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Flight Log Entry #1

They said he was going to die on a Wednesday.

No one said it to his face, of course. That wasn’t how Larkson, Oklahoma worked. Here, if you had something cruel to say, you passed it quietly across folded arms in the bleachers, or behind a hand while holding a church bulletin. Out loud, it was just called “concern.” The teachers at Harrison Regional called it “observational worry.” Zelven Holt was going to die on a Wednesday, and it was a shame, because he had such promise.

He had promise the way a cracked phone screen still shows a good picture if you tilt it just right.

That was what they said about him.

They didn’t say it to him.

It was Tuesday night when he started the assembly. The barn smelled like rust, rain, and old goat bedding. Thunder pressed its knuckles against the clouds but didn’t break them open just yet. The air was too heavy for that, like it was holding its breath.

Zelven sat on a rust-streaked stool under a swaying shop light. He held a soldering iron in one hand, a square of black composite material in the other. He hadn’t slept properly in four days, unless you counted 11-minute floor naps and the kind of eye-blinks that stole an hour when you weren’t looking. His laptop battery was dying, the screen flickering between his propulsion shield models and a paused YouTube video from 2012 showing someone crashing a jet-powered go-kart.

His voice recorder had finally burned out, so tonight’s log was just him, the hum of the barn, and a $1 spiral notebook that was now on page 187.

FLIGHT LOG ENTRY #1 – LIVE BUILD TEST DRAFT.

Second axis shield re-layered with reflective filament. Not reactive, yet.

Drag duct curves wrong. It’s probably gonna snap under 40mph. But...

He stopped, looked down at the long, bent cardboard sheets laid out on the floor.

He exhaled, ran a gloved hand over the bigger one. Duct tape crinkled along the edge. He’d cut them from a refrigerator box left in a junk pile outside the appliance store on Main. They weren’t wings. Not really. Not in shape or performance. They were just flat—raw surface area with no lift dynamics, no structural fidelity. But they existed. They would hit air. That was all they needed to do.

This was about contact. Not flight.

He wasn't trying to soar. He was trying to see what failed first.

“You still alive in there?”

The voice came from the outside of the loft door. Khai. Flat, dry, bored. Not worried, not angry—just there. Always.

He didn’t answer right away.

“I brought you food,” she said.

Still no answer.

She stepped in anyway. Combat boots scraped across the wooden ramp. She wore a hoodie two sizes too big and a ballcap that hadn’t been white since freshman year. She looked like a guy, but she wasn’t one. Not really. Not when you caught her in those strange moments she thought no one saw. Like this one.

She set a lunch bag down on the bench beside him and stood there quietly.

“You’re gonna jump tomorrow, aren’t you,” she said.

He glanced at her, barely.

“If you die,” she added, “can I have your duct tape?”

Entry continued:

Khai thinks I’m gonna die. Rishi thinks it’ll be “hilarious,” unless it works, and then he’ll cry and post it like it was always his idea. I don’t think I’ll die.

I think I’ll probably just break my shoulder again.

The rain started. Not loud. Just present. Like static laid over the moment.

Wednesday, 7:42 AM.

Air temp: 62°F.

Winds: 8mph from southeast.

Launch platform: barn roof, east ridge.

There were eighteen paper planes on the floor.

Each one marked with a Sharpie along the spine—M1 through M18—like test missiles laid out in a museum, or maybe a morgue. Some were clean, folded precisely from heavy printer stock. Others had been patched and re-patched with tape, grease pencil notations curling along the wings. One had a nose packed with a dime and folded foil, its tip darkened from a burn test that had gone wrong and nearly taken Zelven’s left eyebrow with it.

Khai stepped over them like they were landmines. She crouched near the far wall and picked up M6—a wide-wing design with twin stabilizer folds and a paperclip counterweight.

“You still flying these things like they mean something?” she asked, flipping it once in her hand.

“They all mean something,” Zelven said, without looking up.

He was crouched on the plywood roof just outside the loft doors, hunched under the slanted pitch like a soldier in a foxhole. His eyes tracked the wind, the trees, the dust lines on the field below. Rishi’s old weather drone—a rigged-up RC helicopter with a duct-taped barometer—hovered on a cable above the barn like a lazy hummingbird, its whine fading in and out.

Zelven held M18 loosely in his hand. It was narrow, sharpened, weighted precisely at the nose and tail with slivers of copper tape. The fold lines were ruled with mechanical pencil, half a millimeter apart.

He flicked his wrist, launching it forward in a fast, tight arc. The plane knifed through the rising air, caught an invisible seam, and dipped—barely. Then leveled. Then glided. Thirty-four feet, ground to ground.

It landed nose-down in a rut with a satisfying crunch.

“Thirty-four and a quarter,” he murmured.

“You clocked that by eye?”

“No. Rishi laser-marked the field,” he said, already scribbling in the notebook Khai hadn’t even seen him open.

She picked up M12 from the pile, held it out like a knife.

“This one’s got burn marks on the wings,” she said. “You strafe the dog again?”

“Thermal wing memory test,” he replied, as if that were a normal sentence. “I needed to see if heat distortion increased left-drift in the last three seconds of flight.”

She blinked at him. “Did it?”

He paused. “No.”

She tossed the plane like a dart over the field. It nose-dived instantly, snapping into a fence post with a sad flutter.

“Well, that one’s retired.”

Rishi arrived five minutes later, slamming the driver’s side of his busted-up Civic so hard the passenger mirror fell off again.

“Alright, nerds!” he shouted, hoisting a crumpled duffel bag over his shoulder. “I brought the altimeter rig, two cameras, one pair of defrosted pizza rolls, and enough batteries to burn this barn to the ground. Who’s ready to die creatively?”

He spotted the cardboard wings propped against the far beam and stopped cold.

“Oh. Oh no,” he said, pointing. “You’re really doing it, aren’t you?”

Zelven didn’t look at him. Just stared into the sky like it owed him an answer.

Rishi set the duffel down.

“Okay,” he said. “Let me go calibrate my guilt. I’d like to feel just enough responsible that it makes me cooler when this goes viral.”

Khai snorted softly and nudged M6 into her back pocket.

Zelven stood, arms stiff at his sides, spine drawn tight as a cable. The paper planes at his feet were still. The barn creaked beneath him like an old throat clearing itself.

“Last test run,” he said.

“To do what?” Rishi asked.

Zelven turned.

“To fail one more time.”

He reached for the duct-taped cardboard wings and dragged them to the ledge.

They weren’t even shaped like wings. Just two long, jagged slabs of refrigerator box reinforced with taped-up PVC struts, straddling each arm like crooked slabs of roofing material. The harness was a repurposed toolbelt, frayed and stained, looped through two drilled-out hinge brackets scavenged from an old screen door.

Zelven pulled them on slowly, deliberately, as if he were suiting up for something sacred.

Khai leaned back against the barn’s interior frame, chewing the inside of her cheek. She didn’t say anything—not yet. Rishi watched with his arms folded, the duffel bag half-unzipped beside him, wires snaking out like vines.

“Telemetry?” Zelven asked, tightening the last strap.

Rishi sighed, pulled out a headset, and flicked a switch on the main transmitter box duct-taped to the side of an old GoPro.

“We’ve got altitude on the drone, heat on the field, wind sensors clean,” Rishi muttered. “No telemetry on you. Because your suit is made of trash.”

“It’s not a suit,” Zelven said. “It’s proof of failure structure.”

“You’re the only person I know who builds stuff just to see how it breaks,” Khai said. “Everyone else tries to make it fly. You make it crash on purpose.”

Zelven stood at the edge of the roof, one boot toe hanging over the last shingle. The wind shifted—just a little. Enough to raise the hem of his hoodie. Enough to make the left cardboard slab rattle.

“It’s not about flying,” he said, almost to himself. “It’s about knowing why it won’t.”

He took three steps back.

Khai adjusted her stance, suddenly upright.

Rishi raised the camera.

Zelven stared out at the field, empty and golden with early morning sun. The wheatgrass swayed in long, lazy waves. Nothing moved beyond the fence lines. No cars. No birds. No interruptions.

FLIGHT LOG ENTRY #1 – Launch sequence activated.

Prototype: Surface wing configuration A.

Control: Null. Powered by gravity and velocity only.

Goal: record final failure curve.
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Zelven took off running.

Khai didn’t yell this time.

Rishi didn’t crack a joke.

The cardboard flaps caught wind like open sails. One bent sideways, fluttering violently. Zelven leaned forward, feet slamming hard into the slope of the roof as he gained speed.

Three steps.

Two.

One.

He jumped.

The world held its breath for exactly one second.

Long enough for the flaps to straighten.

Long enough for the weight shift to register.

Long enough for Zelven Holt to leave the roof of his grandfather’s barn and hang there in the air—just long enough to wonder what might happen if it worked.

Then gravity reclaimed its mistake.

The crash wasn’t spectacular. It was just loud. A dull, hard whomp followed by a thud and an airborne cardboard sheet helicoptering lazily to the ground.

Zelven groaned.

Somewhere off to the side, Rishi whooped and clapped. “Oh, that’s going viral. That’s going viral, my dude. You faceplanted like it owed you money!”

Khai jogged across the grass and crouched beside him. “You breathing?”

“I think I swallowed my retainer,” Zelven muttered.

She offered him a hand. He took it without thinking.

Two hours later, he was back in the barn, sitting on the stool with ice against his shoulder and M18 on his lap. Rishi was somewhere out back flying the drone like it was a combat sim. Khai was organizing bolts and wires and not talking.

Zelven stared at the broken edge of one of the cardboard wings. He held it up to the light and watched how it bent—where it buckled. Then he looked over at the corner of the bench.

The reflective strip of test shield A1 still sat there, untouched.

He leaned forward slowly and picked it up.

It didn’t look like much—just a rectangle of silvery-black composite with a subtle sheen, like metal that didn’t know if it wanted to reflect or absorb. He had hammered it flat with an old pipe, heat-treated it in the firepit, and cooled it in Khai’s mom’s fridge. It wasn’t supposed to do anything.

But it had.

That morning, right before the jump, he’d aimed a test light at the edge. The beam bounced back—but brighter. He thought it was a glitch. Thought the lens was dirty.

But now he wasn’t so sure.

Zelven set down the busted paper plane and reached for the shield.

He turned it gently in the light.

And it shined. But not just back at him.

It shined through.

The metal glinted again, low and subtle under the barn light.

Zelven turned it once in his fingers, felt the cool edge, saw the distortion ripple faintly across its face—and then set it down.

Not now.

He slid it back under the stack of torn notebook pages, brushed the edge of the paper until it disappeared beneath the mess.

He’d overthink it later.

Khai sat cross-legged on the barn floor, surrounded by zip ties and stripped copper wire. Her hair was jammed under her hoodie now, and her sleeves were shoved to her elbows like she was getting ready to clean a fish tank.

She didn’t look up.

“You knew that was dumb, right?” she asked.

Zelven stretched his legs slowly and winced. “Which part?”

“All of it. But mostly the jump. And the flapping. And the fact that you sprinted off a roof wearing trash.”

He leaned his head back against the wall, let his eyes close halfway.

“Yeah,” he said. “I knew.”

“Then why?”

He didn’t answer right away.

Rishi had wandered back in with a half-eaten burrito and a power bank, draped in his usual hoodie-plus-backpack combo that made him look like a tech mule. He raised an eyebrow when no one laughed, then slumped into the busted desk chair and kicked his feet up on a toolbox.

“I’m just saying,” Khai continued, still focused on her wiring, “if the goal was to impress someone, it didn’t work. If the goal was to collect another injury, congrats.”

“It wasn’t either of those,” Zelven said.

“Then what was it?”

He opened his eyes again.

Looked at the rafters above. Counted the water spots on the roof like they might rearrange into constellations if he waited long enough.

“I wanted to see where the failure would happen,” he said. “Like, the exact point. Where lift stopped trying, where the drag started tearing, where weight pulled past angle.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
| BELIEVE | CAN FLY

He Tried to Build Wings. He
Accidentally Rewrote Physics

BY
HARONDO EVANS





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





