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To my mother, who is dearest to me. 


And to those afraid of taking their leap of faith—don't think. Fly. 










  
  
      
        
          Part I

          The Fall

		      
          

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
Chapter One




Helena Nightingale hardly took herself for a night owl, but it was the eve of the Murmuration, and who was she to miss out on the most anticipated night of the year? Dance at sundown, soar at dawn—that was the phrase dominating the streets of Avalon earlier in the day. Now, Helena stood before a great mirror, half-dressed, and admired the broad, stunning pair of wings sprouting from her back; they were as grey and reflective as a storm cloud, and the underparts of her feathers were borderline coal black, yet they were silken to the touch. These wings were Helena’s pride and joy; she took great care in preening them and applying the best wax she could afford to keep them glimmering like knives.

Tonight, Helena had two snug braids restraining her silky, dark hair, starting from the crown of her head and running down the nape of her neck—she hated the concept of loose hair, especially as it pertained to flight, where it had a habit of getting in the way. For clothing, Helena chose a staple of Avalonian fashion: she reached for a tiny, dark mass on her counter, a curious little thing known as a utilitarian ball, or U-ball for short. It had a gooey, almost rubbery texture, and in squishing it between her thumb and index finger—Zip! It spread over her body and around the stems of her wings until she was covered in a fine, navy-colored suit. Designed by the greatest engineers of her time, this suit offered Helena minimal flight resistance, thermal insulation, as well as a salute to fashionable modernity. 

Helena crept through the halls of her house, careful not to rouse her father from his slumber. The crack of his bedroom door revealed his familiar face soothed by the caress of sleep. See you in a few hours, Helena thought, before she snuck her way through and out of the house.

The Nightingale residence was just one of the few treehouses lodged upon Heartwood Understory, a great Redwood said to be thousands of years old, just like the countless others that made up the natural wonder that was the Colossal Forest. Together, these ancient giants housed hundreds of families upon their bridge-like boughs and formed a landmark that could be seen from kingdoms across the Upper Realm. Once outside, Helena surveyed the giant wooden bough sustaining their treehouse, which lay ahead of her like a runway. She burst into a sprint across it, spread her large wings, and leapt off the edge of the bough and into the night air! Tonight, Helena would fly north of the Colossal Forest and up towards Avalon.

The Kingdom of Avalon, known to many as the Silver Empire, sat along the highest provinces of the great and towering Mountains of Ava, which were rich in ore and minerals. It would take weeks for someone without wings to trek up the stark and dangerous roads leading to the sky-scraping kingdom—that is, if they didn’t slip and fall thousands of feet to their death first! For someone like Helena, however, it was only an hour’s flight up and through the misty mountains. 

There was a slight chill in the air as Helena navigated through the outermost parts of the kingdom—mostly mountains and hills shrouded in a thick, indiscernible haze. As Helena ascended, the mist dissipated, casting her into an empire amongst the stars, where castles and palaces—as if carved by some divine hand—melted in relief along the majestic mountainsides. Smaller dwellings and cottages resided in alcoves amidst the rocky ledges, with crystal-blue mountain springs gushing from underneath. Helena savored this breathtaking scenery and rode the steady breeze, her wings lax and stretched, occasionally dipping and running along a tiled rooftop before somersaulting back into the air. It was in Downtown Avalon that she overheard the news that tonight’s great roost would be held at Pietro’s Palace.

Roosts were spontaneous celebrations that boasted all manner of fun to fire the imagination; from bonfires to barnstorming, nobody was ever sure what to expect from one, or when or where the next one would take place. Helena had attended a few in her lifetime…she knew, however, that tonight’s roost would be one of a kind—she expected nothing less on the eve of the Murmuration! 

Pietro’s Palace was a fine establishment with pleasant archways, aromatic gardens, and a courtyard nestled beneath the starlit skies. Here, hummingbirds fenced over flora, bubbling grapes spilled from baskets, and marble-white fountains spewed a viscous amber liquid called nectar—or liquid gold, as some liked to call the exotic and luxurious drink imported from the southern lands of Hummeria. It was abundantly clear that this roost coursed with the moneyed blood of wealthy patrons, and while it was nice in its splendor, it disappointed Helena that there would be little tolerance for backwards somersaults or loop-de-loops at this formal establishment…

Laughter and the sweet scent of flowers filled the air, and cheeky adolescents dipped in and out of the courtyard in blithe spirits. Each of them possessed a pair of sprightly wings that varied in shades and patterns, but never deviated too much from the lustrous color of silver. Their feathers were of a quality to fill pillowcases: silken and shivery, puffing with every chilly gust of wind. These people who could fly were collectively known as Avians, and their wings contained a degree of magical essence that remained hidden to the untrained eye.

Tonight, these aves gathered to celebrate the conclusion of a bitter winter and welcome the beginning of a warm and prosperous spring. This event, occurring at the break of dawn, was known as the Murmuration. As a matter of fact, this year would be Helena's first time actively participating in it, and not simply observing it from afar like she had the last fourteen years of her life! Having just turned fifteen, Helena was finally ready to cross this milestone off her list once and for all.

“Look,” someone whispered, “there’s the Matcher!” 

All eyes gravitated towards the one person in the courtyard wearing a gleaming set of iron armor that caught as much light as his silver wings. It was impossible to overlook Ser Ulyxes Cazador, or Yulix, as Helena called him: a knight who well embodied the spirit of the eagle. His eyes were a striking amber, and his broad wings dwarfed every other pair nearby. Such a dignified disposition could only ever pair with the title of Matcher; on this special occasion, Yulix would have the honor to initiate, or “spark,” the beginning of the Murmuration—a privilege bestowed by none other than the king of Avalon himself!

“Greetings, Matcher,” Helena said with a smirk as soon as they collided. She took in his glamorous appearance and joked, “I nearly missed you in that get-up!”

“Subtlety has never been my strong suit,” he said, puffing his wings pompously before shooting a disapproving look her way. “Nor have roosting and revelry been yours! This is no place for a girl your age. I thought we agreed you would spend the night at home, Lena.”

His reproving undertone plucked at Helena. “And risk waking up late for the Murmuration? I would end up at the back of the flock, with all the stragglers—no thanks! Lighten up, old friend; it’s the eve of the Murmuration!”

“I only wish for you to have good judgment today, that is all.”

She snorted. “When have you ever seen me in the air without it?”

“Your skills in the air are exceptional, Lena—but you are still wet behind the ears! A well-honed ave knows that flying requires a sharp and agile mind…exhaustion dulls the senses and provides a feeding ground for poor decisions.”

Helena rolled her eyes. “I don’t need your sermons tonight, Yulix...”

“Soon, it won’t be mine you will have to endure,” he said, a smile creeping on his lips. “Does your father know you’re out this late?”

Helena huffed and crossed her arms. “I’ll have you know it’s because of him that I’m standing before you tonight! When the flock makes its way to the Murmuration site, I want to be the first person he sees.” 

Yulix’s gaze softened. Perhaps he realized he was being a bit too harsh on Helena—after all, he knew how much she loved her father. 

“Suit yourself,” he said at last. “But if I see you dozing off in the air, I won’t bother warning you when you’re inbound for a tree!”

“If that’s what it takes to wake me up,” she muttered, stifling a yawn. “You’ve bigger responsibilities, Yulix, than worrying about a girl’s beauty sleep!”

“Is that so?”

“Well, for starters, the king handpicked you to be Matcher this year. Which is not only a marvel in and of itself, but also an indicator that you’re inches from becoming a member of the King’s Guard!”

The King’s Guard was an elite squadron of seven knights that served King Haeron IV of Avalon. In taking the oath of fealty to the king, these powerful individuals swore to act as the king’s protectors and closest advisors. Yulix had dedicated most of his early life to such endeavors, starting as a squire at just ten years old and earning knighthood at fifteen. Of knights there were many, but few aspired to the higher road of becoming a member of the King’s Guard…and even fewer ever achieved it. Yulix, however, was an overachiever and such a feat almost certainly lay within his future. 

“Please, Lena,” he said, rolling his eyes, yet failing to conceal his smile. “I must yet present one more instance of valor and heroism to the royal council before I officially qualify for the King’s Guard, and even then, I’m not guaranteed a spot…still, the Captain of the King’s Guard did mention I would be the youngest initiated in seventy-five years,” he admitted sheepishly. 

“I imagine so, at only eighteen! Soon, my good friend, you’ll be in the king’s court, hovering around those upper-class snobs, dressed from head to toe in lustrous, golden armor, indulging yourself with the finest nectar the world has to offer, forgetting us common folk...” She trailed off wistfully, suddenly aware of how sad it all made her feel.

Yulix smiled somberly and took her hand.

“None of that could ever compare to the times I spent soaring with you, Lena. I will cherish those memories all my life.”

With the scent of change in the air, it certainly felt like the beginning of a goodbye. 

“Enough,” she said, changing the subject. “Let’s dance, shall we?”

Time slipped from their fingers as the two aves kicked their feet to the cadence of the drums, which breathed life into the crowds like a beating heart. Helena twirled her wings as she spun round and round to the lively music, though she found herself disconcerted after another ave rudely brushed past her and, with a careless wing, thumped Helena in the back of the head! Yulix also took a moment to regard the curious sight, and they stared after the impudent ave as Helena rubbed the back of her head and scowled. 

What set this ave apart? For one thing, her wings were white and much, much more refined compared to Helena and Yulix’s coarse, sterling-grey feathers. But this compared little to what was arguably her kind’s most distinguishing feature: button-black eyes and an unsettling, fixed gaze that required her to move her entire head to focus on any single thing. Two more aves just like her, each with wings as white as snow, trailed behind her as they dreamily made their way out of the courtyard.

Nocturnal avians were a curious group of people, indeed. They were nowhere to be found when the sun shone brightest, yet came alive when amber rays turned to moonlight, and the forests fell to a still hush. They originated from the regions of Nocturnia, a wintery and isolated wasteland in the Northeast where they saw little contact from Diurnals—aves like Helena, who were most active during the day and slept during the night. Aside from their macabre appearance, they were famous for their wanderlust, as they often strayed from home and roamed the streets of Avalon at night.

In truth, Helena knew little about the Nocturnal way of life, only that they were not allowed to linger past dawn. Naturally, the dissonance between their lifestyles laid a divide between Diurnals and Nocturnals; they hardly ever associated with one another, which is why it piqued Helena’s interest to see a group of Nocturnal avians attending an event which was largely centered around the arrival of daybreak.

“What are Nocturnals doing at a place like this?” she wondered aloud.

Yulix’s hooded eyes followed the white-winged aves uneasily. “They’re leaving, that’s what matters. You know what that means.”

“It’s nearly dawn,” she said with a firm nod. The Murmuration Ceremony would shortly begin. She could not help but ask, “Do you ever wonder what it’s like to live at night like it was day?”

“I’d lead a hundred different lives before I ever considered living in darkness,” he replied, and gulped the last of the remaining nectar in his glass. Helena then snatched it from his hand.  

“Easy up, Matcher! I doubt I’ll be the one having difficulty flying today—your cheeks are red as apples!”

He gave a sheepish smile. “Speaking of apples—have you tried the fruit bar?”

“You know I stay away. I hate flying on a full stomach…”

“You’ve always had the appetite of a bird…come! You must try the dragon fruit—it is in season, and its flesh is ripe and sweet!” 

Helena joined Yulix in sampling an endless selection of fruits, seeds, and finger sandwiches at the fancy fruit bar, where she helped herself to a firm and juicy grape; it burst across her tongue in welcomed tartness. Meanwhile, Yulix plunged his long fingers into a dune of salted sunflower seeds and sprinkled a generous pinch into his mouth. As they delighted in these small pleasures, they couldn’t help but overhear one blabbering exchange nearby.

Helena recognized Jamie Moore from the Colossal Villages—a stout, pig-nosed young man—but not the lanky boy beside him, who appeared to have had one too many glasses of nectar. He stumbled stupidly over his own feathers as he sang at the top of his lungs: 

“…It’s time! It’s time! Time for da Murmurashun!”

“Not yet, Mikey!” Jamie exclaimed with a bellyful of laughter. “With the state you’re in, I reckon the rest of us will be heading down to Blade’s Peak while you’ll be flying home to the goats!” 

“Plade’s Beak? That ol’ cliff?”

“Blade’s Peak,” Jamie enunciated. “That’s where the Murmuration will start, you helpless nut! It’s got a lake as big as an ocean, which is perfect for the ceremony...but you won’t catch me within a mile of that place at night!”

Mikey didn’t catch the meaning of this last part—he gave Jamie a pitiful, blank look and a few dumb blinks.

“It’s fair to be drunk, Mikey, but not clueless! Haven’t you heard? People are going missing by the tens! Just yesterday, I was talking to my pops, who knows a guy in on the case—most of ‘em disappearing are kids, and when they send the hounds to look for ‘em, all their trails lead past the Colossal Villages and end at Blade’s.”

The Colossal Villages, Helena thought wildly. That was her home!

Mikey gave a heavy blow of the lips. “Reckon they drowned…Oh! What if I dive into the lake and see a dead body? Their faces swell like pufferfish, I hear!”

“That’s the thing, Mikey—they can’t find the bodies. Weird, isn’t it? You want to hear something scarier?” He beckoned Mikey to come closer and spoke just loudly enough for Helena to catch it. “My dad thinks the people behind the ‘nappings are sacrificing them in the name of the Fallen Avian.”

Helena stirred uncomfortably at these words. A fallen avian was another name for an exile, or an avian who was expelled from Avalon into the netherworld of Nadiir, never to be seen again. Such a thing was uncommon nowadays, but it was still taboo to talk about it in open spaces—especially in such formal settings as these! Nevertheless, Helena continued listening...

“My great uncle was a fallen avian,” Mikey said, sobering up at the thought. “Banished by the Crown for treason, he was. Me mom doesn’t like to talk about it. Says it’s a black stain on the family name…”

“But I’m not talking about your disgraced uncle, Mikey, or just any fallen avian.” There was a mad look in Jamie’s piercing blue eyes. “I’m talking about The Fallen Avian. As in, the first ave to have been exiled from Avalon.”

Helena shot a look of confusion at Yulix, who did not meet her eyes and continued listening intently. 

Mikey blinked stupidly. “I’d almost forgotten ‘bout that cursed story...”

“It happened so long ago, I reckon most people have…but there are some who look to the Fallen Avian as a symbol of hope. People who resent the Crown for sending their loved ones into exile...listen, all I’m saying is, at night, avoid that lake like the plague.”

Left with a sour taste in her mouth, Helena turned to Yulix.

“I can’t say I’ve heard the story of the Fallen Avian before—have you?”

Yulix replied instantly. “I’ve little use for myths and legends…what’s more important to me is your safety. You must take great care not to stay out too late, Lena, or to fly alone, given the rumors circulating around the kingdom. I say this especially because you spend so much time over at Blade’s Peak.”

He was right—Helena lived less than a mile from Blade’s Peak and often flew over its great lake for hours at a time. The thought of it becoming the hub of some nefarious scheme made her feathers prickle with unease. Where were those missing children going...and who was the Fallen Avian? Helena could not quell the brewing uneasiness in her stomach…

Yulix saw the hour on the clock and straightened himself before diving into the tumbling crowds. Approaching one young man, he whispered in his ear. Eyes widening, he ran over to a friend, who hurried to another friend, who shot off towards two others—until a series of murmurs trickled throughout the room. This process was known as a ripple: a common way for information to spread quickly in large avian crowds. Earlier in the day, they’d been informed tonight’s ripple would be denoted by a single code word which would indicate the Murmuration was soon to begin. In seconds, it reached Helena’s ear: 

“Autumnus.” As it spread, so did a collective silence. 

“Morning, aves.” Yulix leapt onto the stage, his silver feathers twinkling under the limelight.

“Morning?” Mikey cried, rubbing his eyes incredulously. It seemed time had gotten away from him!

“You be sure to fly at the back of the flock and stay there,” Yulix said to him, to shouts of approving laughter. 

“We’ve only moments before dawn. I see the anxious faces amidst these crowds…but I assure you the ceremony will feel as natural as the stretch of a lung. Murmurating is not just a method—it is an instinct which we have inherited from our Avalonian ancestors. When they first stepped foot onto the Great Valleys of Ava nearly four hundred years ago, they battled against warring tribes and predators who posed a significant threat to their villages. Our people, however, had a secret weapon in their midst: the Avian Murmuration! It was the spontaneous flocking of avians meant to outwit a single enemy. Alone, an ave could not defend themselves against these dangers, but in flocks of hundreds—or even thousands—even their greatest foes could not stand a chance!

“Over time, the Murmuration outgrew its defensive purpose and evolved into one of our most sacred ceremonies. Today, we use it to celebrate the coming of spring—a season of rebirth, renewal, and rejoicing! The Murmuration also functions as a symbolic rite of communion, as well. Gather closely, aves, for the greatest threat we face now is solitude in a world meant for fellowship. As you fly out there amongst your peers, relish the true magic of the Murmuration, but keep one thought in mind: only in numbers do we prevail.”

A strange, lonely feeling bloomed in Helena’s stomach as she watched friends, family, and lovers embrace one another as she stood alone. She tried not to let this bother her, instead fixing her eyes upon her childhood friend who stood upon the stage and raised a glass to the crowd.

“To my fellow aves in this room,” Yulix said, “and to new beginnings!”

His gaze had just met Helena’s when a soft gradient of light bloomed in the eastern horizon. 

Dawn had arrived. 

“It’s time!”








  
  
Chapter Two




Excitement swept the courtyard as a periwinkle halo in the distance chased the darkness away. Hundreds of whooping avians poured out into the streets of Avalon, spreading their wings and taking off to join the mass flock that now eclipsed the entire city. A powerful gale overcame the streets, cool and invigorating, and the calamitous sound of a thousand avians thrusting their wings at once roused countless others from their slumber. Those who could join did so, and those who could not marveled from their windows and balconies. Yulix secured himself at the head of these masses, leading the event, and Helena was not far behind. 

The mass flock glimmered like the blades of a thousand knives as it hurtled its way through the city of Avalon, flying to and around the King’s castle—the Aeriodome. The magnificent palace sat perched atop the tallest recorded mountain known to avian kind, overlooking both the kingdom and the world. King Haeron IV, laden with age and sickness, would not be attending the ceremony in person this year. Nevertheless, he sat upon his highest balcony alongside his Queen and basked in the awesome sight of thousands of his subjects rejoicing in honor of spring come again!

The flock set off on a course due south, following the River of Serendipity, down past the Mountains of Ava, and into the Colossal Forest. Families stumbled out of their treehouses to marvel at the flock, cheering and whistling as it passed. Many aves leapt off their home trees to join the Murmurating crowd, while children—who hadn’t yet earned their wings—ran around giggling with their arms extended, pretending they were joining in on the fun. 

Then came the moment Helena had been waiting for as the flock approached Heartwood Understory. From her treehouse, a wingless man burst out its front door, waving his arms frantically as he saw Helena at the forefront of the flock passing his home. Raphael Nightingale had never been prouder of his daughter than he was that day. 

At last, they arrived at the Murmuration site; Blade’s Peak was a towering cliff that projected obnoxiously over the waters of a great lake like the lower half of a bird’s beak. Helena was one of the first to make her landing run at the top of the cliff, before a lake as vast as an ocean; its waves crashed ferociously against the sides of the cliff. Closing her eyes, Helena briefly wallowed in the feeling of the cool breeze pushing against her wings, swaying her back and forth, before turning to Yulix, who landed just behind her. 

Helena was not so oblivious as to miss the profound crease between his brows; it was not like Yulix to be so troubled, but when questioned about it, he seemed reluctant to admit anything was wrong.  

“You’ve been sulking all night,” she told him half bitterly. “Pre-Matching nerves?”

He scowled. “Please! I’m not worried about messing up the ceremony…” 

Yulix leaned his head over the edge of the cliff. Helena did the same. Together, they took a long look at the stirring waves below, which smacked the lower cliffside in jarring CLAPS! It was at least a hundred-foot fall.

“…Hitting water from these heights is like hitting concrete,” he said. 

It was nothing compared to the heights Helena had just flown, but oddly enough, the sight made her dizzy. She placed a hand on Yulix’s arm to steady herself and sent him a quizzical look. 

“Are you trying to make me nervous?” she asked.

Ignoring her question, he whispered, “You’ve mastered the aerial dive, correct?”

There it was—his utmost concern revealed. Helena gasped loudly, prompting some curious looks from others nearby. “That’s what you’re so worried about? You think I’ll miscalculate my dive?” 

Every Murmuration ceremony concluded with a solid, collective dive into the lake, and it was probably the most thrilling aspect of the entire ceremony. It would not be the first time Helena attempted an aerial dive into water, but for some reason Yulix suspected she wouldn’t be able to pull it off!

“Lower your voice! I don’t think, I fear. It’s why I wanted you fully rested, Helena…there’s always some novice who miscalculates…”

“Novice?”

“Oh, relax! I’m trying to caution you. It’s important you dive correctly, or there could be deadly consequences. You’ve refreshed your mind on the Aerial Plunge-Dive Maneuver like I asked of you? Know it like the back of your hand?”

She crossed her arms, thoroughly affronted. “I’m confident I could do it in my sleep!”

“Then I expect to see you alive when I resurface.”

Without a doubt, diving was one of the most rewarding aspects of the avian experience. It often made for a fun skill to show off to one’s family and friends. However, there was a process one had to follow in order to pull off the stunt successfully, otherwise what was thrilling could quickly become lethal…

The Aerial Plunge-Dive Maneuver was the safest, most effective technique which allowed an avian to reach remarkable depths from equally remarkable heights. To achieve it, the ave must straighten their body from head to toe while flattening and extending their wings behind them. In doing this, the ave approximated their body to an arrow, allowing them to penetrate the water with as little resistance as possible. Still, it was a high-risk maneuver, one where precision drew the line between life and death…

The penultimate moment—or what most aves would simply refer to as the "sweet spot"—was that brief point in time, just before the avian penetrated the water, in which they must brace themselves, adhere to formation, and hope for the best. Should the ave hesitate in this golden window of opportunity for even a fraction of a second, the force they’d meet when hitting the water would be enough to shatter every bone in their body—let alone their wings! It appeared, however, that through some biological design, most avians inherited an instinctual knack for executing the plunge-dive flawlessly. For someone like Helena, the chances of missing the sweet spot and breaking her neck were extremely low, and the chance of death was highly unlikely. 

Her exchange with Yulix, however, left Helena dealing with lingering feelings of doubt. In truth, she had hardly put much thought into her ceremonial dive these last few days. Perhaps she could’ve taken the time to refresh her memory on the topic, but in her experience, it took a lot more than theory to master any technique or maneuver in the air. True success in flight, Helena had found, was achieved through the art of risk taking; much like the leap of faith you took when learning how to fly for the first time, you must trust that instinct will carry you away to victory, otherwise it would be a long and terrifying fall to your death! Ultimately, Helena assured herself that it would not take much to execute a proper dive, and trusted that her sharp instincts would guide her in pulling off the maneuver…

Still, there was always that slim chance that something could go wrong. As Helena took one last look at the waters beneath her, each wave slapping harshly against the cliffside, a terrible feeling of foreboding rumbled inside her.

In the short time remaining until sunrise, the chattering aves linked arms and danced their hearts away. When the time came, Yulix made little effort to garner everyone’s attention as Matcher; he stretched his long, silver wings open and revealed a stunning set of gilded feathers across his wingspan. Each golden feather was a medal of honor symbolizing an act of courage or heroism—one needed a minimum of seven to qualify for the Knights’ Guard, which could take most Knights a lifetime to achieve. At just eighteen years of age, Yulix boasted three golden feathers inside of each wing, totaling six.

Because he knew better than to give a long, drawn-out speech to an anxious, pre-Murmurating crowd, Yulix kept his words short, sweet, and profound. 

“At sun’s arrival, the Murmuration will commence. Don’t think. Fly.” 

His words rippled across the crowd. Helena looked at him with all the admiration in her bones, grateful he would be the one to spark her first Murmuration. Today, they would soar the skies together and rejoice in the wake of a new beginning.

“Fly free, aves, and never forget: in numbers, we prevail!” 

As one, a united voice echoed back to him, “In numbers, we prevail.” 

The sun peaked over the horizon, slowly at first, as if shy to greet its admirers. Sunrise. 

It was time for the Murmuration to start. The Matcher released a galvanic howl before sprinting and leaping off the edge of the cliff. This ignited the crowd behind him; thousands of aves, Helena among them, followed his lead in spreading their wings and launching themselves off the edge. Helena lingered in the air, basking in the thrill of the fall before the wind caught under her wings and swept her up and away!

Helena naturally fixed herself within a circle of six other aves who, like her, were set to follow the simple yet taxing guidelines to Murmurating: in a seven-count flock—which is considered the smallest subdivision in any given Murmuration—every ave was to follow the headbird at the center. If the headbird flew upwards, you followed; if they made a sharp turn, you could not hesitate to do the same! It was essential that no member of the flock stray too far, for doing so would ruin the integrity of your inner circle, and the formation would instantly collapse… 

For Helena, the only thing remotely visible were the six other avians in her immediate flock; the thousands of others around her were only a blurry, deafening backdrop. Rushing wind cut like razors against Helena's face and gravity pressed hard on her skull as she and her flock maneuvered through the air, soaring upwards, downwards, left and right, pivoting and even flying topsy-turvy! Her wings bent and twisted behind her, skillfully responding to every shift in the wind. The sun shone brightly overhead; beams of light weaved themselves into the fabric of the teeming Murmuration. The pressing gales howled past Helena's ears and swept away the beads of sweat gathering upon her forehead. There was one surreal moment when she teetered just above the surface of the lake, catching one full glimpse of its mighty blue waters glimmering with the sun’s rays, before being swallowed once again by the mass flock.

There was an unspoken magic to the Murmuration, a sort of "elastic band," if you will, that bonded these aves closely together in the air and was quite difficult to break. Helena especially felt a high regard for her personal flock as they tossed and turned in the air, experiencing the same spikes of adrenaline as they defied gravity. Together, they relished the extraordinary experience of flying in a Murmuration. 

The mass flock rippled! It rolled! It barreled! It lolled! Indeed, the Avian Murmuration was a form of art—a living mosaic that continuously phased, condensing one second and expanding the next, building itself up and then collapsing again. All this unraveled at daybreak, and families gathered at the distant shores to watch, enamored by this natural wonder which hailed the coming of spring. How could a flock of thousands of people truly coordinate such a massive maneuver while ensuring that nobody crashed into one another? That was the true mystery of the Murmuration: how a flock of such magnitude, despite its own inclination towards disorder, inevitably maintained its strong, cohesive character instead of collapsing in on itself. 

As all good things must sometime reach their end, the flock dispersed. Drunk with exhilaration, the aves knew one last thing remained before they sealed this special memory away for good: it was time for the dive. One by one, their wings ceased to thrust, and their bodies succumbed to gravity. Like raining missiles, they shot deep into the waters below.

High in the air, Helena steadied herself as a shriek drew her attention down below. Recalling Jamie Moore and Mikey’s conversation from earlier that morning, she half expected to see a purplish body with a face as swollen as a pufferfish. What Helena actually saw was not far removed from what she had imagined—only this person had lost their life just moments ago. A body bobbed lifelessly among the waves, its wings mangled and neck cracked at an unnatural angle—the young ave had not pulled off their dive successfully. 

“Lena,” a voice called as Helena’s stomach filled with debilitating dread. She turned to meet a set of familiar amber eyes. 

“I’m not sure if I can do this,” she confessed to Yulix, all while fear threatened to consume her.

Yulix outstretched his hand to her. “You won’t do it alone.”

Hand in hand, they nosedived towards the lake. Together, they narrowed their wings and cut through the air like two flying daggers. As the waters below rushed closer and closer towards them, and the wind trilled past their ears, Yulix eventually let go of Helena's hand. Despite her fear and instinctual desire to bail out at the last minute, Helena kept on going and bided her time, waiting for the golden window of opportunity to appear. The penultimate moment, she thought. The sweet spot. Wait for it. Not yet…NOW! She sucked in a breath and submitted to her instincts before impact…

Helena could’ve sworn she saw her life flash before her eyes as she pierced the water’s surface. It wasn’t exactly a pleasurable experience—she may as well have gone head-to-head with a solid block of ice—but thanks to momentum and adrenaline, Helena resurfaced before she could think twice about it. As she floundered for air, mouth drawn wide open in a gasp, an incredible realization struck her: she had done it! 

At fifteen years old, Helena had completed her first Murmuration. 

Yulix resurfaced just feet away from where Helena treaded water. Strands of wet, dark hair clung to his temples and cheeks as he, too, gasped for sweet oxygen. His nose bloomed pink from the water’s chill temperature. He spotted Helena, who shivered from the cold and lingering adrenaline. They looked at one another with pure admiration before succumbing to joyous laughter.

Upon reaching the nearest shore, Yulix pulled Helena in for a tight embrace. 

“May this day mark the beginning of a new and prosperous life for you, dearest Lena,” he said softly. Helena’s heart squeezed with affection. “I’m sure your mother would have been proud to see the fine young woman you’ve blossomed into.”

Feeling her throat swell with emotion, Helena only held him tighter and said nothing. They spent a considerable amount of time in this embrace, swaying in the shallow waters in a gentle waltz as their wings curled over one another, shielding them from the rest of the world. Helena did not want to let go. Part of her was afraid that the moment she did, everything would change. 

When they did part, and the world did not end, Helena could only distantly observe the crowds of celebrating aves gathering along the shores. She knew she should have mirrored them and felt their exact joy, so why was it she could not shake off this peculiar feeling? Could it have been loneliness, despite the entire ceremony being centered upon the notion that she would never be alone? Or was it the premonition of a darker time looming ahead? 

Helena watched as they dragged the body of the lifeless ave ashore. 

She couldn't know for sure. 

    
  The toll of pulling a roost, a Murmuration, and an after-party in only twenty-four hours left Helena practically bedridden the next day. She was only fifteen, after all, and she relished her warm bed until late afternoon, when she decided she would head over to Blade’s Peak for a flying session. First, however, she decided to pay a visit to her father.

Raphael Nightingale chopped a bundle of carrots for their evening stew at the kitchen counter, his wingless back facing her as he did. He was, in essence, a man of the earth; his skin was the color of rich soil, and he was short and stout, like the trunk of a stunted tree. The two of them often received odd looks, for Helena was paler in complexion and towered over her father a solid foot and a half. When questioned if she was his trueborn daughter, he would laugh and say, “That’s what they told me! I sure as Hades hope so!”

Jokes aside, Raphael never doubted that Helena was of his blood, for she possessed the same striking green eyes that were said to run in the Nightingale family. Everything else, according to Raphael, she inherited from her late mother, Efevra Wilfur Nightingale—including her stature, her beauty, and her proclivity for flight. Raphael never failed to mention the time he first set his eyes on Helena’s mother: 

“She flew with as much grace as a dove flocking over a funeral,” he would reflect, his eyes often blurring with tears of nostalgia. “Your mother was a quiet and decent woman, reticent in her thoughts and whereabouts, though in the air she was a force to be reckoned with.”

Helena only knew her mother a short time in early childhood before she passed unexpectedly from illness, leaving Raphael to look after his only child. He never remarried. 

Raphael was, as it turned out, a wigeon. The word was used to describe any avian—typically an adult—who could not fly. There were many kinds of wigeons; some had wings, yet simply never learned to fly—though such cases were rare. Most wigeons, however, were aves who had failed to earn their wings as children, for reasons never quite understood. The Magical Law of Attainment was simple: all avians must earn their wings. This was usually accomplished by performing an act of service worthy enough to earn them: a simple act of kindness, perhaps, or of self-sacrifice. No ave knew for certain when they would earn their wings—if they ever would at all—but it typically occurred in early childhood, when intentions were truest. 

Because wigeons were unable to earn their wings, this often gave others the impression that they were inherently bad people…but this couldn’t possibly be true, because Helena knew her father, and Raphael was not a bad person. A tad misunderstood, yes, and a bit of a loose cannon—but never bad, or evil, like most prejudiced aves often assumed. 

“The Avocets dropped by earlier,” Raphael said as Helena entered the kitchen. Using his knife, he scraped a handful of chopped carrots into a pot of boiling water, then jerked when the scalding water splashed on him. “They brought us a gift!” 

He angled the knife carelessly towards the countertop. 

“Watch where you’re pointing that,” Helena muttered before heading over towards the red box on the counter; it was no bigger than the palm of her hand and wrapped in a single, golden ribbon. When she opened it, she saw half a dozen candied grapes inside, each coated in a shiny, golden layer of nectar. 

“Nectar bombs!” she cried in delight. She took one grape and popped it in her mouth. Her face puckered, for nectar always had that initial twang before it fell serendipitously into its sweet and floral profile. Raphael took two for himself, tossing both into his mouth and humming in approval. 

“Our neighbor, Madam Maria—may the winds uplift her soul—used to hand these to me and my brother every Friday on our way back from school. One each—never more, the stingy old callus…” He suckled the tasty treat in nostalgic gratitude before sending a curious look her way. “The Avocets have a daughter, you know…what’s her name? Mandy! She’d make for a good companion, you know!”

“Her name’s Macee,” Helena said, rolling her eyes. “All the same, I don’t care to be friends with her. She’s odd.”

“Odd! How so?”

“She has this weird habit where she takes the communal stairwell.”

Raphael turned back to his brewing pot, stirring its contents with a wooden ladle. “And?”

“She has wings!”

“I fail to see the crime, my dear!” 

She huffed. “I just don’t see the point in taking the stairs to get to your treehouse when flying would take just a fraction of that time! And it’s not like she doesn’t know how to fly—I’ve seen her do it before. It’s loony, and I think it’s rather pretentious on her part…there are plenty of people who would do anything to have a pair of wings like mine or hers!”

Helena was obviously referring to him, but Raphael didn’t seem to mind. He swallowed the candy in his mouth and added a finishing touch of salt to his soup before responding. 

“Perhaps instead of focusing on how people wish to be like you, you should consider taking the time to be like them.”

“Now, what does that mean?”

“I’m saying you need to ground yourself, Lena.”

Helena rolled her eyes and looked away. 

“I only say this because you spend too much time twirling cotton in the skies,” Raphael continued, setting down his ladle. “I worry about you. Even the bird must come down eventually, and too much time in the air detaches oneself from reality. You are in dire need of a grounding force in your life…that’s why I think it’s important you have friends. Friends are a good thing to have when one is not blessed with siblings. When you have neither, it’s a recipe for a lonely life.”

“I have friends!” she retorted.

“Or rather one.”

“Yulix is all I need.”

“Chh!! That boy is busier than ever with the duties of knighthood, and unless he plans on renouncing it all for the sake of your hand, I wouldn’t rely entirely on one man’s company!”

“Father!” she cried, mortified. 

“It is the truth! Now, I have much admiration for the boy, for he has seen over you the last few years when I couldn’t, but I find it a great slight that after filling our heads with thoughts of betrothal, he suddenly petitions to become a member of the King’s Guard!”

Yulix had already been dubbed a knight, but joining the King’s Guard was another matter entirely. In doing so, he would become a sworn protector of King Haeron IV, and one day command armies and wield a powerful and magical sword…it also meant that he would swear an oath of chastity, renouncing any and all chance of matrimony.

“He owes us nothing,” she said, her gaze falling. “I could never expect him to give up his duties for me…”

“When a man truly loves a woman, Lena, no sacrifice is too big nor too small. Remember that.”

Helena suddenly found herself to be in a very irritable mood.

“It doesn’t matter,” she snapped. “I’m perfectly fine with or without friends, thank you very much! Perhaps worry more about yourself, given all the rumors going around!”

“I’d become a senile old sack if I paid much attention to fool’s gossip!” 

“Well, you’d best listen this time! There’s talk of people disappearing—many of whom are unaccounted for.”

“A shame,” he admitted, “but what does that have to do with me? I very much doubt they would gain anything in kidnapping an old mule like me!”

“That’s not the point, father,” Helena said, visibly annoyed. “Once people start panicking, they’ll be eager to pin the blame on someone else—and it won’t be long until they start saying that wigeons are behind these disappearances!”

Raphael’s eyes flashed. “What good is it to listen to the mewing of a fool? Give ear to one fool, now two walk among us! Forget such garbage, Lena, and never bring it up again!”

“Oh!” Helena huffed. “You never take anything seriously…”

“Where are you going?” he demanded as she marched out of the kitchen. 

“To the lake,” she replied stiffly, making her way towards the front door. 

“To twirl cotton until your head is full of air, no doubt! It seems you command yourself, nowadays! Don’t think I’ve forgotten your little excursion to the roost last night—you’ve yet to fully answer for your sneakiness!”

“You’re just mad that I can afford to fly out and not be stuck inside this house all day—like you!”

“Insolent little girl, just like your mother—”

Helena slammed the door shut. Before Raphael could follow her outside, she leapt off Heartwood Understory and headed out to Blade’s Peak to clear her head. 

She glided just above the waters of the great lake, dipping her hand and feeling the water spray across her skin. Helena spent the next several hours practicing the most basic aero maneuvers: barrel rolls, splits, and reverse splits. She did this and more with imaginary enemies at her tail, evading their arrows and swords by tossing and turning in midair, making steep vertical dives and climbs, twirling in the air until the howling winds in her ears carried away her anxieties…including the guilt she felt over the outburst she had committed against her father.   

Before she knew it, most of the shores had emptied and the sun was nearly setting. Concluding a successful flying session, Helena made a landing run along the grainy shore, her long legs carrying her momentum forwards until she came to a gradual stop. Even the bird must come down eventually, Raphael’s voice came to mind, and Helena’s heart weighed heavily at the thought of her father. I should go back and apologize, she thought to herself. But before she could kick off the ground again and go home, a blood-curdling scream caused Helena to stop and look towards the farthest end of the shore. 

At night, avoid that lake like the plague, Jamie Moore's words echoed. The feathers on Helena’s wings prickled with goosebumps. She lingered on the balls of her feet, considered taking off and pretending she never heard it, then wiped her sweaty palms dry and took to the air once more to investigate. 

A girl, it was. No more than eleven years. She lay fallen on the ground clutching her ankle, her ashen wings matted and coated with wet sand. Helena rushed to her side, bewildered, and assured her that everything would be fine.

“I was flying,” she told Helena in tears. “I landed by that stone over there, and my ankle went out from underneath me…”

“You must’ve hesitated on the landing,” Helena explained, a trifle disconcerted. She crouched to take stock of the girl’s condition, though she was having trouble identifying which ankle was the injured one. “When you make a landing run, you’re supposed to carry your momentum forwards, otherwise you can slip and break an ankle. Don’t worry—it’s happened to me before. That’s why you should never fly alone at your age.”

The girl blinked her tears away and looked up at Helena. 

“That makes two of us.”

“HEY!—”

A foul-smelling sack fell over Helena’s head as someone tackled her from behind. Her mouth gasped against thick cloth, fighting for air as several bodies wrestled her to the ground. Both Helena and her great wings flailed with all their might, but after much struggle, her assailants succeeded in pinning and tying a thick rope around her. Panting, she lay useless on the cold, moist sand. 

“That was easy,” the girl said, her voice now free of any distress. “Hmph! Telling me how to land, as if she were the greatest flier in the world…”

A second voice answered her. “Easy? Wes and I did all the hard work! No wonder we only ever snatch wigeons—flockers like these aren’t worth the trouble of tying up!”

“Shut up, the two of you,” a third person sounded. “Ribeye, hurry and help me lug her on the boat. Sofie, you get the anchor…”

There was a united groan as they lifted Helena from the ground. They certainly had a hard time with her—Helena was on the heavier side, given both her wings and stature. Nevertheless, they hauled her onto a creaking canoe and tossed her onto its paneled floors, where she landed with an umph! Before long, a round object pounded the wooden floor by her head, rolling and crawling across the hard floor of the canoe. 

“Help me!” Helena cried, despite the sack being fastened around her head. 

“Shut her up! Last thing we need is another flocker to come sniffin’ around…”

Someone ripped the sack off Helena’s head, and crisp, cool air greeted her face. Two hollowed faces stared down at her: one was the avian girl who had baited her, Sofie, the other a wigeon boy with a pink birthmark covering the left side of his face. Helena guessed that one was likely to be Ribeye. He forced a filthy rag into Helena’s mouth before she could scream. Behind them, another wigeon boy kneeled watchfully as his collaborators rowed further into the lake. To Helena’s side, a thick ball of granite rolled with the motion of the waves. 

“You sure this is the one, Wesley?” Sofie asked, hesitant.

“Sure as ever,” he replied. “Wings as dark as thunder clouds, they said.”

Ribeye uttered a sound of approval. “An’ she’s worth a lot more because she’s a flocker, I expect!”

“What good is that if we haven’t even gotten paid? We’ve delivered nearly two dozen people to those Krows—where’s our coin?” Sofie demanded. 

“Are you doubting him, Sofie?” Wesley said sharply, a mad look in his eye. She shrunk. “The Stork is true to his word and will reward us if and only if we do as he says!”

Who is the Stork? Helena could hardly think straight through the blood pounding in her ears. 

“That’s if she even makes it to the other side,” Sofie said quietly. “What if none of this works and we’ve just been drowning folks at the bottom of the lake?” 

“Even if it doesn’t, I heard the water pressure makes your head explode!” said Ribeye. 

Helena’s muffled screams began anew. 

“It works,” snapped Wesley. “So long as we’re right above the portal,  we just drop her in and send her to the other side. She should be down in Nadiir in no time.”

Blazing alarms sounded within Helena’s head as Ribeye chained the anchor to her ankle. Nadiir. The place where they sent avians into exile? Did these lunatics really mean to send her down there with an anchor attached to her foot? Impossible, she thought—only the king had the power and authority to send people into the netherworld…

“You hear that, flocker?” Ribeye called Helena with a snicker. “We’re sending you right down to the big man—you’d best hope you’re good at holding your breath!”

How long would she have to do such a thing? Would she even make it alive to Nadiir? What, or better yet, who awaited her on the other side?

After an hour of endless rowing, the canoe finally slowed to a gradual stop. 

“Ribeye, the anchor.” Wesley commanded before he began to utter bizarre commands to his clueless peers:

“Just a bit forward…no, not that much! We’re off a few degrees…not that way, dipshits! We have to be accurate, or else she won’t make it—there! That should be it. Get ready, and—shit!!!”

Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh. A steady, powerful cadence of wings approached. Ribeye dropped to the floor beside Helena, the two of them invisible in the poor lighting of the lake. As Helena lay face-to-face with her captor, he placed a finger to his lips. Don’t make a sound, he seemed to say, as the point of his knife met the soft chub of Helena’s throat. Or I’ll kill you. 

“You there!” a familiar voice called. “Hold it!” 

It was not at all like Helena to be out this late, and Yulix knew this well. He also knew her well enough to know that Blade’s Peak should be the first place he searched in case she ever disappeared. It was Helena’s affinity for flight that led to Yulix miraculously finding her that night. Could it perhaps also be the reason why these bandits set their sights on Helena in the first place?

“You stand before Ser Ulyxes Cazador, Knight under the silver banner of Avalon! Explain yourselves!”

Wesley’s voice jumped up an entire octave. “Sir, my friends and I were just going out for a nightly row. Please don’t tell our parents…”

There came a ponderous silence from Yulix—Helena knew he was likely scrutinizing the scene with eagle-like vision. She listened with her heart pounding against her chest and adrenaline pooling in her veins. She knew she had to act quickly, within the next few seconds, to catch his attention. Or else he would leave  she had been right under his nose…

“It’s dangerous for you kids to be out here at night. Especially considering the rumors going around.”

“What rumors, sir?” sounded Wesley’s innocent voice. 

“Is something going on in the villages?” asked Sofie.

“People are going missing,” Yulix replied. 

“Oh, no!” they cried in unison.

Helena nearly rolled her eyes at their hypocrisy. 

“I think it’d be best if you two headed home now. It’s late.”

“That won’t be a problem, sir! We’ll just be on our way…”

Helena’s heart sunk as the thrust of his wings quickly grew distant. 

Ribeye twisted his head towards his friends, whispering, “Is he gone, yet?” 

In a split second, Helena seized an opportunity to lean over and headbutt him so hard that he was momentarily blindsided. Then, she spat out the gag in her mouth and screamed with all her might.

Wesley bellowed, “WHAT ARE YOU WAITING FOR? TOSS HER OVERBOARD!” 

A moment later, Helena was thrown into the petrifyingly cold water with an unconquerable weight at her feet. No matter how hard she kicked and flailed, her efforts did little to slow her rapid descent into the dark depths of the lake. In a strange way, the experience seemed to be everything that was the opposite of flying—a terrifying reversal to the control she exhibited in the skies. Helena was sinking—and she was sinking fast!

There was a disturbance up above as a distant object pierced the water’s surface, leaving a long trail of frothing bubbles as it hurtled its way towards her. Helena recognized this familiar figure—Yulix! He had dove in to save her! But was there any point? She was sinking faster than he could swim. Freezing water choked away the oxygen in her lungs, and the canoe that brought her here was now a small speck in the distance. Down below, she spotted a mysterious vat of space, swirling with water and darkness. It’s over, she thought. I’ll soon be swallowed and drowned…

Then something unusual happened. Soon after the swirling maelstrom engulfed her, Helena found herself no longer bound to stone, nor sinking in water—she was falling! She could finally breathe again, and she screamed as she fell into a space where darkness reigned true. Here, there was no top, nor bottom—only an endless abyss in which she fell further and further down…and then, in the blink of an eye, she fell into another portal, bigger and brighter, and was flung headfirst into a sky of raging clouds. The winds were bitter and cold, and Helena, wrought with fear and confusion, could not propel herself as gravity pulled her further down.

Just as all hope was lost, a hand caught hers—Yulix! He had also made it through the mysterious passageway and now bore both their weights.

“Yulix—it’s s-s-so cold…” The icy wind chilled Helena’s soaked body to the bone. Suspended in midair, Helena caught a dim glimpse of her surroundings: they were high in the sky, stormy clouds racing all around them, despite having been submerged at the bottom of a lake just moments ago...

“Lena, listen closely to everything I’m about to tell you. Once I’m finished, neither you nor I will say so much as a word anymore—not a word, Helena! This is imperative. We’ve fallen into Nadiir. If by some measure we end up separated, find shelter and stay indoors until sunrise. Do not trust anyone. Anyone, Lena, not even me! Now, we will move silently and resort to hand signals. Start moving your wings to get your blood pumping, and follow my lead. The sooner we get out of here, the better our chances at avoiding a fight.” 

Bits of information sifted clearly through her mind, though others clumped together like wet sand. She was in Nadiir—the lands of the fallen! But, wait—avoiding a fight with whom? What did Yulix mean she shouldn’t trust him? It was impossible to think with upscale winds rushing at her like a blizzard, in temperatures that made her wings feel like they’d aged fifty years in a matter of moments. Nevertheless, she pumped her wings until she regained the strength to propel herself in the air, after which she and Yulix navigated through the clouded masses in tense silence. 

Something moved in the shadows. It was too dark to know who—or what—it might be. Back-to-back, the two friends braced themselves for a fight. Then, multiple things happened nearly at once: a series of metal objects zipped through towards Yulix, but he was quick enough to spin in midair and deflect each thrown dagger with his wings. At the same time, Helena thought she heard Yulix call her name from her far right. When she turned and saw nothing, something hurled itself from the opposite direction and smashed against one of her wings, effectively disabling her. 

No longer able to sustain herself, Helena fell headfirst into the clouds, swallowed by eternal darkness. 








  
  
Chapter Three




The night clouds of Nadiir were thick and frothy. Helena would have dived into them if she could. She lay upon a bed of dry yellow grass and could not move for many minutes, for her entire body felt as if it had been battered by a tremendous force. She could not recall the moment she made impact with the earth, though her shaky memory did remember that when she fell towards Nadiir, wounded and helpless, some intersecting force had slammed into her from the side—as if catching her and saving her from her fall. The next thing Helena knew, she lay face up on the floor of Nadiir, unmoving, forced to listen to the moaning of the wind and the faint stirring of the ominous forest around her. Then, a terrible metallic scent reached her nostrils. 

“Oh!” Clenching her jaw, Helena sat up and pulled her left wing over her shoulder to examine it, then stifled a sob; her feathers and bones had been reduced to scarlet-red splinters! Shock numbed most of the pain. Helena faced a daunting reality. She would have no choice but to travel on foot through this forest, leaving her far too vulnerable against whatever perils it may present. If the scent of her own blood smelled strong to Helena, she could only imagine how it must smell to the creatures of the night out roaming for a midnight meal…and with a broken wing, how could she escape?

With the remaining strength in her limbs, Helena ventured through the eerily quiet forest, remaining vigilant for whatever dangers that might present themselves in the unfamiliar realm of Nadiir. The bark on the trees was deathly, with deformed limbs sprouting purple leaves that looked almost black in the dark of night. Even the air seemed to weigh more and proved difficult to breathe. Helena felt out of place, as if walking through a dream—No! She thought suddenly. Avalon was the dream. And this…this was the start of a never-ending nightmare.

Up ahead, in the dull haze of the night, loomed the silhouette of a gloomy and foreboding mountain, its summit mostly concealed by murky grey clouds. As Helena approached it, the landmass towered over her, its huge spurs thrusting greedily from either side like a pair of enormous arms ramming into the land itself. 

How far and how long Helena traveled, she could not say. It could’ve been miles; it could’ve been all night long. One thing was for certain, however: the shock of her injury had receded almost entirely, leaving in its wake an unbearable pain that radiated from her left wing down her shoulder blades and to her lower back. 

Helena stumbled to a halt, feeling faint. Something had come out from the trees. It was but a breath of the wind, but she could not deny it—a familiar voice had called out to her in the dead of night.

“Lena…” 

In an instant, the voice had pulled her from her daze—it was Yulix! 

Again, his voice called out to her, and Helena followed steadily after it like a lost pup, searching for her dear friend. He’d escaped whatever had attacked them in the Nadiirian skies! Helena clung to this hope like a light in the darkness. Yet still, as dead leaves crunched beneath her every step, it did not tame the uneasiness swirling through her stomach nor the goosebumps prickling across her arms. Why would Yulix not reveal himself? It felt like she had traveled across the entire forest by the time the bodiless voice led her into a large and empty clearing.

Something was off. The hum of insects had ceased, and the hooting owls had fallen to a still hush. Helena turned to hurry away when suddenly—

No! Something lunged at her from behind. Helena’s hands instinctively flew to the nape of her neck to protect herself against the snarling creature whose weight crushed her against the ground. Only one thought ran through her head, the thought that one of her worst fears was coming to life: her wings were about to be ripped to shreds!

There was a sharp, mangled cry, and Helena could breathe again at last! A wolf fell dead to the floor beside her with an arrow lodged firmly into its furry neck. For several moments, Helena was too afraid to even move, but eventually she garnered the courage to look up at the man standing just feet away from her. His silky wings were obsidian, glassy like the night sea, and they tapered to a sharp, narrow edge. He wore a fine vest of silver brocade with sleeves of black silk, and dark pants tucked into leather boots. His feathers puffed as he tossed aside the bow he’d used to slay the wolf, which now lay stiffly at Helena’s side. 

“Little bird, what have they done to you?” he said. His face held a faint look of horror as he approached the awestruck Helena, who could not find it in herself to move away. The stranger was lean and handsome, with rich brown skin and the kind of face that robbed the air from out one’s lungs. His black beard was trimmed to perfection, and his dark hair was slicked back.

Ever so cautiously, he crouched and examined her maimed wing with the lightest caress. 

“What is your name, and how did a lovely creature such as yourself end up in this state?”

Helena felt her cheeks flush with warmth. She shifted into a sitting position and gaped up at this captivating man. This close, she could see the crow’s feet lining the corners of his keen and hypnotizing eyes…

She could not help but answer feebly, “My name is Helena Nightingale, and I fell. I can’t fly, and I don’t know my way back home...”

“You’re Avalonian.” 

“How did you know?”

His lips curled into a disarming smile. “Why, anyone could recognize the signature sterling silver feathers of an Avalonian—you’re the stormier of the litter, certainly! You come together in crowds and do that thing…what’s it called? Mumbling? Marmalade?”

“Murmurate,” she said, a little too eagerly. “But you’re not from Avalon, are you? Your wings are unlike anything I’ve ever seen…”

“I’m afraid not, little bird—though what matters right now is that we tend to that broken wing of yours. Come, we must take you to get it fixed.”

“I can’t go,” she said. “My friend needs my help…I heard him call for me—ah!” Helena cried out as a sharp pain shot up her injured wing. 

“Nonsense, look at the state you’re in! You require immediate medical attention. From the looks of it, we have little time before infection settles in—and if it manages to spread into the stem, you could lose your entire wing. Permanently.”

No other words could ever evoke as much fear as those, and Helena’s face twisted in anguish. Rising to his full height, the man cast an enrapturing gaze upon the wounded girl and offered his hand. The thought of losing her wings was so frightening that she considered reaching for it at once. 

“I need you to trust me, Lena. I can get you the help you so desperately need.”

Heart fluttering, she took his hand, blinking several times before the trance broke.

“…What did you just call me?”

His black feathers puffed inquisitively.

“Only two people have ever called me by that name.” 

At once, the image of benign salvation this man had created shattered; his eyes filled with darkness, and he spoke to her in a voice that was not his own:

“Lena, listen closely to everything I’m about to tell you.”

Helena knew that voice well. It belonged to Yulix; it was unquestionably identical, yet so perverse. Helena fell backwards with a gasp. What horror to behold this stranger with the voice of an angel but the likeness of a devil! Whoever this imposter was, he’d stolen Yulix’s voice, and now the fate of her friend remained unknown.   

“You’re a demon!” she cried, scrambling away from him. But the man had already predicted her next move; he lunged forwards and stomped on her maimed wing to keep her from moving further away. Helena yowled in agony. 

“Let me go! Please! I’ve done nothing wrong!”

His dark eyes drank in her fear. He seemed entirely satisfied with her reaction, and when his face returned to its more appealing nature, he said, in his true voice:

“Always so blameless, you Avalonians. Incapable of doing wrong…has it ever occurred to you that you might not be as innocent as you think you are? While you go about enjoying the splendors of your world, indulging in the finest nectar and twirling the air like fairies, the victims you’ve cast down into exile toil in their own misery and can only dream of such pleasures.”

There was an edge of bitter jealousy to his voice, and Helena knew exactly who she was dealing with as soon as he said the word exile. 

“You’re fallen.”

“Quite an assumption, indeed! But let us first clarify a few things before we come to such hasty conclusions, shall we? What is a fallen avian, exactly? The term originated within the Upper Realm, over two hundred years ago—around the start of the Avalonian Empire. Avalonian society was a superstitious cesspool then, prone to mass hysteria and paranoia. Countless avians were accused of dark witchcraft, many of whom were undoubtedly innocent. If they were not exterminated, then these avians were banished and cast down to Nadiir, a desolate nether region inhabited predominantly by savage wigeon tribes and kingdoms. Such a place was only suitable for the lowliest of avian kind! Their wings were clipped, their wrists bound in shackles, and they were cast down into the Nadiirian abyss via portals, earning them the infamous name of fallen avians.

“Today, such exile is no longer a daily occurrence, as it was back then, but rather one of the highest forms of punishment in Avalon. Nowadays, an Avalonian must commit a heinous crime to be banished into Nadiir. So, to answer your question, Helena, no! I am not fallen, because one would have to be born in Avalon and subsequently exiled to Nadiir to qualify as such—you fit the term far better than I do, I’m afraid!”

“I’m only here against my will!” she cried hotly. “I am not fallen.”

“It matters not how you got here, only that you are here.”

She scowled. “If you don’t consider yourself fallen, what are you, then?”

“Merely a descendant of those who fell.”

“I…I don’t understand…”

“I, like my other black-winged brothers and sisters, was born in Nadiir. We are descendants of the avians whom Avalon banished long ago. The proper term for us is Nevarians, and there are a few notable traits that distinguish the Nevarian from lesser aves: we typically have dark wings that range in shade from abyssal black to charcoal grey; if I didn’t know any better, I would’ve taken you for Nevarian, seeing how dark your wings are, my dear! We also happen to be natural mimickers. That means I store every sound I hear deep within the catacombs of my mind and can vocalize them at will! Some sounds I’ve witnessed myself; others are only broken bits of phrases I’ve borrowed from other Nevarians.”

At last Helena understood why Yulix advised her to keep her words to a minimum. This man was a vocal thief; every word out of his mouth, however familiar, was designed to trick and lure his prey for the kill…and Helena had taken the bait.

He chuckled at Helena’s stupefied silence. “I know, I know, it’s too much information for a light-headed Avalonian to process. But as much as I’d enjoy giving you more history lessons, it’s time we tend to that injured wing of yours. I fear infection may have already settled in…”

“Get your hands off me!” Helena protested as he gripped her harshly by the wrists and pulled her up to his level. He secured her in his arms, holding her tight against his body. But as much as she thrashed, feathers flying everywhere, she could not escape his iron embrace. 

“In many cases, the best way to reduce the spread of infection is to remove the problem altogether! Hold still, dear Lena…”

“What are you doing? Let me go…no!”

What took place in the next few moments happened quickly. The man pulled out a dagger unlike any other Helena had seen before. It had a golden grip with a rubied end, and its blade was not iron, but a strange, emerald-like substance with a sharp, jagged edge. As it was raised up into the moonlight, it gave one last, deadly glimmer before plunging into Helena’s chest.

There was an explosion of light, and Helena lost all sense of sight and hearing, but the pain was ever so present where the dagger pierced her skin. This, Helena thought vividly, is what it feels like to be branded with a hot iron rod pressed against your flesh. An acrid scent invaded her nostrils. Worse yet, the blade moved up and down, diagonally, side to side, and across her chest, as if she was being carved up like a piece of meat. Each stroke was as excruciating as the last. Though it felt like an eternity, it was over in the blink of an eye, and the effects were devastating. Helena lay seizing for the next minute, hands clutched at her chest, with a painful ringing in her ears. 

What little strength remained in Helena allowed her to lift her head and behold a faint spark of light buzzing lazily around the palm of the man’s hand. It could have been mistaken for a firefly, given how small and fragile it looked. He put away the dagger before she could take a better look at it, and as it disappeared, so did the mysterious speck of light. Helena paid this no heed, instead looking down at herself to see the carnage wrought upon her chest…but there was not a drop of blood nor a single laceration to be seen! In fact, there was nothing indicating a blade had punctured her skin at all! Nevertheless, a burning sensation lingered in her chest that radiated a sickly warmth across the rest of her body, and she was overcome by a terrible weakness. 

“What did you just do to me…”

“I took your wings away. You remain, for the time being, a wigeon—and if you ever hope to see them again, you will have to do exactly as I say, when I say it.” 

“Took them away? I don’t…I don’t understand…that’s impossible…”

“Look over your own shoulders and tell me I haven’t done just that.”

Helena didn’t need to look. She could feel how her center of gravity had already shifted. Her body felt as light as air, and the unbearable pain in her left wing had ceased to exist. They were gone.

That was when a wail escaped Helena’s mouth, and she tried to crawl away, blubbering like an infant. 

“Oh, this all must be a nightmare…it can’t be happening…father! Help me, father!” 

As Helena cried out for Raphael, the Nevarian chuckled pleasantly. 

“He is no longer your father, child—I am. Don’t you see? This is what I do. I take the despondent and the downtrodden under my wing so that I may father them, guide them, and teach them the truths of this world, however painful they may be. I deliver them into a new life of freedom and understanding! That is why they call me The Stork!”

It was him. The Stork is true to his word, she recalled Wesley telling his co-conspirators, if and only if we do as he says. Those bandits had succeeded in bringing Helena to the one person who had devised this entire scheme. 

“My people have toiled for centuries on this forsaken continent,” the Stork continued, “gnashing our teeth and cursing the Kingdom of Avalon for banishing our ancestors and confining us to the Lower Realm…but there is no use drowning in contempt for the people who spurned you if you don’t use that very hatred to get back up and exert your revenge. It’s the only thing that can happen after falling, isn’t it? The Fallen can only rise!”

“I didn’t do anything to deserve this!”

“No,” he agreed, his voice a low hum, “you didn’t. But it is the present that must answer for the works of the past. Come now, Nightingale. Follow me.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you!”

“I will not ask twice.”

Just as the Stork moved to seize Helena, a rock the size of a fist flew in and hit him in the side of the head, causing him to bend over and emit a harsh groan. The Stork raised his fingers to his temple, and they returned to him stained a dark crimson. It was the work of a courageous young man, a wigeon who stood a good distance away with another rock in hand. The Stork whirled to face him, his wings flaring to reveal a menacing wingspan, and a beastly groan emanated from his throat that nearly made the wigeon stumble back in fear. 

“Does my true nature scare you, runt?” the Stork said viciously to him. “At the very least my wings must appeal to you—I preen and wax them myself! Spare yourself the trouble and leave before I have you gutted like an animal. Feathers can be sharp, when given the chance…”

But the wigeon held his ground. 

Without warning, the Stork leapt at him, pirouetting in the air and spinning so fast that his razor-sharp feathers scored the wigeon’s cheek. The boy fell back with a yell, clapping a hand to his face as the Stork closed in on him. These images spun round and round Helena like kaleidoscopic colors, and it felt like every sound, every breath, and every cry had been amplified a dozen times in her eardrums…and then everything stopped.  

The Stork looked to the horizon, then to Helena, and back to the horizon once more, his face exhibiting a troubled disposition that suggested the approach of an enemy much greater than himself. Helena looked to the east, expecting to see a beast of sorts, but saw nothing but the paling sky in the face of dawn. What was he so afraid of?

“This isn’t over,” he said. Without another word, the Nevarian spread his wings and took off, disappearing into the tree line and leaving a half-dead Helena behind alongside her savior. 

After some time, the wigeon boy slowly regained his composure, taking shaky, profound breaths to steady himself. A nasty crimson gash ran across his left cheekbone, and blood flowed freely down that one half of his face. Yet somehow, he still got to his feet, knees wobbling, and ran to Helena’s side. 

“Stay with me!” he said, his voice fading in and out of Helena’s consciousness. 

Helena’s chest felt like it had been ripped wide open. The world around her felt washed in static, and a kind of terrible shame filled her as the wigeon boy’s deep brown eyes took in her feeble appearance. She felt, for lack of a better word, naked. Discarded. She wanted so desperately to hide, but there was nothing to shield her vulnerable body from his piercing gaze. Her wings—her beautiful wings—were gone. 

Unable to bear the weight of her eyelids any longer, Helena went out like a light.







OEBPS/images/724ae948-47fd-463e-b5f6-c8109bdb315c.jpeg
..Q;“\OI\.‘\ JoN—
4.0 \\444/,&

\/ A

, “ P NS S SN\ v % 00 1 8L ) W Prp NS av S 2

s |

JH EROINE}S






OEBPS/images/c255a4ab-e3cb-47d6-90e8-dc38730ddf6b.jpeg
BRIEROH]
SERENDIRLI

il Remiwes [ g > 44 ADE’S PEAKY]
1 & N MURMURATION/SITE)
= = & &

Z ===

SeR=t










