom for the last ten years of her life. If she had a bird-man friend, I would have known about it.


I questioned him.


“The lady?”


He bobbed his head again, his wings shuddering as he explained.


“The lady who used to stay in this room. She would talk to me.”


This made absolutely no sense. He was a relatively young man who looked young as a sparrow. He was probably a year old, at most, as a sparrow. There was no possible way he could have known my mother. Yet, here he was, saying otherwise.


Emotion was bubbling up in my throat, and it took a great effort to swallow it back.


With a croaking voice, I asked him:


“What did she say?”


He blinked, that blank stare suddenly sharpening as it stabbed my face.


“She called me Aurear. Then she told me about you. Her son.”


“What did she tell you?”


I didn’t expect the following words that came from his mouth.


“That you were lonely.”


I couldn’t stand to hear anymore. He knew my mother. There was no question about it now. I could still remember her lying in that bed, stroking my head as I rested my eyes on her bedside. She would whisper to me:


I don’t want you to be lonely, Callum. I wish I hadn’t brought you out here with me, so you could’ve stayed in school. So you could’ve made friends. I’m sorry, my son. My sweet little dove.


I don’t know how many times I told her not to apologize. She thought she was doing what was best for me, moving me away from the city into the rural countryside. She didn’t know she would get sick, and our livelihoods would fall on my shoulders. She was the one who taught me about birds, doves, and fox sparrows. I owed everything to her. It wasn’t her fault we ended up this way, yet she always blamed herself.


It had been so long since I heard her worrying about me being lonely.


Hearing those words come from this stranger’s mouth had every emotion that had been tampered down deep inside since my mother’s death suddenly bubbling up in my chest. I wanted nothing more than to go back to my bedroom and cry, but I had this bird-man to tend to until then. Whoever he was, he knew my mother, and I trusted my mother. He couldn’t be too bad.


I wanted to know all he knew about my mother and how he could live so long as a fox sparrow. Yet, as all these thoughts and emotions rushed through me, Aurear’s stare never drifted from me, and his good wing shuddered.













CHAPTER TWO










IT WAS CLEAR he was a male, not just from his body which he shamelessly displayed without a care in the world, but just like a fox sparrow, he whistled incessantly. Whether it was instinct or because he had taken this form before, it took him no time at all to learn he could whistle, and whistle he did. It was truly impressive how much a man could sound like a bird. I even found myself whistling in the backyard, trying my best to mimic his bright and summery tones, only to fail in comparison.


While the poor creature was of no threat to me since he couldn’t walk all that well, I was still anxious knowing he was around. Knowing a strange man was living in my cabin, which I had only ever shared with my family from when my mother moved us here, was enough to send me reeling if I lingered on it for too long. My one consolation was that he was terrible at walking still, so he was pretty much limited to the bedroom. I did feel bad for him, though. Since I had accepted he was, at least at some point, a fox sparrow, this was no different than putting a wild bird in a cage.


I couldn’t do much about that with his limited ability to walk, so I opened a window for him as soon as I got up in the morning. I was beginning to mistake him for my mother since I often did the same thing for her when she was alive. This was as much a comfort for me as it was for him since it gave me a perfect view of the strange man while I was working outside and allowed him to lean out and get fresh air while he whistled. It also made it convenient to feed him, which I did every morning, afternoon, and night. I had already dug up a fresh patch of dirt right behind the cabin that I kept clear of snow and slush as best I could. From there, I’d search for as many bugs and foliage as possible in the chilled, packed earth and then pass it straight to him through the window.



