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Praise for Shade of Wings

“Pam McGaffin’s fiction is deeply rooted in fact, making Shade of Wings equally engaging and instructive. As the reader is taken into the world of crows, McGaffin reveals the truth about the behavior and ecology of a familiar bird and warns of the danger to humanity when nature’s messages are ignored.”

—John M. Marzluff, Emeritus Professor of Wildlife Science, University of Washington, and author of In the Company of Crows and Ravens and Gifts of the Crow

“An amazing and heartfelt read. McGaffin confirms what so many of us already know, that humans should learn from the smart ones around us, even if they’re crows.”

—Lori Matsukawa, television news anchor and author of Brave Mrs. Sato

“Filled with appealing characters, crow lore, natural history, mysterious illness and conflicting scientific theories, Pam McGaffin’s speculative novel Shade of Wings delivers a fresh and compelling story of family, survival, and redemption. The book gripped me from page one, and never let go—simply said, I had to find out what happened to these characters. Well done!”

—Mima Tipper, author of Channeling Marilyn

“Utterly original! I’m in awe of Pam McGaffin’s deft storytelling—she makes a family of crows both fascinating and deeply relatable. I love a book that leaves me seeing the world with fresh eyes, and Pam accomplishes that in spades.”

—Andrea Ezerins, author of When the Forest Dreams






[image: ]



Copyright © 2026 Pam McGaffin

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, except for brief quotations in reviews, educational works, or other uses permitted by copyright law.

[image: ]

Published in 2026 by

She Writes Press, an imprint of The Stable Book Group

32 Court Street, Suite 2109

Brooklyn, NY 11201

https://shewritespress.com

Library of Congress Control Number: 2025926952

ISBN: 979-8-89636-312-5

eISBN: 979-8-89636-313-2

Interior Designer: Kiran Spees

Maps by Erin Greb

Printed in the United States
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 

No part of this publication may be used to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) models. The publisher and author reserve all rights related to the use of this content in machine learning.

All company and product names mentioned in this book may be trademarks or registered trademarks of their respective owners. They are used for identification purposes only and do not imply endorsement or affiliation.

Crow graphics from vecteezy.com




To my mother, Carol, and all the single parents bravely doing their best
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Maddy’s JournalSeptember 10, 1999


It only takes one. She draws blood from a bird, lays her eggs in the sewer, and the one becomes a multitude. From mosquito to bird, bird to mosquito, the virus spreads like smog. Hundreds . . . thousands die, but no one cares because the first victims are crows.
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DUNCAN

Spring 1999


He stretches one leg and the opposite wing, then switches sides, trying to bring blood back to dead muscles. From his perch atop the bald hemlock, the Bronx Zoo is a green island in a sea of gray buildings. The dawn sky bleeds blue to yellow where a layer of haze hugs the city. The humans have only begun making their gas, but it’s already hot—too hot—for their busiest season. He flinches at the sound of a siren. Once he would have mimicked the noise just because he could, but no more. 

Two trees over, hidden in the still-green branches of a healthier hemlock, three nestlings squeak for the bits of protein in Mother’s beak. He’s too far away to hear their eager swallows but knows they will be hungry again soon, so he must forage, first for himself, then for the brood. Below him, his younger sister Cloud rests heavy on a branch, beak open and panting. He clucks to get her attention. She leans forward on her perch, and they set off, crossing the slug-colored Bronx River and the dusty yard where a herd of bison lay. The beasts’ shaggy backs hold plentiful nits and flies, but Duncan prefers to forage in Astor Court, where the sprinklers keep the grass green and the worms close. Once they feed the nestlings their worms and grubs, they’ll check the strollers around the Children’s Zoo for bags of trail mix and Cloud’s favorite, Goldfish crackers. Though humans appear dangerous when they flap their wingless arms, it’s mostly for show. Strange animals, humans. They waste so much yet curse crows for the taking.

Duncan tilts one wing, listening for the fountain, but it’s dry. As he and Cloud touch down on the lawns of Astor Court, two crows from lesser families yield to them. The larger one wobbles in flight, as if blurred on berries. Duncan wants to watch what happens to the wobbly crow, but Cloud marches around him, her head on a swivel. 

“Healthy singleton for you,” she says. “South by southwest.” 

He follows her stare to a lone female, her black feathers shining blue in the sun. 

“We’re not here to search for mates.”

Cloud lets out a huff. “I know. I know. Our parents need us, but it doesn’t hurt to keep your eyes open, especially at your age. What are you, five?” 

He’s four but doesn’t bother to correct her. He doesn’t need a two-year-old reminding him he’s the oldest one left. “Start foraging. Throat will be hungry soon.” 

“Her name is Kyra.”

“All I see is a red throat shoving the other red throats aside. It’s a wonder Lucas and Worm don’t shove her out.” As he says it, he realizes it will never happen. The female nestling is bigger than her two brothers put together.

“Aren’t you always telling me that competition is key to survival?” Cloud cocks her head.

Duncan doesn’t answer because she has a point. He has said that, more than once. What he hasn’t told her is that it’s particularly true for runts. The smallest and weakest nestling must be able to hold his own. If he can’t, he’s a waste of resources and a danger to the brood. His parents could have shoved him out, but they didn’t. That’s why he feeds Kyra’s two smaller brothers more and first, starting with Worm. 

“Well?” Cloud prompts. 

“I suppose.” He can’t bring himself to admit that his sister is right. Or that survival often depends on luck, which she seems to have in abundance. As the elder who’s mostly in charge of mentoring her, it galls him. 

He stabs at the grass, then opens his beak slightly to widen a hole in the roots, exposing the pink end of a worm. Grabbing it with practiced finesse—firm, but not so firm he bites it in two—he unearths its full length and gulps it down. He has just spotted the white of a fat beetle grub when a familiar caw announces the arrival of their younger sibling, Sky. She gives them a nod of greeting, then immediately starts foraging—no scoping the area for possible mates first. Why can’t Cloud be more like her no-nonsense little sister? The three of them spread out, claiming their right to the best ground, along the lawn’s edge. The ground is drier than normal but still yields grubs. Once he has satisfied his own hunger, he tells Cloud they need to fill their crops for the nestlings. 

“But we just got here,” she whines. 

Not true, but he gives her a bit more time. Once she signals her full crop, they set off, leaving Sky to her finish her foraging. Down below, one of the other crows appears to be struggling to walk. Is this the wobbly bird from earlier? It’s a tiring time of year, but this bird looks beat. Probably a father weakened from feeding everyone but himself. Get something in that gut of yours, Old Flap! 

He changes direction with a dip of his left wing. Cloud does the same as they begin their roundabout way back to the nestlings, a decoy habit drilled into them by their parents. They’ve seen hawks and eagles from time to time, but the only other birds today are some pigeons lined above the road that marks the zoo’s northern boundary. He and Cloud duck under the canopy of branches to the stick nest tucked against the tree’s trunk. Mother, bent over the soft inner bowl holding the nestlings, moves aside to let them in. Duncan and Cloud stand on the rim looking down three red throats swaying like flowers reaching for the sun. Ignoring the tallest, most desperate mouth, Duncan finds Worm’s beak and spits up most of his load before moving on to Lucas. Throat gets his dregs. Cloud will be more generous with her, so it evens out.

Loud and persistent honking, not from one car but from a lineup of cars, drowns out the nestlings’ begging calls. It seems to be coming from the road where he’d seen the pigeons. He trains his ear and hears loud voices between the honking. In his four years, he’s learned to distinguish between the different human calls, and these sound sharp, angry.

“I’m going over to see.”

“Stay out of their breath.” This is Mother’s usual advice near roads.

No matter. He can see the backup from the park’s parameter fence. The cars are lined up behind a pair of pigeons, one on its back, its wings fluttering against the road’s oily stripe, the other butting its mate’s body with its small head. The fallen bird shudders and makes low grunting sounds as it tries to right itself but can’t. A woman stands by the lead car, turning her attention from the birds to the drivers honking behind her. Did she strike the bird with her car? Its body doesn’t appear broken. He sees no blood. Finally, the woman gets back in her car and drives slowly forward, scaring off the mate. The belly of her car goes over the one who can’t be saved. Those behind her follow. By the time the last car passes, the bird is still. They’re only pigeons, but he hates seeing any bird in obvious pain. Now, at least one of them is out of its misery. Not so the mate. It perches on the line over the road, making the short grunting sounds pigeons make when distressed. He wishes Cloud were here to see that taking a mate doesn’t spare you pain. It compounds it. 

His sorrow shifts to mild excitement as he anticipates reporting the death to his parents. It would be more important if it involved crows, but still. 
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“Pigeons are such dirty birds. No telling what it got into.” Mother is perched at the top of the dead hemlock looking north. Cloud, standing just below her, gives Duncan a sympathetic shrug even though she can’t possibly know the sting behind Mother’s remark.

Duncan lets it land without a response. In her subtle way, Mother is reminding him of his first disastrous spring as a helper. He flares his tail feathers and jumps down a branch, sidling along it until he’s against the trunk. Turning to face the fissured bark, he’s able to block out his family, but not the rustle of branches that announces Sky’s return from the fountain nor the crescendo of chirping as she approaches the nestlings with food. 

Moments later, a flash of orange on the lower edge of his vision makes him turn an eye to the shaky arrival of Father below. In his beak is a large monarch butterfly, a gift for Mother. She flies down and releases a soft rattle click of appreciation before snatching the prize to cache it in a hiding place known only to her. In moments, she’s back at Father’s side, combing her beak through his neck and shoulder feathers, nibbling up the mites she finds. Watching his parents exchange grooms, Duncan recalls the sometimes painful probe of Mother’s beak on his young body, itchy with growing pinfeathers. Now, he’d have to be mated to receive such care from another. Over the years, he’s learned to groom himself or do without. 

Will Mother even mention the pigeon death to Father? Or has the gift of a useless butterfly already made her forget? He doesn’t see the point of such gestures. Sure, you can eat a butterfly, though she doesn’t, but you can’t eat pieces off a tin can. You can’t eat a button or a feather from another bird. These things are pretty, but useless, taking up space.

Cloud and Sky don’t know what happened that spring he turned one, and those who would remember have left to start their own families. Cloud will probably leave the following spring, at which point he’ll work on preparing Sky. But how do you prepare young crows for the inevitable losses they’ll face? He flashes on the sad scene of the pigeon trying to save its mate. Nothing can prepare you for that. 






[image: ]chapter 2
CLOUD


Her brother is resting against the trunk, feathers fluffed, eyes closed, pretending to be asleep. She sticks her beak near his head and whispers, “Du-n-n-c-a-a-n.” When he doesn’t respond, she opens her throat: “DU-N-N-C-A-A-N.” This time, he turns around, his tail feathers brushing her face. 

“Leave me alone.” His words are muffled. 

“You’re actually sad about a pigeon?” She’s old enough to know crows will kill and eat an injured pigeon given the chance. 

“No.” 

“Then what?” 

He ignores her question. She walks away and waits, watching the sun creep through the branches. When it hits a gap and falls on her face, she goes back to her brother with what she knows will get him going. 

“Race you to the strollers.”

Duncan slowly turns to face her, giving his neck a stretch. She stretches too, preparing to best him in flight, but it’s hardly a contest. When her brother is in these mopey moods, he loses his itch to compete. So they fly side by side over the river, the bison yard, and the sea lion pool with its tantalizing fish smells. The zoo’s walkways are filling with humans and the complex rise and fall of their voices, punctuated by shrieks and squeals. She’s learned that young humans, called children, find it darn near impossible to do anything quietly. In that way, they’re kind of like crows. Today, the chatter rising from the Children’s Zoo is accompanied by the clatter of wheels. A long line of children walks along a path, holding onto a rope stretched between two adults, the last of whom pulls a wagon filled with food sacks and water bottles. 

“Well, looky here,” Cloud says. “Aren’t you glad I got you out?” She can’t resist the jab. 

The procession passes slowly toward the outdoor tables where the children will have their lunch. Cloud looks to Duncan to follow, but he spirals down to land in the upper branches of a maple tree. 

“We can watch the tables from here,” he says. 

“All right.”
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The painfully slow procession reaches the Dancing Crane Café. Then it’s a scramble for who sits where, followed by some talking by one of the adults, the seemingly complicated distribution of sacks and juice boxes, and, finally, the sound of bags and wrappers crackling. 

A peacock saunters into view, eliciting much excitement and a toss of food.

“Now?” Cloud asks.

Duncan shakes his head. 

The peacock gets another toss, which attracts a gray squirrel. The rodent creeps up to a girl eating a sandwich. It flicks its tail and is rewarded with a piece of crust. Holding the bread in its ratlike front paws, it sits back on its haunches, nibbles the piece to nothing, drops to all fours again, and creeps forward, coming a step closer than the first time. The girl throws another piece of bread. 

“A-Fah!” Cloud cocks her head in apology to Duncan, who is always reminding her not to use the Ancient Father’s nickname in vain. She sees her brother flinch as she leaves their perch, making a beeline between the squirrel and the girl, who screams. Cloud startles too, flying back up to Duncan, who’s shaking his head. 

“You know not to compete with a squirrel,” he says.

“I wasn’t. I was competing with the peacock.”

Duncan gives her a look. “Whatever you say . . . If you wait, we should score some leavings.”

Sure enough, the adults make the children toss everything they don’t eat in the garbage can, but Cloud finds a small bunch of green grapes and two Cheetos, the crispy kind. Duncan finds the bottom half of an Oreo cookie without frosting and an entire plastic sack filled with carrot sticks. They quickly eat the Cheetos, peck at the grapes, and fight over the cookie half, but they have to give up on the carrots because they’re too hard to peck down and too big to carry. Duncan takes a grape in his crop for Worm.

Flying back to the nest tree, Cloud feels the sun grow hot on her back. The days are getting long. Soon the sun will reach its peak, and they’ll have light to spare. And heat, which means plenty of fruits, seeds, and bugs, even though the worms will move deeper underground. Soon the nestlings will leave the nest and fly, though they’ll continue to beg as if helpless. After these young are foraging on their own, she will have one more brood to care for, one more tiring season of feeding, watching, and protecting, and then her helping will be done and she’ll be free to take a mate. She often daydreams about the aerial displays of males hoping to woo her, only to be jerked back to reality by one of Duncan’s scolds or her mother’s call. 

“Detour,” her brother reminds her as he circles over the bison, lumped together at one end of their sun-bleached yard. A monkey screeches in the distance. At the zoo’s northern gate, a shuttle bus stops, and humans spill out. She gives two sharp caws of greeting to see if any of them will look up. None do.

“I’m going to the World of Birds,” Cloud says. Before Duncan can object, she takes a sharp turn, heading for the building with eyes to the sky. At least that’s how the slanted, transparent ovals on the roof appear to her. Sliding down them is great fun in the snow. The rest of the year, she likes to stand on the glass and peer inside. If she’s lucky, she’ll spy a flash of red, green, or yellow, what Duncan calls “fancy feathers.” The birds of the world aren’t your common crows, pigeons, or seagulls. They’re rare, Duncan says, so humans collect them, just like they collect all the other unusual animals in the zoo. She touches down on the largest oval window and struts her freedom. 
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DUNCAN


His parents slump into dusk with the relief of ground beetles finding cover. He watches them nuzzle each other as they settle into their usual perch two branches above the nest. His father’s head sinks down into his puffed-out chest feathers. 

Mother answers the question she sees in his stare. “He’s not feeling himself.” 

“I’ll take night watch then.”

“No. Let Cloud and Sky do it. You . . . go to the roost.”

“What?” Duncan isn’t sure he’s heard her right. He oversees night duty when his parents need to sleep. Now they’re giving the job to his younger sisters? What if an owl or raccoon spies the nest? “Shouldn’t I stay with them?” 

The wordless shake of his mother’s head feels like a slap. He can still taste the cloying sweetness, more like too-ripe fruit than meat. He should have known, should have suspected. No one in his family will make that mistake again. Yes, Cloud and Sky are young and relatively inexperienced, but they’re also blameless.

Cloud’s black profile stands out atop the World of Birds building. She’s strutting around, playing her weird little game, not a serious thought in her head, and tonight she’ll be the only thing standing between the nestlings and disaster. Sky doesn’t even factor in. He touches down on the slanted glass, sliding a little before he gets his balance. 

She chortles at his near stumble. “Come to join me?”

“Hardly. Mother wants you and Sky to watch the nest tonight.”

The mirth leaves her eyes. “Me and Sky? But she’s never done it before.”   

“There has to be a first time.”

“She’s so young.”

“She’s one year younger than you. Consider it good training. For both of you.”

Cloud’s shoulders fall. “But I was going to the roost tonight.” 

“Sorry. Not up to me.”

She clucks her displeasure. “You get to go, I suppose.”

“Yup.” The roost holds no great attraction for him, and Cloud knows it.

As they fly back to the nest tree, his mind ticks through the reasons behind his mother’s decision. She may want him to get some sleep or pick up foraging information. She may want him to find a mate. Since they have plenty to eat, and sleep is always a luxury this time of year, the third possibility makes the most sense. Is she that eager to be rid of him?
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The first crows pass over when the evening light gilds the trees. They fly alone or in loose groups, taking dips and detours at will. Some caw and spin aerials in the warm, uncrowded sky. 

Young singletons showing off.

Duncan prefers to travel with the scatterlings, who are quiet and keep to themselves. He recalls having to explain the difference to Cloud as she approached mating age. Singletons have families and territories but choose to strike out on their own. Scatterlings have no choice, having lost both. They’re usually older and male, living cautiously on the edges, belonging nowhere. In the simplest terms, singletons are celebrated; scatterlings are shunned.

A family group of older siblings flies over, trading short caws back and forth. He waits until they pass and then he lifts off, flying diagonally across the zoo and the tight grid of streets and buildings of the South Bronx. He trains his eyes on green. He knows every grass- and tree-covered patch between the zoo and the roost. The lawns of Central Park are popular stops. While others drop down for pre-roost social hour, he continues southwest, threading his way through the tallest buildings and spires, their windows shining like insect eyes. The giant woman marks the halfway point of the most daunting part of the journey. In a city surrounded by water, crows learn early that they are better fliers than swimmers. It’s always a relief to reach Staten Island with its green resting places, including a puny zoo in the northeast corner. His destination is on the south end, past the giant expanse of garbage and its swarming seagulls. Hard to believe Fresh Kills used to be even larger. Were it winter, he might stop there for a bite, but spring is a season of plenty with genuinely fresh food options. The roost itself isn’t a bad foraging spot with its trees, marshes, and grass. 

A good number of crows already dot the fields and the bordering birch trees, meeting, greeting, gossiping, trading news. Sprinkled among their black silhouettes are the grays and whites of pigeons and those gulls that have managed to tear themselves away from the garbage. Harder to spot are the stray travelers, birds who fly great distances to mate or escape winter’s cold. He once met a small Yellow Warbler whose flight from a place called Columbia made his trip to the roost look like a yawn. The bird told Duncan that his long journey to the mating grounds was nearly over. He was as happy as he was thin. 

Duncan claims a spot toward the top of a tall beechnut tree, which sets off a reshuffle of birds beside and below him. He picks up snippets of several conversations going on at once, including the usual complaints about the heat. 

White house . . . dog food . . . hot . . . itch like . . . nestlings . . . dry . . . worms . . . 

He angles in closer and, asking around, finally pieces together a coherent story about a woman and a girl in a white house who feed crows all they can eat in dog food. They’re so regular, one crow brings them gifts.

“Where is this place? Is it safe?” he asks the crow next to him, who asks the crow below him, and so on. Finally, the answer comes back. “North Queens, near the marsh. And yes, it’s become a regular—and safe—feeding place.” 

Duncan isn’t sure the information is worth taking back to his parents. His mother doesn’t allow the nestlings to eat “human food,” and Queens is well beyond their foraging range. But he likes the sound of all-you-can-eat. He moves to other trees to drop in on other conversations: about nesting dangers, the unusually warm spring, lawns with sprinklers, and much scattered he/she gossip and high spirits, including one crow mimicking the bobbing strut of a friend. 

Alarm calls. 

They’re coming from a circle of young crows gathered around a single bird on the field below. He flies down to investigate. A young female sits on the turf, unmoving, her feathers fluffed out and beak open. What’s wrong with her? He nudges himself into the inner circle of birds. 

“What’s happening?” he asks the crow next to him.

“Not sure. She fell, and now she can’t get up. Could have gotten into something.”

The something wasn’t poison. She isn’t jerking and shaking with movements not her own. Nor is she heaving up her gut. Duncan offers none of this knowledge to the bird next to him. 

“A pity,” the bird says. “She’s so young.” 

“Yes.” Duncan wishes the bird well and flies back into the trees. Below him, the crows gathered around the sick bird gradually fall silent as the skies grow dark. Then they, too, fly into the trees to roost, leaving her behind. Night comes, and with it, quiet.

First light reveals a large gathering of crows around the body. Birds take turns walking up to it before flying off to their respective foraging grounds. Duncan sees no need to check the corpse himself—it holds no clues—though he will report the death to his family.

His gut sounds a hollow complaint, reminding him of the chatter he’d heard the night before of a white house and a dog-food buffet. Should he risk it? Other crows are heading toward Queens, and he needs to feed himself before foraging for the nestlings. Why go to the roost if not to take advantage of the information shared there? He lifts off, joining the others.
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They line a wooden fence and wait on the branches of a cherry tree in pink bloom. A chorus of calls brings out the woman. Standing on her porch, she moves slowly and with deliberation, grabbing dry kibbles from a yellow bowl and scattering them around her small yard. Crows dive to the ground after it.

Duncan waits until things settle down before he joins the fray. No sense getting into a pecking match when there looks to be enough for everyone. Eventually, he drops down and secures a pellet under his foot to peck it down to size. It tastes of animal flesh, but whether it is cow, pig, or chicken, he can’t say. It doesn’t matter. If it’s good enough for dogs—humans love their dogs—it’s good enough for them. 

The woman has gone back inside. Wing beats stir the air as the surrounding crows leave to return to their territories. As Duncan rises above the backyard, he catches sight of something red sticking out of the grass. A gift. Mated crows give gifts to each other to strengthen their bond. His father is expert at this. Duncan has heard of crows gifting humans, but this is the first time he’s seen it. The woman must be special indeed.



[image: ]Maddy’s JournalApril 17, 1999

Spring break. Yay. Seven days of boredom. 

I can’t see my friends because Nana doesn’t drive and she won’t let me take the subway or even a bus alone. So that leaves . . . watching TV. In the daytime. Which means the soaps, which I’ve never gotten into. And anyway, TV when it’s sunny outside is the ultimate in depressing. 

My crows seem to sympathize. They left another gift—a cap from a red Sharpie pen, slightly chewed. It’s been a while, at least a couple of months. I added it to the collection, along with the date and time. Then, for something to do, I went through the gifts, counting and sorting according to favorites, medium favorites, and least favorites—twenty-eight objects in all, starting with a piece of blue-glazed pottery. It’s my number one favorite because it was first. 

I was thirteen. It was a sunny spring day like this one, and I was eating my lunch in the backyard. The bagel sandwiches at the Bagel Barn are overstuffed and messy, and I dropped, like, a third of my tuna fish onto my lap and the grass. When I went inside to clean up, a pair of crows swooped in and got all the droppings and the last of my bagel. This was a pair we’d seen pulling twigs off the pie cherry tree. Nana said they were probably hungry from nest-building, so she gave me some almonds to put out.

They ate or cached that little bag of almonds in no time and came back for more. We had to open a jar of Planters peanuts. (Nana rinsed off the salt.) Crows are so funny, the way they’ll cram as many nuts as will fit into their beaks and fly off. Sometimes, like a reverse Jenga game, they’ll pick up one nut too many and end up spilling everything. Then they have to start all over again. I’ve seen them do this, like, three times in a row. 

Other than that, they’re smart. That first pair kept returning to our backyard. So did their young. If we were late with the food, mom or dad or the juniors would look through the kitchen window and caw to let us know they were waiting. When the nuts got too expensive, Nana switched to dry dog food. Word must have spread among the crows because it wasn’t long before we had a murder (who came up with that term?) showing up for chow. 

Then, one day, a miracle.

After eating all the kibble, the birds left us that treasured piece of pottery. The gifts kept coming. Various hardware items, buttons, bones, shells, paper clips, bottle caps, along with some truly special things: two (mismatched) earrings, a pink hair tie, a necklace clasp, a McDonald’s Happy Meal princess figurine, a bone-shaped dog tag with the word “Blue,” and a silver heart half that says “best.” I keep waiting for the other half that says “friend,” but that’s probably expecting too much. 

Everyone thinks it’s pretty cool—I’ve been on TV!—but the immediate neighbors aren’t happy. Our next-door neighbor is the worst. We call him the Crab Pot. (More on him later.) Anyway, the “problem” of too many crows (and their poop) may be solving itself. Their numbers have dropped off. Nana says they’re busy nesting, but I’m worried. 







[image: ]chapter 4
DUNCAN


He takes a circular flight to the nest tree, expecting to see Cloud facing out, waiting none too patiently in the shadows. But she and Sky are in a tight cluster with their parents while the nestlings beg in the nest below. Cloud turns at his arrival but says nothing. Mist shrouds her eyes. 

“Feed them, then come up,” she tells him.

He empties the contents of his crop into the open beaks, starting with Worm’s. Once he’s finished with Kyra, and the nestlings have quieted, he flies up. Cloud and Sky make space for him in the family cluster around Father. He is pressed against the trunk with ruffled feathers. One eye is open while the other is lidded. He doesn’t seem all there. As Mother probes his chest, the inner lid of his open eye closes. She stops.

“Clegg? Can you hear me?” Her voice breaks. “Clegg?” She goes back to probing his chest, becoming ever more aggressive with her beak, but he still doesn’t respond. 

Cloud gives Duncan a nudge. Does she want him to intervene? How?

He shakes his head. 

Sky stands frozen, as if afraid to breathe. Younger birds mimic their parents, and she seems to be mimicking their father with her stillness. He’s just seen this, but with unrelated birds. The same stricken stillness rippled through the crows gathered around the sick female at the roost. She, too, was fluffed out and motionless, no life in her lidded eyes. 

“Awwggg!” A moan escapes his father’s throat. Whether from pain or the release of it, his body starts to jerk. His mother screams. 
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For the next three days, Father alternates between stillness and convulsions. Mother tries to get him to eat river-moistened bugs and grubs, but he clamps his beak against her offerings. All of them, even small Sky, take turns pinning his body against the trunk to prevent him from falling. Duncan leans in, absorbing his father’s tremors and fever. In quiet moments, he imagines his body smothering the fire raging in Father’s, but the heat and tremors always return, worse than before. 

On the third night, Mother falls asleep. She must have relaxed just enough for Father to slip free during one of his shaking spells. They find him the next morning, splayed on the root-hardened ground beneath their tree, his head and neck twisted, feet curled skyward. The grotesque image of his father in death doesn’t befit his stature in life. Duncan, Cloud, and Sky turn away. Mother, however, doesn’t waver. Standing beside her one and only, she pumps her chest and releases a ragged plea to the Ancient Father, asking Him to accept her mate’s experiences into His collected wisdom. 

Her death cry over the skyweb passes from crow to crow, territory to territory, alerting families far beyond the zoo. The branches soon fill with crows, many of whom knew their father from the roost or collective foraging. They come to pay their respects, echoing Mother’s cries with a chorus of caws, then dropping down to give witness to the passing, bringing sticks and small stones to place on or near the body. After a time, they bow and fly off, all but one. He’s a dominant male, judging from his size. As he walks toward Mother, Duncan’s muscles tighten. She won’t be able to fend him off in her weakened state. Before the bird gets too close, he flies between them, startling them both. 

“Duncan. It’s me, Kade.”

The familiar name takes Duncan back to his beginnings as one of four. Kade had been the largest and first—first to drop, first to fly, first to leave. No doubt, he’d been the first to parent a family of his own. He must have heard the skyweb announcement. And now, he’s the first to return.

“Kade.” Duncan mutters an apology and steps out of the way, allowing his brother to approach and rub necks with their mother, renewing their bond. 

“Father died of a sickness that’s killing crows and other birds,” Kade says. “It starts with a fever. You’ll know it when you see a bird fluff out and stay low to the ground. Soon they can’t fly or walk, and their bodies shake and go stiff. As death nears, they lose sight. That’s why some are calling it the blind death. It kills the strongest of us in a matter of days.” He looks down at the corpse lying between them. “I’m sorry I got here too late to shorten his suffering. My sons and I are healers, but there’s no healing from this, so we help with endings. If you need us, our home base is north of here in the botanical garden, west side. Look for the white building around two ponds.”

Duncan shivers. Kade seems to assume they will need him. Did the blind death kill the female at the roost and the pigeon in the road? What about the wobbly bird near the fountain? And now Father. What did they all have in common besides the obvious? 

Cloud pokes her head into their threesome, giving him a start. He hadn’t noticed her behind him. “What causes this blind death? I’m your younger sister Cloud, by the way.”

“Wow, last time I saw you, I was stuffing worms down your throat.”

Cloud cocks her head as if trying to remember the face behind the beak.

“Anyway, to answer your question, no one knows,” Kade continues. “But those who get it don’t survive.”

Mother leans in. “What should we do to protect ourselves?” 

“I wish I could tell you.”

Duncan lets out a sigh of frustration.

“As we become more aware, we learn,” Kade says, eyeing Duncan. “Awareness is the beginning. Please, spread the word. Tell others about Father, how he died, but also how he lived.”

Mother’s posture straightens. “Yes.” 

“I have to go.” He bows to each of them, turns, and lifts off, flying northward. 

[image: ]
Mother stays with the body all day while he and Cloud take turns guarding the nestlings. Sky flies back and forth, foraging and feeding. He was her age, facing the same pressure to provide, when he made the mistake that would change his life forever. Kade was there. He helped Duncan recover. Had that experience led to his becoming a healer? Mother might know, not that he would dare ask her. 

When she finally joins them in the nest tree, the sky has deepened to a golden violet, and the last of the roost-bound crows pass overhead. 

“The nestlings must drop.” The urgency in her voice takes him by surprise. He knew this time would come, but not this soon. Kyra and Lucas don’t have all their flight feathers, and half of Worm’s are still in sheaths. 

“You think they’re ready?” he asks even though he knows they’re not.

“It doesn’t matter,” she says. “The nest is known. They’re in greater danger if they stay.”

It doesn’t seem that way to Duncan, not with three adults standing guard. 

“Cloud and Sky will help you,” she says. 

Was he understanding her? Was she putting him in charge? A bubble of panic rises from his gut. “Wait!” 

She turns away. 

“What about you?” he asks.

When she returns his gaze, her face reflects his fear. “Duncan, I have a fever. It won’t be long until I follow Father. You’re the oldest. You’ve learned all you need to know . . . and then some.”

“Are you sure?” He’s asking about the blind death, but the question could also apply to her trust in him.

“You and I, we’ve been through the worst.” She nudges his neck with her beak. He leans into the touch just as she backs away. “Adversity can make you strong, or it can make you weak, Duncan. I see strength in you. I’ve always seen strength in you.” Her throat makes a soft rattle that’s half chuckle, half purr. “Did you know your name means dark warrior?” 

He shakes his head. The thought of himself as a warrior strikes him as preposterous. “I’m not—”

“I can’t make you stay here. Once I’m gone, you can go too. Find a mate, start a family . . . or not. Cloud and Sky can raise the nestlings. It will be hard for them, but—”

“I’ll stay,” he mumbles.

She nods. “You are more than ready . . . I must warn you, though. Crows will try to steal this territory. Do not let them take what is ours . . . what is yours.”

Duncan bows. “I won’t.” 

Mother sidles up to him again, rubbing his neck with hers. Her voice grows soft in his ear. “One more thing, the most important thing. Take care of yourself. You must care for yourself to care for others
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