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For Nathaniel



PART ONE




DEAD OF WINTER


Wings trimmed tight, Shade sailed through the forest. The naked elms, maples, and oaks blazed in the moon’s glow, their branches spiked with icicles. Beneath him, trees lay toppled like the skeletons of giant beasts. The groans of freezing wood filled the air, and in the distance Shade heard a mighty crack as yet another branch snapped and fell.

He shivered. Even though he’d been flying for hours, he was still cold, the wind chiseling through his sleek black fur into his bones. Wistfully, he thought of the other Silverwings, roosting snugly back at Hibernaculum. Even though their bodies would now be glistening with frost, they were warm in a deep winter’s sleep that would take them through to spring. They hadn’t wanted to come with him: It was too cold, too dangerous, they said. They didn’t care enough to make the journey. Let them sleep, Shade thought, squinting against a sudden blast of wind. They had no curiosity, no sense of adventure.

He was going to find his father.

And it wasn’t as if he was alone. Weaving through the forest alongside him were more than a dozen Silverwings. He could see Chinook, skimming over a heavy fir bough, knocking off snow. Up ahead was Shade’s mother, Ariel, speaking softly with Frieda, the chief elder of their colony. There was another bat in the vanguard too, a male called Icarus, who was acting as guide. Shade hoped he knew where he was going. But after all he’d been through recently, he was happy to let someone else blaze the trail for a change.

“Cold?” he heard Marina ask beside him.

“Me?” Shade shook his head, trying not to let his teeth chatter. “You?”

She wrinkled her neat, pointy nose, as if the very idea was laughable. “No. But I’m pretty sure I saw you shiver.”

“Not me,” he said, and returned her suspicious look. “Anyway, you’ve got more fur. Look at all that fur!”

“Well, I am older than you,” she pointed out.

Shade grunted. As if she ever let him forget!

“And Brightwings have better fur,” she added matter-of-factly. “Just the way it is, Shade.”

“Better fur!” he spluttered indignantly. “I’ve heard it all now! Just because it’s thicker doesn’t mean it’s better.”

“Sure is warm, though,” Marina said with a grin.

Shade couldn’t help grinning back. Of all the bats traveling with him, Marina was the only one who wasn’t a Silverwing. Her fur was much thicker and brighter than his own, radiant in the moon’s glow. Her wings were narrower, and she had elegant, shell-shaped ears. He’d met her last autumn, after getting lost on his first ever migration. She’d helped him catch up with his colony at Hibernaculum. She was an infuriating know-it-all but, he had to admit, she’d saved his life, once or twice.

A dollop of snow hit him on the back, and Shade looked up sharply to see Chinook swinging lower with a triumphant grin.

“Oh, sorry, Shade, did I get you?”

“You’re hilarious, Chinook. Really.” He shook the snow off before it melted. When they were newborns back at Tree Haven—and it wasn’t so long ago—Chinook had treated him with about as much respect as a mulched-up leaf. After all, Chinook had been the most promising hunter and flyer, and Shade just the runt of the colony. But now, after all Shade’s adventures, Chinook had decided he might be worth talking to.

“Chinook, that’s no way to treat a hero,” Marina said, her eyes flashing gleefully.

Shade sniffed. Hero? He sure didn’t feel like a hero. Maybe the first night or two after he’d gotten back to Hibernaculum, and everyone listened to his stories. But after that, somehow, things went pretty much back to normal. He ate, drank, and slept like everyone else, and felt the same as he always had. Frankly, he’d expected better. What did he have to do to get some respect? He’d escaped from pigeons and rats, from owls and cannibal bats. He’d tunneled beneath the earth and soared through lightning storms. He’d flown in the blazing light of day!

And now he got snow dumped on his head.

Heroes did not get snow dumped on their heads.

With a grimace, he watched as Chinook swooped down beside Marina. Chinook liked her company, that was obvious. Over the past few nights he’d gone out of his way to fly beside her, and roost near her during the day. The amazing thing was, Marina didn’t seem to mind. The snow was probably his way of impressing her, Shade fumed, and it seemed to have worked. Look at her, still smiling about it! Sometimes, watching from a distance, Shade would actually hear her laughing at something Chinook said—a kind of tinkly laugh he’d never heard before. She sure didn’t laugh like that with him. It drove him crazy. What could Chinook possible come up with that was so funny? He wasn’t smart enough to be funny. Were they laughing at him?

“I’ve been thinking about those two cannibal bats,” Chinook said. “Goth and Throbb.”

“Uh-huh,” said Shade.

“And I figure I could’ve fought them.”

Shade’s ears twitched indignantly. “No, Chinook. They would’ve eaten you.” How many times did he have to go through this? Chinook just never quite believed he himself couldn’t have beaten them in battle. “They were huge” Shade told him.

Chinook flared his nostrils carelessly. “How huge?”

“About this huge,” said Shade wickedly, and he sang sound right into Chinook’s ears and drew an echo picture in his head of Goth lunging, snout cracking open to show twin mountain ranges of dripping teeth, his three-foot wings slick with sweat, billowing . . .

The sound picture blazed in Chinook’s mind only a fraction of a second, but was so sudden and so horrifying that he cried out and careened into a fir bough, dousing himself with snow.

“Was that really necessary?” Marina asked Shade.

“Oh, I think so.”

“Nice trick,” grumbled Chinook, shaking the snow from his shoulders.

“Still think you could fight them?” Shade asked.

“Well, we could’ve fought them back at Hibernaculum. There’re thousands of us there.”

“No,” said Marina. “They would’ve waited until you were all asleep, and eaten you one by one through the whole winter. That was their plan. And they really would’ve gone straight for you, Chinook. Lots of flesh on those bones.”

“Well, it’s muscle,” said Chinook proudly, “not fat,” and then he frowned at the idea of being a meal. “I still think I could’ve—”

“Well, they’re dead, so you’ll never know,” Shade said impatiently.

“Throbb, anyway,” said Marina. “We saw him turn to ash. But we only saw Goth get hit by the lightning.”

“There’s no way he could’ve lived through that,” said Shade, and he was surprised at the urgency in his voice; he wanted so much for it to be true. He could clearly see Goth’s body spinning down through the thunderhead, charred. He doubted he would ever forget the two cannibals, and they still haunted his dreams. Goth would pin him to the ground, and Shade could feel his weight crushing his chest, smell his rank breath. Then Goth would lower his head to Shade’s and whisper things in his ear, terrible things that he never remembered upon waking at twilight. And for that, he was grateful.

“He’s got to be dead,” he muttered.

“Hope you’re right, that’s all I can say,” said Marina. She looked at the scar Goth’s jaws had left on her wrist. Shade too had been wounded, his wing slashed in two places. Though the rips had healed over, they still burned coldly as he flew. And he often caught himself glancing back over his wing, half-expecting to see Goth’s monstrous silhouette.

“Not much farther now.”

It was Icarus up ahead.

“We should come out onto grassland soon. And then it’s not more than an hour’s flying. That’s what Cassiel said.”

Shade’s ears pricked at his father’s name. Last spring, before Shade was even born, Cassiel had gone searching for a strange Human building, not far from Hibernaculum, and he’d never come back. Killed by owls: That’s what everyone thought. But last fall, while flying south with Marina, Shade met an albino bat called Zephyr, who could listen to the past, present, and future.

And he’d said Cassiel was alive.

Shade didn’t know much about his father. Only that he’d been banded by the Humans—and he’d wanted desperately to know what it all meant. He must’ve thought he’d get the answers at the building. And Shade was certain this was where he would at last find him, the father he’d never known.

Suddenly up ahead, he saw Frieda flare her left wing in silent warning, and he instantly veered toward the nearest tree with Marina. Digging his claws into icy bark, he flipped upside down, folded his wings tight, and tried to look like an icicle. Below him, he could hear the others quickly finding roosts, then silence.

“You see anything?” he whispered to Marina.

She shook her head. Carefully he swept the trees with sound, watching as the returning echoes drew pictures before his mind’s eye.

There.

With its white plumage, the owl was so well camouflaged against the snowy branches, Shade might easily have passed over it with his eyes. But caught in his echo vision, the owl gleamed like quicksilver. It was a winged giant, easily four times his size: a deadly bundle of feather, muscle, and claw, its huge, moonlike eyes unhooded. Fifty more wingbeats and he would’ve flown straight into it. He should’ve been paying more attention.

The mere sight of the owl filled him with loathing. For millions of years, the owls had patrolled the skies at dusk and dawn, making sure the bats never saw the sun. By law, if a bat was sighted during the light of day, he could be hunted down and killed.

Just like they’d nearly killed him last fall. He could remember that dawn so clearly, how he’d waited, hidden, for just a glimpse of the rising sun. He had to see it. And he did, a blazing sliver of it that still burned gloriously in his memory. But what happened afterward was far from glorious. In revenge, the owls burned down Tree Haven, his colony’s age-old nursery roost. He winced at the memory: the smoldering, buckled ruins of his home. That was the price he’d made everyone pay for his peek at the sun.

He glared at the owl. Now not even the night skies were safe anymore. Only months ago, the owls had declared war on them, convinced they were murdering birds. The only bats Shade knew who killed birds were Goth and Throbb, but the owls would never believe that.

“What’s it doing out here?” he whispered to Marina.

It was, after all, the middle of winter, and this owl should be hibernating. Like us, Shade thought with a pang of guilt. It had been his idea to set out for his father in the dead of winter. But he hadn’t realized how agonizing it would be to fight the sleep, how cold it would be. Even Frieda, though, had agreed that at least the skies would be free of owls.

And now here was this one, blocking their way through the forest.

Fly away, Shade thought angrily. Get lost.

But it wasn’t going anywhere. Nor was it alone. A mournful hoot emanated from deep in the trees, and Shade’s heart skipped. The first owl returned the call, and began a slow swivel with its huge head.

One owl might be unlucky; two was definitely suspicious.

“Sentries?” Shade whispered.

“In the middle of winter?” Marina said.

“Maybe we’re near a garrison, or hibernation site.”

“They don’t usually put guards out in winter. Could be they’re just looking for us,” she added grimly. “You don’t break hibernation for nothing.”

He shuddered. If these two owls were awake, how many others were there, and what were they planning?

“Above the tree line,” suggested Shade. “We could fly over them.”

“No. Look.” Shade followed her gaze, and through the naked branches caught the silhouette of an owl circling tightly against the moon.

“We’ll go around,” said Shade. “They can’t have picketed the whole forest.”

His feet, buried in the icy crust of the branch, were starting to go numb. He shifted his claws slightly and then watched in horror as a crazy spiderweb of cracks spread out along the branch. A long husk of ice suddenly broke free, carrying a dozen icicles with it. Down they all fell, clattering through the branches. Shade scrambled to regain his grip, and his eyes shot back to the owl.

Its head swiveled around sharply.

“Don’t even blink,” Marina hissed at him.

Shade could hear the owl’s own search echoes striking him, bouncing off, and he tried to make his body stiff as an icicle. It was a horrible feeling, being probed by this raptor, almost feeling its blunt sonic blows against his fur.

Shade waited, hoping fervently the owl would turn away, dismiss the noise as falling ice. You idiot, he raged at himself. Why couldn’t you just stay still? But no, you had to squirm and make a miniature avalanche!

With two strokes of its powerful wings, the owl lifted from its roost and was over the tree. It landed on their branch, its mighty four-taloned foot crunching into the wood just inches from Shade’s tail. His whole body urged him to bolt, but he knew that if he did, the owl would snatch him up in its hooked beak in a second.

He gazed at Marina, and together they locked each other in place with their eyes. The other Silverwings were scattered on the lower branches, and he hoped they too had the sense to stay still.

Suddenly the owl hopped down to the next branch, landing hard, and shaking free a deadly rain of icicles. It knows we’re here, Shade thought in horror. He knew what the owl was doing: trying to flush them out, or impale them in the process. The owl paused, cocking its head. It hopped down another branch. More ice fell. Then the owl ducked its head so that it could look beneath the branch. It was only a matter of time before it spotted the others.

Then Shade noticed the icicle. It hung on his branch, farther in, and it was much larger than most, fed by a number of twigs. It hung directly over the owl’s head. Quickly he made some calculations.

He caught Marina’s eye and nodded at the icicle.

“Drop it,” he mouthed.

She frowned. How? she asked with her eyes.

There was no time to explain. He picked a frequency the owl wouldn’t hear and focused all his attention on the base of the icicle. Over the past few nights, he’d realized he could not only see things with sound, and sing sound pictures into other bat’s heads—but he could also move things with sound. During the day, he practiced on leaves. He wasn’t very good at it yet. He could shift light things, just a little. But an icicle . . .

He pelted it with sound, his whole body tensed, his eyes clamped shut. Sweat prickled his fur. In his mind’s eye he saw the base of the icicle wiggle. He took a ragged breath, and checked on the owl.

It had hopped down even lower. Shade knew that beneath the next branch, his mother was roosting with Frieda and Chinook. He didn’t have much time. With all his energy he lashed out at the base of the icicle. It wobbled. He heard a faint click, but still it held.

He tried to catch his breath. Maybe once more. But before he could stop her, Marina was scuttling down the branch at full speed toward the icicle. Bark crackled beneath her claws, and Shade saw the owl look up, its eyes impaling them with rage. It flared its wings and shrieked at the same moment Marina slammed herself against the icicle.

It plummeted, spinning onto its side, and clubbed the owl soundly on the head. The giant bird teetered for a moment and then plunged unconscious to the forest floor, tangled in its own wings.

“Fly,” came Frieda’s shout from below, and at once they were all back in the air. Marina at his side, Shade flew after the others, wings pounding, skidding through the forest, grazing whippy branches and blazing a trail of snow and mist behind him. He knew it wouldn’t be long before the other owls came to investigate.

Suddenly he broke from the cover of trees and was soaring over open grassland. He felt afraid—they were so exposed out here, all that open sky weighing down on them. Instinctively he dropped lower, wings nearly grazing the tall blades of grass. He risked a backward glance: Circling high in the sky were half a dozen owls, but their shrieks sounded far away. Maybe they hadn’t spotted them after all.

For a thousand more wingbeats they all flew without speaking, intent only on putting more distance between themselves and the owls.

He glanced at Marina. “Thanks for your help.”

“You’re welcome.”

After a moment he added, “You know, I could’ve done it by myself.”

She looked at him with that pleasantly amused expression she put on just to torment him. “Of course,” she said.

“I almost had it!”

“We didn’t have much time, Shade.”

He knew she was right, but he was still angry at himself for failing. “Well, you try dropping an icicle with just sound!”

He knew she couldn’t, which was why he said it. At first, he’d thought all bats could move things with sound. But it wasn’t so, Frieda had told him. It was a kind of gift, a rare skill. She herself could just barely flutter a blade of grass, and not from very far away. Still, his own last effort had hardly been impressive. He’d nearly passed out trying to snap that stupid icicle.

“Look,” said Marina, swiveling her ears dismissively, “you’ve got all your fancy sound tricks. I just do the boring stuff. Like making sure the icicle falls and hits the owl on the head.”

“Well, who noticed that icicle in the first place?”

“Who squirmed and got us into that mess in the first place?”

Shade sucked in his breath, scrambling for a reply, then saw Frieda circling back toward them.

“That was quick thinking,” the Silverwing elder told them. “Well done, you two.”

“Couldn’t have done it without her,” Shade said generously.

“Oh, it was his idea,” cooed Marina. “I just helped.”

Frieda smiled faintly. “So humble, both of you. It’s touching.” And she soared back ahead to the front.

Shade felt a wing jostle against his own, and turned to see Chinook inserting himself right between him and Marina. He sighed inwardly, moving over to make space for the bigger bat.

“Well, that was exciting,” said Chinook. “But you know, I could’ve fought that owl.”

“Go lick an icicle, Chinook,” Shade said, and pulled ahead. It wasn’t just that he wanted a break from Chinook—and Marina’s tinkly laugh—he really wanted to listen in on what Frieda, Icarus, and his mother were talking about. He could take someone else leading the way for a change, but he couldn’t stand the idea of being left out of anything important.

He nodded at Plato and Isis as he passed: He envied Chinook having both his mother and father with him. Sometimes he caught himself watching the three of them together during the day, huddled close, talking. Still, he was grateful his own mother wasn’t always circling back, asking if he was cold or hungry, or if his wing hurt—but secretly he had to admit he liked always being able to see her up ahead, just a few wingbeats away. Hanging back, he flared his ears, concentrating.

“ . . . for the owls to break their hibernation, it’s worrying,” he heard Frieda saying.

“They’re awfully close to Hibernaculum,” Ariel said softly. “Do you think . . .” She trailed off, as if she couldn’t bring herself to finish her thought. What? Shade wondered anxiously. Did she think they’d attack Hibernaculum? But it was a secret place, wasn’t it? And not even the owls could attack a colony of sleeping bats. It was too cowardly. . . .

“I fear they may be massing for war,” said Frieda gravely. “And if they choose to attack in winter, we’re all in terrible danger.”

“Bloodthirsty brutes.” Icarus’s voice was savage. “The Humans will help us fight them. That’s the promise of the bands. Nocturna’s Promise.”

Shade listened attentively, heart slamming against his ribs. Back at Tree Haven, Frieda had told him about Nocturna, the Winged Spirit of the night. Deep beneath the earth, in the echo chamber, Shade had seen the stories of the Great Battle of the Birds and the Beasts, and how the bats were banished to the night skies for refusing to fight. But Nocturna promised that one day they’d be allowed back into the sunlight, and wouldn’t have to fear the owls anymore. And the Human bands were a sign of that Promise: perfect, gleaming circles like the sun itself. That’s what Frieda and Cassiel believed, anyway. And Shade too.

“If the owls are making war,” said Icarus, “the Humans are our only hope. Cassiel knew it. That’s why he wanted to find this building.”

“When we get there,” Shade heard his mother ask carefully, “what is it we’ll find?”

“What do you think, Shade?”

He jolted in surprise as Frieda glanced back at him over her wing: She’d known he was there all along.

“I was wondering when you’d join us,” said his mother with a wry smile.

“Come forward,” Frieda said. “Cassiel’s your father, and we might not be on this journey if it weren’t for you. Or you, Marina.”

Shade turned to see Marina, keeping pace just behind him. So she’d been listening in too! Typical, not wanting him to know anything she didn’t! At first he felt a flash of annoyance, but was quickly ashamed. After everything she’d already done for him, she still wanted to help him find his father. And she wanted to know the secret of the bands as badly as he did. After all, he thought enviously, she’d once had one, before Goth had torn it from her forearm.

“What if Cassiel’s not there?” Ariel asked.

Shade looked at his mother, aghast. Of course the same dark thought sometimes glinted in his own mind, but he always smothered it. Hearing his mother say it, he felt a current of panic go through him.

“But he’s got to be there,” he said, wanting to be reassured. “He has to be. . . .” He saw Marina’s kind smile and stopped, feeling childish. All he knew was that his father was alive. Somewhere. It was only gut instinct that told him he’d be in the Human building.

“We should be prepared for disappointment,” said Frieda, “but let us hope for the best.”

A whisper of sound grazed Shade’s face, and he pricked up his ears, straining. “You hear that?” he said.

“Just the wind,” Marina said.

“No, it sounded like—”

“I hear it too,” breathed Frieda. “Yes. Voices.”

Shade twitched his tall ears and banked sharply to the right, trying to chase the sound. It was definitely bat voices, but so faint, he couldn’t make out words. It was like being back in the echo chamber all over again, hearing those ancient currents of sound and trying to lock on before they slipped away.

“I’ve got it now too!” Marina said.

“And me!” That was his mother.

“Silverwings, follow,” he heard Frieda call out.

Shade shut out the rest of the world and followed the voices. They were a little stronger now, all running together like an airborne river.

“Look!” he heard Icarus say.

Before them, the grassland fell away in a slow curve, and spread out on the valley floor was a dazzling pool of light and sound. All at once, the bat voices seemed to well up from this place, soaring through the air toward them—a mysterious chorus, confusing, but melodious and irresistibly beckoning.

“What’re they saying?” Marina asked in awe.

Shade shook his head. It was impossible to tell. What did it matter? “They want us to come,” he said excitedly. “That must be the Human building down there! Come on!”

Down into the valley he plunged, and now he could make out walls, a roofline soaring with glittering metal towers. The music of bat voices was so overwhelming now that it all seemed less like a building than something woven from dazzling sound itself. It was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen or heard.

This is what my father was searching for! There were answers here, Shade was certain now. Inside. That’s where the voices were coming from. And where his father was! So how do I get inside? The voices would lead him. He locked on, and let them pull him in closer.

With Marina at his wing tip, he skimmed over the vast roof. From its smooth, dark sheen he guessed it was glass, yet he could see nothing through it, not even a smudge of movement or glimmer of light.

Still, the voices pulled him on, to the far edge of the roof, and there the sound was so intense, it created a halo of blazing light in his mind’s eye.

“It’s here!” he called out to the others.

Just under the roofline, high in the wall, was a round opening, and it was from here the bats’ voices were emanating. Without hesitating, he flew for it, braked, and landed inside. It was some kind of tunnel, and he was already hurrying down it on all fours.

“Shade, maybe we should we wait. . . .”

It was Marina, landing behind him.

“Come on, they’re all in here!” They wanted him to come, it was so obvious. He was supposed to come inside!

He scrambled down the tunnel, and then he felt the floor give way beneath him. The chorus of beautiful, melodious voices was abruptly extinguished. There was a powerful blast of warm air in his ears, and he tumbled straight down. Before he could even open his wings, or dig in with his claws, he was propelled through another opening. In a second his wings were unfurled, and he was circling, staring in amazement at what greeted him.



A VOICE FROM THE CAVE


Goth limped through the sky.

For two nights he’d flown south, his lightning-scarred wings shrieking with every stroke. But at least there was no more wretched snow on the ground, and each night the air was slightly warmer. The landscape too was changing, flat and marshy. And now for the first time, he saw some familiar stars on the far horizon, bits of constellations he had grown up with in the jungle. His heart leaped. It wouldn’t be long now before he was back home among the other Vampyrum Spectrum. In the sacred temple, he would pray to Cama Zotz, and be healed.

For now, his mangled wings made him slow, clumsy, and much of his prey escaped him. Still, he managed to catch enough to survive: a dopey but well-fed mouse; a nesting sparrow hidden beneath a canopy of branches. One night he’d been so hungry, he’d even eaten a few insects, and nearly gagged in disgust. It was bats he craved, as always, but he’d seen very few, and he didn’t know if he was fast enough to catch them in his weakened state.

He was wary now in the night skies, and he hated that. Before being struck by lightning he was fearless, a master of the night; but now he was a crippled creature. He didn’t relish the prospect of having to fight an owl right now.

And he was even more worried about the Humans.

They’d been looking for him. Once before, they’d tracked him down in their flying machine, and shot at him with sleeping darts. And just a few nights ago, he’d thought he’d heard the rhythmic chopping of their machine, and he’d waited breathlessly, deep in a tree, until the sound had passed.

Shade and Marina, those two puny northern bats—they had brought this calamity upon him. They probably thought he was dead, like Throbb. If anyone deserved to be incinerated by lightning, it was Throbb. At least Goth wouldn’t have to listen to his whining anymore.

The eastern sky was starting to brighten, and Goth swept the landscape with sound, looking for shelter. In a rocky hill, he found a crevice and gratefully flew for it. Inside, using his echo vision, he saw he was in a vast network of caves. Delighted, he flew deeper, and rather than getting colder, the air warmed, until a delicious tropical heat surrounded him. It was coming, he could tell, from vents in the stone floor, as if from the earth’s core. How long it had been since he’d felt this warm!

He probed the roof of the caves with sound—strange that there were no bats roosting here. It seemed a natural place for them. He’d been hoping for a good meal. But he was too warm to feel very disappointed.

He wanted to go deeper into the caves, deeper and lower, lured by the warmth—and something else that beckoned at the very fringes of his mind. What was it, this sense of being drawn? His eyes were so heavy, he wanted sleep, and yet he flew on. Would it take him to the very Underworld?

It was so dark here, and he flew by sound alone, eyes drooping shut. Finally he reached a large, round cave with no other passages leading from it, and he hung, exhausted, from the wall, sleep taking him instantly in its silken wings.

“Goth.”

The whisper coiled around his head.

“Goth.”

“Here I am,” he said drowsily. Was he asleep or awake? Then he stiffened. Who was there? Just the voice of sleep, maybe. But cold electricity coursed through his body, and his fur lifted. His eyes were open but saw nothing. In the impenetrable blackness of the cave, everything was sound—the corrugated rock walls and ceiling glimmering silver in his head. But there was something else he was seeing now with his mind’s eye, a kind of current that swirled slowly, hypnotically through the cave. A current of pure sound.

He watched in awe as it filled the cave, swirling, never still. His heart thundered.

“Where are you going?” the voice whispered.

“Home,” he said. “To the jungle.”

Sound pictures were painting themselves on the walls and roof like moving hieroglyphs. A jaguar, a feathered serpent, a pair of unblinking eyes without pupils.

“Who am I?” the voice asked, grazing his ears.

Goth’s body felt icy. He knew, yet he wanted to be sure. He wanted proof. “Show me,” he said boldly.

Laughter rumbled through the room. “Not until the sun is dead, Goth, then you will see me in my full glory.”

“The sun, dead?” he asked in confusion.

“Who am I, Goth?”

“I know you,” he said, and faltered, suddenly afraid to utter the name, now that he was in his very presence.

“Tell me.”

He swallowed. “Cama Zotz.”

“Yesssss,” came the slithery reply. “The Humans are chasing you.”

“I know. But they won’t catch me.”

“Let them.”

“But they are our enemies, Lord Zotz. They treated me like a slave; they mock you.”

“They think they are using you, but you will be using them.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You will.”

Goth said nothing for a moment.

“Are you my servant, Goth?” The voice, no longer soothing, cut into his ears, slashing light through his head.

“Yes, Lord Zotz.”

“Do my bidding, then, and you will be king.”

And then it was as if all the sound was suddenly sucked out of the cave, all the silvery echoes dissolved, and Zotz was gone. Goth was alone. His breathing calmed. The silence was so total, he wondered if he had only dreamed his conversation.

Let himself be caught by Humans—it made no sense! These were the Humans who had trapped him in his homeland and brought him north to their artificial jungle and imprisoned him. The Man, always watching him, stabbing him with his darts. Was he to return to that? What good could it do?

He shook his head, and cast echoes around the empty cave. He’d had dreams before, and visions too. But none so vivid, none where he’d felt Zotz’s breath on his face, seen the very swirls of his presence. Could Zotz really find him so far north? Maybe it was nothing but a confused dream. Already it seemed unreal.

He could fight sleep no longer. He plunged down into blazing dreams of the jungle, so real that he could smell the soil, the damp stone of the royal pyramid. All around him soared the Vampyrum, but they looked smaller somehow, leaner, and there was something wrong with the jungle too, the trees and creepers and fronds all charred and smoking.

He bobbed in and out of sleep, wrapped in his dreams. He lost all sense of time. He heard his own voice crying out in pain, and was aware of angrily ripping off the Human bands that festooned his forearms. Or was he just dreaming it? All but one of the bands tore free, and that was the one the Man had put on him back in the artificial jungle. That one he could not tear free.

Dreaming again: And this time, Shade was caught in his claws, pinned to the ground. “I will eat your beating heart,” Goth told him. He opened his jaws wide and lunged.

He woke. And this time he knew he was fully and truly awake. How long had he slept? A second, a day? He couldn’t even guess. He shifted his wings and noticed instantly how different they felt. He cast a wash of sound over them, and looked.

All the Human bands, but one, were gone.

And his wings were healed.

*   *   *

Goth flew from the cave and cut tight circles in the air, scanning the horizon. South. The jungle, his home. His whole being pulled him back there.

But Zotz’s words echoed in his head.

He must be obedient. He was a prince of the royal family, the Vampyrum Spectrum, and must follow the orders of the bat god. And what of this promise to be king?

He opened his wings, testing them. Incredible. Before, they’d been scarred and seared, the skin melted away from the bone in places. He’d thought he’d never be whole again. Now healed.

Only Zotz could have performed such a miracle. Zotz gave him his strength back so he would do his bidding. Zotz had always looked over him: in the artificial jungle; in the thunderhead when lightning struck. He angled his wings and flew north.

He knew it wouldn’t be long before the Humans caught him.



PARADISE


It was summer.

Forest stretched as far as Shade’s eyes and ears could see. Not the icebound forest he’d just left behind, but forest in full leaf: maple, elm, beech, oak, hemlock, their foliage creating a lush canopy. Wildflowers twined themselves through the branches, and Shade could smell ripening fruit. Far below, he heard the ripple of a stream. The air was silky and warm, fragrant with bark and soil, and absolutely teeming with insects. Just hearing them made his mouth water. But how could it be so warm in the middle of winter? Where was he? In confusion he looked overhead. The familiar stars glittered in a brightening sky.

But you’re not outside, he had to tell himself. You’re inside. He realized he was seeing the night sky through a glass roof—the same roof that, outside, had bounced back his echo vision, as hard as stone.

He swirled in midair as Marina shot through the same portal he’d come through. Then, in twos and threes, the other Silverwings burst into the forest, and Shade noticed there was some kind of metal flap that automatically opened and then snapped shut behind them. Soon, the whole group had arrived and was circling in amazement above the forest canopy.

“Is it real?” Marina breathed, flying alongside him.

“Smells real,” Shade said, and cautiously dipped toward a treetop, batting a leaf with his wing tip, and then settling on a branch. He dug his claws into wood. “Feels real too.”

It was incredible, a living forest inside a building! After the fierce winter cold, he felt his bones begin to thaw; he felt lighter.

Suddenly a tiger moth flashed past his nose, setting his ears alight, and he couldn’t resist.

“Shade!” he heard his mother call behind him, but he was already off, spinning down into the trees after his prey. Jubilantly he homed in, ignoring the barrage of echoes the tiger moth sprayed out to confuse him. Closer, closer, and he braked, scooping the moth up with his tail and volleying it into his open mouth. After weeks of snow fleas and caterpillar cocoons, it tasted so good, he almost passed out.

He swooped low over a swift, bubbling stream, delighted to see water that wasn’t frozen solid. Outside he’d gotten used to drinking by gobbling snow and wincing in pain as it melted against his teeth. Now he skimmed the stream, dragging his mouth along the water’s surface and letting it spray deliciously down his throat.

And then, pulling up, he noticed the hundreds of bats swirling curiously all around him. Graywings and Brightwings and Silverwings, staring at him intently. There were Small-foots, Fringes, Long-ears, and other kinds of bats he’d never even seen before.

“Welcome!” they called out. “Newcomer, welcome!”

“Was it a long journey?”

“So late in winter!”

“Didn’t expect any more newcomers till spring!”

Then he felt as if he were swept up in their wings and carried higher, back through the dense forest canopy to Marina and Ariel and the others. There were even more bats here—easily thousands—wheeling around them, barraging them with questions. Some, he noticed instantly, were banded, but most were not. They all looked so friendly, and so genuinely glad to see them.

“What is this place?” called out Frieda.

“Paradise.”

The voice came from a Hoary bat, flying up to meet them. She was an older bat, Shade could see, though not nearly as old as Frieda. Her fur was a mottled gray, with rivulets of silver running across her chest and back. She had a short, pale beard that ended in a sharp point, and her black eyes were flecked with white, making her gaze fiercely penetrating. On her left forearm blazed a Human band.

“My name is Arcadia.”

“I am Frieda Silverwing; we’ve come from Hibernaculum, two nights’ journey from the east.”

“We’re so glad you’ve arrived,” said Arcadia. “Now come and roost with me, and let me explain everything.” She led them to a maple with an abundance of interlacing branches, and the Silverwings gathered around Arcadia. Shade landed beside Marina, suppressing a groan as Chinook found a place on her other side.

“I hope this doesn’t take long,” he heard Chinook whisper. “I’m hungry.”

Shade’s eyes were on Arcadia as she rustled her wings and folded them neatly. She turned her head to take them all in, meeting their eyes in turn, and Shade couldn’t suppress a slight tremor when that gaze came to rest on him. They were intelligent, even beautiful, eyes but there was also something hard about them; maybe it was just those flecks of white, like sparks of mica in stone.

“There’s no need to be anxious,” Arcadia said, smiling. “All of us here remember how confusing it was at first. The suddenness of it, the unexpectedness of it. But you can shed all your worries. Your journey is over. As you can see, the Humans have created the perfect home for us. The trees never lose their leaves; the stream never freezes. It’s forever warm as a summer night, with as many insects as you could ever hope to eat.”

“How many are here?” Frieda asked.

“Several thousand at least, from all different colonies.”

Shade caught his mother’s eye, and knew what she was thinking. Thousands of bats, and one of them must be Cassiel. He wanted to break from the tree at once and soar across the forest to find him. His claws clenched restlessly in the bark. It was torture knowing his father was here and not being able to go to him at once.

“We came from roosts a million wingbeats apart, from east to west,” Arcadia was saying. “But we had two things in common. We believed in the secret of the bands. And we heard the call.”

“The call,” said Frieda. “You mean the voices outside the building?”

“Yes. To summon us. My group was the first to arrive, some two months ago.” There was a hint of pride in her voice. “The forest was empty, waiting for us, as if Nocturna had just created it.”

Shade frowned. “But where did the voices come from then?” he blurted out. The way Arcadia turned her eyes on him, he could tell she disapproved of such a young bat asking questions. He looked at his claws, uncomfortable. He’d never been very good at holding his tongue. “I mean, if the forest was empty, how could you hear bats?”

“That,” said Arcadia, “is a mystery.” And she said it in such a way that there could be no more discussion of it.

“And there were no other birds or beasts here?” Frieda wanted to know.

Shade was suddenly aware of the sky brightening above them. In any other forest, the dawn meant owls would soon be patrolling the sky, birds rousing themselves in their nests, beasts snuffling for food. But Arcadia didn’t seem at all concerned. She smiled again.

“Of course not,” she replied. “The Humans made a perfect haven for us. There are no owls, or any other bird, for that matter. Nor are there beasts. Only bats.”

The words were out of Shade’s mouth before he could stop himself. “But why?” he asked. “Why have they built this place for us?”

“To fulfill Nocturna’s Promise,” said Arcadia simply. “Come and see.”

*   *   *

Arcadia led the way to the topmost branches of the tree, and there Shade could see the sky paling, and a stronger band of light across the eastern horizon. As if drawn, the other bats of the forest were sailing up through the foliage to gather near the roof, some finding roosts on high trees, others circling excitedly, watching. The thrum and creak of wings filled the air.

“Watch!” they whispered in fevered anticipation. “Look!”

It was the dawn. Shade stared, transfixed, as a bright sliver of sun curved above the distant horizon. And his thoughts flew back, months ago, to the northern forests, when he was just a newborn, and he’d risked his life for such a sight. The memory of the owl that had tried to hunt him down—the smell and sound of it—fluttered so strongly through his head that he couldn’t help glancing over his shoulder, just to make sure he was safe. He could see the same mixture of anxiety and awe on the faces of the other bats from his colony, even Frieda’s.

Millions of years without the sun, and now they were watching it rise with regal grace, trailing streams of mist from the horizon. Shade had once flown in the full blaze of day, but he’d never seen the sun break free from the horizon. The bats had fallen into a silent reverie as the sun assumed its full glory, a blazing disc of light in the sky.

Shade looked around at all the ecstatic, upturned faces, their fur bathed in the sun’s light, their eyes sparkling. And he sensed that this must be a ritual for them, gathering to see the dawn.

He looked at Marina, and it was as if he were seeing her for the first time, her fur so luminous. And so soft. Every sleek hair glittered. She seemed like some new kind of creature, spun out of light. She turned her bright eyes on him, a miniature sun in each one, and smiled, and he smiled weakly back and looked away, surprised and awkward.

The sun seemed to transform everything, to pick out details he’d never noticed: the veins of leaves, the shadows in the bark. He wanted to touch everything all over again. The world seemed more. He looked back at the sun itself and was surprised to realize he was only squinting a little. He frowned. “It’s brighter than that,” he muttered to Marina.

She nodded. “I remember.”

When they’d flown under its full glare to escape Goth and Throbb, he couldn’t even turn his gaze on it fully without powerful twin stabs of pain through his eye sockets.

“The roof must dull it somehow,” he said, and he remembered its dark sheen from the outside.

Arcadia rose into the air and circled above them, eyes gleaming with light. “You see,” she said. “The Promise has been fulfilled! Here is the sun! And we’re able to look at it. We’re able to fly in its light, and fear nothing. There are no owls, no beasts to hunt us. Do you see? The sun is ours again! Our banishment is over!”

Always Shade had thought there would be a war with the owls. How else to end their banishment, to win the right to fly in the sun? Never had he imagined it would be like this—a perfect world created for them by Humans.

“And the bands?” said Frieda. “What is their significance?”

“After I was banded I wondered about that a great deal,” said Arcadia, “as many of us have, I’m sure. But these bands aren’t magical objects in themselves. They don’t single out good bats from bad. We share no common language with the Humans, so they are a way of linking us. They are a sign of friendship, a symbol of the Promise. They tell us that Humans have a part to play in the coming of the day. Nocturna made the Promise; the Humans have delivered it!”

Across the treetops Shade met his mother’s eyes and smiled.

“Let’s go find your father,” she called to him.

His heart pounded. Somewhere in this vast forest was his father, he could feel it.

“We’ve come looking for someone,” Ariel said to Arcadia. “A banded Silverwing named Cassiel.”

Arcadia settled on a branch and looked thoughtful. “Cassiel. So many have come, let me try to . . .” She raised her voice and called out across the treetops: “Is there a Cassiel Silverwing among us? Send out the word!”

Shade’s fur lifted in excitement as he heard his father’s name racing out through the forest like a ripple through water. He couldn’t keep still; he had to be aloft. Up to the very rooftop he flew, listening.

“Cassiel! Cassiel Silverwing! Is he here? Cassiel . . . Cassiel . . . Cassiel . . .” until the voices became softer and softer, fading away into silence. Shade felt the blood booming in his ears. He sought out his mother, her face so still, her ears pricked hopefully, waiting for the return call.
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