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Dedication & Appreciation

	 

	I Corinthians 1:27-28 & 31 (KJV)—But God hath chosen the foolish things of the world to confound the wise; and God hath chosen the weak things of the world to confound the things which are mighty; And base things of the world, and things which are despised, hath God chosen, yea, and things which are not, to bring to nought things that are: That, according as it is written, He that glorieth, let him glory in the Lord.

	 

	To the one, true Kinsman—without whom this book and my very life would not have been possible.

	 

	To my lovely wife, Brandi—Thank you for your priceless support and feedback. There isn’t anyone else I’d rather have alongside for this amazing journey.

	 

	To my mother and father—Thank you for teaching me to dream and for helping me find the wings to take flight in pursuit of them.

	 

	To my children—Thank you for your encouragement. I hope each of you find inspiration in the leap of faith your mother and I took in setting out on this adventure and that you find the confidence in God to set out on your own.
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	Glossary

	General 

	Ægle (EH-gul)—A race of large raptorial birds

	The Eben’kayah (EH-ben KAI-yah)—A group of Etom who preserve the prophecies of Elyon

	The Empire of Chōl—the oppressive empire whose wraith army conquered and now rules the world

	Endego (EN-de-goh)—Nida and Nat’s home town

	Etom (EH-tom)—A race of small, semi-insectoid creatures

	Etma (ET-ma)—A female Etom

	Etém (eh-TEM)—A male Etom

	Malakím (ma-la-KEEM)—The radiant servants of Lord Elyon

	Nihúkolem (nee-HU-koh-lem)—The shadowy wraith army of the Empire

	Sakkan—An Etom village far northeast of Endego

	Shedím (shed-EEM)—Fallen, rebel Malakím

	Sprig—A race of tree-like beings

	 

	Characters

	Agatous—The Chief Counciletma of the Eben’kayah

	Alcarid (AL-ca-reed)—A senior Counciletém of the Eben’kayah

	Dempsey—A young etém highly involved with the Eben’kayah

	Gael—An æglet; Sayah’s sister

	Kehren—The etma headmistress of Nat’s school and Rae’s mother

	Makrïos (MACK-ree-ohs)—A Man, and Captain in the Empire of Chōl’s army

	Miyam—A Sprig who tends to the needs of new arrivals to Sanctuary

	Nat—An etém; Nida’s son

	Nida (NEE-da)—An etma; Nat’s mother

	Pikrïa (PIK-ree-ah)—Nida’s Great Aunt; a wealthy and solitary etma

	Rae—An etma; Nat’s best friend

	Sayah (SAI-yah)—An æglet; Gael’s brother

	Shoym—An enigmatic and kindly gentletém

	Tram—Rae’s father; a wealthy merchant

	 

	The Supernatural

	Astéri (as-TER-ee)—A messenger of Lord Elyon

	Elyon (el-EE-awn)—The Creator of the universe and so much more

	Gaal (GAWL)—The Kinsman

	Helél (heh-LEL)—The villainous leader of the Shedím

	 

	The Nihúkolem

	Belláphorus (bel-LAF-or-us)—A close comrade of Mūk-Mudón

	Cloust—A close comrade of Mūk-Mudón

	Imafel (EE-ma-fel)—A close comrade of Mūk-Mudón

	Mūk-Mudón (MOOK muh-DAWN)—An ambitious, dashing Warlord


Epilogue:
The Kinsman's Tree

	Nat awoke in sheltered darkness, at first aware of his encapsulation, then of stifling, yet cozy warmth. The severity of his confinement became apparent bit by bit—he was unable to move any of his extremities but for limited movement of his hands.

	Spurred by momentary panic, he felt around the enclosure. Velvet kissed his fingertips as they pressed past to encounter woody grain, and he struck out in attempt to shatter his breathless confines.

	Curious, he felt his enclosure sway and bob while he contemplated his failure to break free. Pleased at the motion, he snuck a grin of quiet bravado.

	Nat prayed strength, cheer bounding across the wilds of his heart as he rocked back and forth, pressing hands against the wall in concert with his efforts while the swings grew in amplitude. With a violent sway to one side, then the other, Nat noted he didn’t tumble about. Apparently, his head was affixed to the mysterious pod.

	Amidst pendulum sweeps, Nat mused on these peculiarities until a sharp “snap!” interrupted at the apex of a swing. For an instant, he was floating—soon turned to falling—as he plummeted in darkness, eyes wide and hands pressed out, braced against the inevitable...


Prologue:
The Æglet’s Answer

	
Set amongst the thorns of strife,
A fractured egg brings forth new life
That wakes beneath a darkening sky
Without a hope or chance to fly.

	
Despondency awaits him there,
The weaker born between the pair.
A meager being for meager things
Subject to a sibling’s sting.

	
Questions whispered on the air
Compel him to the broken edge,
A precipice beyond all cares
Or worries he might ever fledge.

	
Ready to cry his reply
He swallows now his throaty lump.
Trusting in new hope to fly
The æglet’s answer is to jump!

	 


Chapter One:
The Ægles’ Aerie

	Nestled in a wicker cradle atop leafy boughs, a lone, mottled orb rested intact among remnants of fragmented shell. The keening cries of Sister first-born stirred the nascent life inside, and the rocking egg attracted Mother’s interest in the afternoon heat of summer sunlight.

	Through the speckled shell, scratching emanated—distinct, yet faint amidst the hungry din—and the beak of one eager to meet his kin peeked through the puncture. Tiny nostrils drew deep of foreign air, then quit with a fitful sniff.

	An earnest Mother watched, anticipating the chick’s emergence any moment. However, the chick inexplicably turned within the shell, presenting soggy down through the jagged window then falling still.

	Curious at the strange behavior, Mother cocked an uncertain head as Father approached. Roosting nearby in the warmth of the sinking afternoon sun, Sister’s cries dwindled while she settled down to rest after a hearty first meal, leaving both parents to focus on the unhatched chick.

	With patient, gentle concern, Mother nudged the freckled egg with a hooked beak, hoping to elicit the burst of energetic activity needed to break free from the incubatory prison. The child unresponsive to her more delicate persuasions, she shot a pointed peck through the opening, expecting at least a squawk of protest and at most a frustrated reprisal to crack the egg open.

	Not a peep.

	Not a chirp.

	Mother looked to Father, both aware that the Blight often struck chicks too weak to hatch from egg to world on their own. Nevertheless, a Blighted child was better than one stillborn. She raised a talon over the egg, intent on rending her chick free of the deathly capsule.

	Father swept a walnut brown wing over the egg, positioning himself between it and Mother. With pleading, amber orbs, he gazed at her, shaking his head back and forth in slow, gentle arcs. His Ægle eyes, able to stare into the blazing, blinding brilliance of the sun, blanched under the fierce and fiery intensity of the gaze Mother returned.

	Hesitant, he relented, backing away with bobbing steps to hop atop the edge of the nest and stand—wings furled, head downcast, and back turned on Mother and the egg.

	Mother was displeased at Father’s protest. Nevertheless, she reconsidered, her talon upraised.

	Worry and doubt were a powerful undercurrent to the surface flow of oft menacing features. Conviction replaced misgiving, and ferocity furrowed her brow anew as her claw fell.

	She split the shell wide open with a razor slash, her wet and weary spawn spilling onto the nest’s thatched floor. An intent Mother peered down to assess her son.

	The chick’s tongue lolled from his mouth as he lay sprawled on his back with moist, limp wings spread to either side and open eyes glassy. He did not look well.

	Mother nudged his hollow breast—no response. His loose and colorless tongue bothered her most, though she couldn’t establish why.

	She nudged him again—no movement, though she perceived a subtle light dawning behind his eyes. His dratted tongue yet lay gray against the rough weave of the nest, and still her impotent frustration gnawed.

	One last time, she prodded him—his chest rose in respiration as he blinked chocolate eyes. His tongue grew pink, and at last he retracted the ghastly thing, much to Mother’s elation.

	Mother frisked—a brief, uncharacteristic display of happiness—and sidled up to her son, who regarded her with something akin to resentment.

	This was her first clutch of eggs, and as a new mother, she was not yet accustomed to the peculiarities of newborn chicks. Still, it seemed odd that her son seemed annoyed.

	He yawned and leaned heavy against her side, then tucked his head low into her feathers in preparation to sleep.

	Oh no you don’t! Mother contended, pecking her son gently to rouse him.

	Whipping around her aquiline head, she glared at Father where he sulked at the edge of the nest. He feigned ignorance until she squawked in irritation.

	Grudgingly, he dipped down to tear a morsel of flesh from the Fish that lay on the woven floor. With a sullen, sidelong flick of the beak, he tossed the scaly meat to Mother, then returned to his perch.

	Infuriated, Mother stared as he turned his back. She caught the bit of Fish with absentminded reflex trained in years of hunting and did not break her piercing gaze, the sting of which Father felt as he hunkered away from her.

	A soft press against her side reminded her to tend to her son, who once more nestled in her feathers in attempt to sleep. Mother swept the Fish past her son’s beak, hoping a whiff of the morsel would rouse him.

	Eyes closed, he sniffed the air with a questing beak, and Mother cheered within her heart. Her exultation was short-lived however. For after a moment, he lost interest and again buried his beak in her fringe.

	Now Mother was not the most patient of creatures to begin with, and this development simply would not do. Her chick must eat. She would make sure of it.

	Winding up her beak, she swung the meat across his face in a scaly slap. With a surprised shake of fluffy down, the chick awakened, eyes wide and beak agape in a squawk of protest.

	Mother stuffed one end of the morsel into his mouth, stifling his complaints, which ceased altogether when the chick tasted the pleasant food. With greedy snaps, he gobbled up the rest, and resumed his squawking, though this time to demand more.

	Satisfied at having set her chick aright, Mother turned back toward Father, catching him as he snuck a low and timid peek around his wing. He straightened to gaze back, eyes aglisten in supplication and shameful head inclined in defeat.

	Finding him chastened, she softened and cawed an invitation with a tilt of the head toward their son. Father shook his feathers in brightening relief, then hopped down and snapped up the rest of the Fish along the way to join Mother.

	There Mother and Father remained, doting over their son while Sister slept, and the sun fell in fire flaring across horizon’s arc.
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	Dawn of the æglets’ first morning brought with it discoveries for the entire family. Sister awakened early, rousing the rest with hungry demands.

	For his part, Brother stretched and returned to dozing while Mother and Father scurried to tend to Sister. After momentary debate, Mother elected to stay with the chicks while Father dove from the edge of the nest, relieved to be clear of the noisy nest and out in search of prey.

	Mother did her best to console Sister, though none of her efforts proved effective. The æglet would not be satisfied with anything short of breakfast, and Mother’s panic increased in the interim, unable as she was to please Sister. The commotion stirred Brother to peer with disdain at his sibling, his contempt for the racket apparent in his gaze.

	Sister stilled herself just once before Father returned—when she noticed Brother’s stare. Without a sound, she looked Brother over.

	With a sly smile, Sister sniffed and resumed the cacophony. Thinking Sister sated in the brief silence, Mother had relaxed, but she renewed her alarmed fluttering about the nest at the pealing dissonance. Brother laid his head across his downy back once more and observed Sister through sulky, slitted eyes, annoyed at the interruption of his slumber.

	Before long Father made a welcome entrance, the flap and gust of his wings announcing his return. Sister took one look at the Mouse drooping from Father’s beak and locked eyes with him to voice shrill insistence.

	Seeking to assuage Sister’s hunger and the accompanying ruckus without delay, Father dropped the still warm Beast before her on the floor of the nest. Without so much as another glance at Father, Sister fell to with violent pecks, wetting her beak in blood.

	Like all birds, the Ægles could control the size of their pupils, enlarging or shrinking them with interest or happiness, anger or fear—an expressive display known as pinning or flashing. Today and for the first time, Brother’s eyes pinned with interest, the carnage before him whetting his appetite while he recalled yesterday’s meal.

	Though a fair portion of the carcass remained, Sister sat plump and sated from her meal. Indulgent, she stretched her neck, tipping her head to one side, then the other.

	A single, piriform droplet of blood ran down her beak to fall as she cocked her head toward Brother. With hungry anticipation, he traced its grisly course to a crimson splatter on the floor, and Sister’s sly smile returned.

	A meticulous Sister jabbed at the remnants of the Mouse, picking at the bones until near nothing of substance was left. All the while Brother watched on in dismay, and a plaintive chirp escaped him.

	When she had gratified her gluttony, she stood, a round puff of fluff atop spindly legs. Spreading wings wide, she turned in a slow, deliberate circle.

	She raked the nest with her talons as she gyred, kicking loose bits of nest behind her, a few of which struck Brother nearby. Settling at last, she cast a pointed look over her shoulder to catch Brother’s attention before she hooked the ragged skin of the scant carcass on a talon and sent it flying at him with an offhand toss.

	The sticky, bony mess fell over him, blanketing him in gore. Dour, he crowed his displeasure while he struggled to escape the stiffening mantle of skin and bones. Sister paid him no further mind as he tore at the scraps and choked down the tough fur, skin, and tendons she’d left him.

	Meanwhile, Father and Mother observed the interplay, but no warm affection prevailed amidst the Ægles’ instincts to stir them to intervention. They were hunters. The strong ate the weak, and those too weak to fight for their portion may well die.

	Thus, was rivalry between Brother and Sister born.
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	According to their custom, Ægles awaited the emergence of a dominant trait before naming a chick. Often, the process took several weeks or even months while chicks developed. Since Ægles identified one another by sight and regardless weren’t a particularly talkative bunch, the lack of names among æglets didn’t cause confusion.

	As was often the case between Sister and Brother, Sister was first and claimed a name with her usual aplomb and spectacle. After all, she was first to hatch, first to eat, first to talk, first to grow “real” feathers, which darkened as they grew strong and lost the downy softness of a chick.

	She was first in just about every matter—every matter but one. For Brother was still first to sleep each night, and he was unofficial nap champion of the nest.

	The occasion of Sister’s naming came at the beginning of their tenth week. In flightless confinement to the nest, Sister had grown restless and impatient with strutting about and intimidating Brother.

	She often bullied the smaller æglet, pinning him beneath the ironclad grip of her talons to peck and taunt him. Mother and Father hunted together now the æglets were somewhat grown, which left Brother to the cruelty of Sister’s tender mercies.

	Even her favored pastime of glaring from the branches next to the nest had grown stale. At one time, she had only been able to peer over the edge of the nest, tracking prey with the frightening visual acuity of their kind and in silence intimating the kill with hooked beak and slashing talon.

	When first to speak, the words whispered from her vengeful perch, “Kill, kill, kill you,” she had spoken to none but herself, the baby-sweetness of tone belying the murderous intent of the statement. Of course, Mother and Father had beamed with pride not only at her facility of speech, but at its theme.

	“Did you hear that, Father? Already talking!” Mother had chimed.

	“What an excellent hunter she’ll make!” Father had gushed, impressed with his daughter’s innate aggression.

	Sister had preened at the recognition, but it was a superficial response not indicative of what compelled the utterance. Like an egg swelling beneath her breast, a caged and frenzied energy scratched ‘scritch scritch’ within her, questing to burst free from the shell of her body. By instinct, she sought the hunt with the grim expectation it would slake a relentless bloodthirst that superseded natural hunger.

	In the limited comprehension of diminutive age and experience, Brother had observed the interplay, aware that Mother and Father were yet again praising Sister for her accomplishments. He couldn’t compete, nor did he care to.

	Least important among his concerns were the things that excited Mother and Father most. He cared first to sleep and then to eat. If his body hadn’t required sustenance, he would have forsaken that as well in preference to the effortless dreaming that he best enjoyed.
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	Born frail through Mother’s intervention at his hatching, Brother was underdeveloped from the start. To make matters worse, Sister made a habit of hoarding the prey Mother and Father brought the æglets. Many were the nights that slumber was Brother’s welcome respite from pangs of hunger.

	Thus the stage was set for the familial drama that would shape the siblings’ relationship. Sister grew yet larger and stronger than he. Any chance that Brother might challenge her disappeared, if ever there was one.

	Even now, his feathers remained a pitiful reminder of his frailty—the drooping skin that covered his spindly wings visible through the piebald fluff that covered his body. Now that Sister had forsaken the infantile down of a chick for the true feathers of flight, Brother stood half her size. 

	In addition to the physical flaws that diminished Brother’s standing among Ægles, his greatest disadvantage was a pessimistic, lackadaisical attitude. From egg to æglet, Brother lacked motivation to pursue anything but sleep, let alone prey.

	In vain, Father tried to train his son in the art of tracking prey from the aerie but had given up after several attempts. To be sure, Brother’s eyes worked well enough, but his lack of interest in the activity frustrated Father to the breaking point.

	At last, Father had thrown up his wings in consternation. He dove from the edge of their perch, rolling over mid-air to glance back at Mother as he plunged.

	“He’s all yours!” Father had called to Mother, a disappointed frown contorting his features before he spun aright, opening great wings to catch an updraft that sent him skyward without another look back.

	But for Sister’s indulgence in an uncommon late afternoon nap, Brother was certain she would have teased him to no end at Father’s displeasure.

	Father resented Mother for salvaging Brother from his egg and perceived his son’s weakness as a liability the æglet was unlikely to overcome. Whereas he rejoiced over Sister for all her fine attributes as an Ægle, he brooded over Brother for all the chick’s lack thereof—none of which escaped Mother’s notice.

	Perhaps due to contention with Father, Mother was all the more patient with her son, the conflict drawing out a forbearance with his failings beyond that natural to the Ægle. She came alongside her son at nest’s edge, eyes narrowed in spite as she followed Father’s speedy departure.

	Mother fixed her son in a determined gaze and with a forceful nod indicated a stretch of distant underbrush. Her desire was clear: resume the exercise of finding and following prey with his powerful Ægle eyes.

	Reproachful, Brother returned her gaze with beak agape and tongue lolling. In his estimation, the best use of his eyes at the moment was to roll them, a decision he at once regretted.

	At the apex of his disrespectful gesture—in that brief instant of visual impairment—Mother darted forth with a speed and force that stirred the impoverished fluff drooping from his cheeks. Brother found himself beak-to-beak with his unflinching Mother. Shaken by her advance, he craned backward until his head dangled over his rump.

	Glowering, Mother jerked another pointed nod toward the underbrush. Unable to escape, a grudging Brother set to task.

	At first he stared, eyes languid until he spotted the perking tail of a Squirrel in the shadow of a hollow log.

	He cried out for Mother’s attention, “Ki-ki-ki! Ki ki!”

	Intent, she followed his gaze. After a few seconds, she also located the Squirrel, which presently dashed under the cover of a nearby shrub as though instinct alerted him of their predatory focus.

	Mother clucked her tongue. The Squirrel was lost to them in the dense foliage.

	She nodded at her son to start again, then saw he yet stared in the direction of the Squirrel. Well, not quite, since now his eyes and head moved in subtle, coordinated ticks that sent his gaze steadily westward.

	Mother tipped her head, a question in her mind, Does he still see it?

	In response to her unspoken question, Brother cried out once again, “Ki-ki-ki! Ki ki ki-yi!”

	Mother concentrated as she sought to confirm her son’s acquisition of the target. There! A good way from the initial location, a nut-brown figure peppered with grey streaked toward the lowering sun.

	Incredulity tinged the measured glance she shot her son, who still tracked the Squirrel, though now with zealous fervor that contradicted his typical apathy.

	What a strange one he is, she pondered, and for the first time she praised him.

	“Son, that was amazing! How did you see it? Once it was in the shadows, I couldn’t follow it anymore!”

	At first uncertain how to receive Mother’s affectionate compliments, he swerved to one side and peered up into her eyes, which shone with pride. The shock of favorable attention soon wore off, and he straightened his scraggly form to share a preening smile with Mother.

	“Really, son!” she insisted. “How did you do it? I’ve never known an Ægle to track prey in deep shade like that. And at distance, too!”

	He shrugged, unable to articulate how he’d accomplished the feat, and offered, “I’m not sure, Mother. I just did it.”

	A naïve lack of self-awareness rendered him ignorant of the singular gift he possessed. A superior perception of light and shadow made each the more distinct in his eyes, and the sharpened contrast granted an acuity of vision that surpassed the Ægle’s already powerful eyesight.

	For all his faults, he exceeded his kind in this one thing. Of course, he recognized none of this, thinking himself ever inferior to all Ægles at large and Sister in particular.

	Mother ground her beak in thought as she considered her son’s response. Unable to arrive at a definite conclusion, she prompted him to continue the exercise. If he was consistent in tracking prey thus, there might be hope for him yet, given he developed a bit in other ways as well.

	Sister awoke a short time later and spotted Mother and Brother side-by-side at nest’s edge, heads bobbing and turning in concert while together they tracked another creature across the forest floor. She sneered, annoyed at the apparent pleasure the pair took in the activity.

	Between the æglets, the aerie was hers, and it followed that the attentions of Mother and Father were tribute due her, and only her. Besides, Brother was such a frail and feckless dullard. Why was Mother wasting time on him?

	Irritation prompted Sister to investigate, and quietly she strutted up behind Mother, taking care not to draw their attention. She was familiar with the game, having played it with Father and Mother in weeks past until the pleased parents had decided she was competent to continue on her own.

	Over Mother’s shoulder, Sister sought the object of their scrutiny but found she was unable to locate the prey. Consternated, she watched Mother with care and discovered that Mother kept one eye on Brother for cues whenever the older Ægle lost track of their target.

	On the other hand, Brother  appeared to have no difficulty whatsoever in spotting the quarry, which must have stopped for the moment, inducing the raptors to a patient stillness while they waited for movement to resume.

	Sister crept around the other side to look past Brother for a sign of their mysterious prey. Tracing his riveted gaze, she peered into the murk beneath the roots of a distant tree, puzzled nevertheless that she perceived no creature resting in the darkened hollow.

	After many motionless moments, Mother glanced at Brother and spotted Sister lurking behind him. She clucked her tongue for their attention, and Sister turned to her at once, while Brother yet remained engrossed in his surveillance. With some distress Sister noted that Mother, far from impatient at Brother’s failure to come to attention at once, had instead smiled and shrugged before clucking again, this time more loudly.

	Brother looked up, an expression of dopy, contented surprise on his face when he swiveled to Mother. The happiness that bloomed there wilted as he realized Sister, too, was present.

	Sister was equally vexed at the joy, however fleeting, she’d seen brightening Brother’s countenance. This happy development she could not, would not abide.

	Mother related to Sister Brother’s newfound aptitude for finding and tracking prey, the excitement in her voice apparent. “Sister, you’d never guess what Brother can do! Why! It seems he’s got even better eyes than I!

	“You saw where we were looking. Did you see the Rabbit hiding under the tree?”

	Unfazed, Sister sniffed and replied, “Well, of course I saw it. It’s no big deal. Clear as day I saw it.”

	She lied with a ready confidence that convinced them both.

	Mother gaped, then frisked with excitement, “Then we’ve two exceptional æglets in our nest! I can’t wait to tell Father when he returns!”

	Sister was satisfied that her act had taken them in, but within disquiet clamored a dissonant tune. She had not seen the Rabbit, and Brother had. This was cause for some deliberation if she meant to compete with his inexplicable ability, and she wondered how long her sham might weather scrutiny.

	Just past sunset, Father returned to the aerie. The blazing jewel of the sun winked below the horizon as he fluttered down, a large Salmon depending from his claws. He dropped the Fish into the nest, where it flopped, weary and drowning in the evening air.

	Sister struck at the Salmon in a flash of wing and claw, her beak ripping scaly skin open to taste nutritious flesh beneath. Meanwhile, Mother informed Father how Brother and Sister had excelled in spotting and following prey from the nest.

	While Mother emphasized how well Brother in particular had performed, Father eyed him with doubt. Rather, he cast a confident gaze on Sister, who with a hooked talon flipped the Fish over to start on the other side while a hungry Brother watched.

	Father bid Mother depart on her evening hunt while he watched Sister devour the Salmon. He had eaten his fill on the hunt, and their routine dictated he return with a meal for the æglets while Mother sought her own. Mother flitted away, well-fed by the accomplishments of her children as she careened toward the Rabbit they’d spied earlier.

	According to her custom, Sister stripped the Fish down to the bone, though this time she pitched any portion she deemed unsavory over the edge of the nest. This evening, no such charity remained in her to share with Brother, which became clear to Father and Brother when she began to purge the nest of the prey’s remnants.

	New-found confidence derived from Mother’s praise inspired Brother to intercept the scraps, an exploit he’d never before attempted and one he came to regret. Slipping sideways along the edge of the nest with quiet steps, Brother inched to where Sister tossed most the leftovers.

	With a sharp and secretive snip of the beak, Brother snagged an arcing swatch of shiny skin from which depended the Salmon’s tail and a short section of spine. He shielded himself with a meager wing and beneath it began to bolt down the scraps.

	Between furtive bites, his eyes darted to Sister, who yet engorged herself in tantrum flailing. Relieved that she remained occupied, Brother yielded a quiet sigh and returned to his scant meal, hopeful he might finish this bit and perhaps garner another before Sister finished.

	Both his meal and relief were short-lived. Sister’s ears had caught his sigh on the air, though a moment passed before she comprehended and located the source.

	The instant she did, her eyes locked on Brother huddled against the edge of the nest, his wing for the most part concealing the food he fought to finish in frantic fashion. Sister’s rage, once a diffuse and gusting flurry, focused on Brother with the tempestuous intensity of a cyclone, and she bore down on him, silent but for the flutter of her wings.

	The sudden assault caught Brother unawares, and he floundered to defend himself against Sister’s barrage of beak and talon.

	Her powerful talons pinioning Brother’s meager wings to the nest beneath, Sister straddled her prone sibling and shrieked, “Mine! Mine! Mine! Mine!”

	With each shriek, she pecked and slashed at him, her beak etching fine, bloody lines across his head, wings, and body. Rearing back to tower over Brother’s defeated form, Sister glowered down her wet, crimson beak at him, and a piercing swell grew within her heaving breast like an inarticulate Beast caged within raging against imprisonment.

	The mindless shriek resolved into words, which Sister spat staccato, spraying Brother with his own blood as each word struck him, “It’s! All! MINE!”

	The last word trailed off, returning to a mad, incomprehensible screech that shook Sister’s visage with fury, her eyes bulging in an unfocused and unseeing stare. Brother winced at the final shriek and turned his head aside, squinting at her with one eye, guarded and ready to weave aside with what limited mobility he possessed.

	Sister stilled, and understanding seemed to return to her gaze, which grew reflective. Her apparent tranquility prompted Brother to meet her gaze with plaintive eyes, taking comfort she no longer assailed him.

	Yet comfort fled him for far-flung climes at her utterance of a remote response, a disquieting whisper that haunted her recent rancor.

	“Those eyes, though. Those eyes. They are not mine.”

	She spoke as to herself alone, and terrifying suspicion crept through Brother’s mind, a shambling ghoul bemoaning her hidden consultation for direction from a howling devil within.

	“Now what are we going to do about those eyes?” she inquired, peering down with head cocked to one side, listening for a response Brother could only presume.

	“Aha!” Sister exclaimed, her wild eyes brightening and pinning as she looked to a darkening sky.

	“That’s it! If I can’t have them, then neither. can. he.”

	Eyes narrowing with her last three words, she recoiled, ready to strike. Brother gaped, shaking a fearful head side to side in protest. He recognized the gravity of Sister’s demeanor and no longer believed he might escape without grievous harm.

	Father likewise perceived Sister’s injurious intent, and for the first time since the pair was born he intervened. He dashed at frightening speed, connecting under Sister’s jaw with the upward sweep of a wing.

	As Sister’s frame stretched skyward, Father swept his wing back in a downward arc, slamming Sister to the floor of the nest. The tip of an iron talon rested light against Sister’s throat as he studied her with unfeeling detachment.

	This was Father on the hunt, a stoic killer who didn’t flinch from hazarding his life in the wild, nor did he fret over the suffering of prey. He looked his daughter over, and she remained quiet beneath his claws, enough sense returning to her to realize her life hung in the balance of Father’s judgement.

	“That’s enough,” Father growled, his beak gritted to a near-imperceptible seam. “You’re well past the age for this.”

	He jerked his head at Brother and continued, “Runt though he is, Brother may yet prove his worth. You, however, have already done so.

	“You’ve an extraordinary share of the hunter’s spirit, perhaps more than I’ve ever seen in an æglet, and you’re strong. Very strong. But save it for the hunt.

	“If you threaten Brother’s life, or his eyes again, I’ll break your wings and throw you in the river myself. And one last thing: This aerie, these hunting grounds, the honor of the family—they’re. all. ours.”

	With these last, he stepped off what seemed a subdued Sister, who rolled upright and addressed Father in monotone, “I understand, Father. I will do my best for the honor of the family.”

	Without so much as a glance at Brother or the decimated Salmon, Sister went to the edge of the nest to stare into the forest gloom below.

	Brother reached forth a wing for Father’s attention, wishing to express his gratitude, but Father either didn’t notice or chose to ignore the gesture. Accustomed to rejection, Brother didn’t allow it to tinge his excitement at the remains of the Fish, which he plowed into, filling his shrunken belly beyond capacity.

	After the incident, Sister still picked on him, though less so than before, and she still took more than her share of the prey but never overindulged out of overt spite like before. Thereafter, she ever more looked out from the nest in anticipation of the day she might take flight.
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	The fateful day Sister would claim her name arrived, a still and stale air smothering the fauna of the land beneath the dogged heat of the sun, which stood near white overhead against a cloudless blue expanse.

	The breezeless air and oppressive heat kept most creatures at rest beneath the shade, which did nothing to assuage the dull ache of Sister’s boredom. The tranquility of the forest below did not provide the typical diversion of tracking prey from the nest’s edge, and tormenting Brother lacked the savor it once held, especially now Father watched for bloodletting.

	Brother roosted at the western edge of the nest in anticipation of the pooling shadow that would grow along the edge while the sun ran its course. He propped awkward wings overhead, determined to cool his head in their scant shade while he tried to rest. Perhaps he might doze through the worst of the heat...

	The afternoon hours slouched onward, and Sister’s frustration with restriction to the nest grew. Infuriated, Sister imagined Father and Mother slipping through the cool drafts and airstreams high overhead or dipping head, beak, and claw into the flowing river nearby.

	She could not abide her confinement! But an æglet in her first of flights needed an updraft, a stirring of the air to carry a fledgling over the land lest she fall to the treacherous earth where injury or death might await.

	The sun shone slanting rays in the latening afternoon and cast lengthening shadows to indulge Brother in expected slumber. Sister shot the blazing orb a spiteful eye, determined to match the baleful glare when—as if springing from nothing—a wisp of cloud appeared in the otherwise unmarred sky.

	The wisp coalesced into bulbous form, then bulged in haphazard, bloated growth until a darkening stormhead loomed in the western sky. The growing bank of steely clouds approached at high speed, a grim flotilla advancing on shifting, formless sails to combat the sun’s brilliance with drenching obscurity.

	Winds high above drove the storm onward and soon deigned to visit their force upon the forest while lightning began to flash, crackling deep in the black heart of the nebulous Beast. The gusts blasted the forest, stirring trees until whipped, unwilling branches relinquished tattered leaves.

	Mother and Father had weathered several storms in the nest, which remained interwoven in the crown of the great tree below, lodged there in security but for a stirring of loose dust and detritus. Nevertheless, Brother huddled as flat as he was able against the windward edge, frightened at the storm’s ferocity and unwilling to test his sloughing plumage in the violence.

	Despite the shredding winds, Sister stood steadfast at the center of the nest, talons hooked deep in the interlacing wicker while she stared, resolute, into the storm. A wild cackle flew from her beak to blow past her into the deepening, chaotic haze of the storm-current.

	This! This is what she’d been waiting for! Leaning low beneath the limited shelter of the nest’s edge, Sister spread her wings to calculate the power of the storm. Brother gawked when he realized her intention.

	She wants to fly! In this?

	Lifting just the outer edges of her wings into the flow above, Sister let go the nest below. At once, the storm caught her, flinging her up and back toward the edge of the nest.

	She had anticipated this and folded her wings without delay, grasping for the upper edge of the nest when she flew past. It was a near thing, but she caught the edge with a straining claw, fighting for purchase with the other while she strained forward and pressed her aerodynamic, aquiline head beneath the mighty current.

	After intense struggle, Sister stood horizontal, held parallel to the nest floor by the raging force of the storm. Her wings stayed tucked as if in the full dive of the hunt, which Father and Mother had demonstrated for them innumerable times.

	She might stay here if she so chose, her sleek form undisturbed but for the most intense of gusts. If she so chose. But that was not what she desired.

	The pelting onset of the approaching cloudburst forewarned her opportunity was limited. It was now, or never.

	With mad laughter, she sneered at Brother, then tipped her head upward, opened her wings and soared aloft to disappear from his view into the dizzying murk.

	Now alone in the nest, Brother considered Sister’s fate. It was possible she might survive the buffeting of the gale, but he was doubtful.

	The wet curtain of oncoming rain fell, draping the lone æglet in the frigid fabric of moisture where he lay, pressed against the nest’s edge and shivering in naked trepidation. The wind-borne showers abated, then departed as quick as they had arrived.

	The fleet of threatening clouds dashed against the sunray reef of sweltering heat high overhead, and the forms of parting shipwrecks permitted piercing light to shine across the forest once more.

	High and keening calls greeted the sapphire sky, and Brother arose. Little more than specks in lesser eyes neared one another beneath the sun’s radiant beams.

	From the south, Brother perceived two figures, Mother and Father. And from the north, Sister soared, triumphant.

	Initial relief at Sister’s well-being succumbed to the swift pursuit of dismay as he surmised, Ugh! She’ll be insufferable now.

	Another thought trailed close behind, this more hopeful, Well, at least she’ll be away from the nest most of the day hunting. More time to myself.

	His mood shifted again with the sudden, gloomy realization, Praise for Sister will be constant at this point. And their disapproval of me will be, too.

	He looked down at his odd, saggy body, doubtful it would ever develop into the robust Ægle form that he so coveted. What will become of me now? Will I ever fly?

	Lost in introspection, he failed to notice his family’s approach, a celebratory convocation toting trophies of the hunt. They were only a short distance away when they hailed him in the nest, and Brother jerked his head up in surprise to observe their arrival.

	Mother and Father each had a large Fish, which they dropped in the nest as they spiraled down to land. In her short time aloft, even Sister had managed to collect two Chevrotains and clutched one in each claw. She likewise released her prey before descending, a predatory grin on her face as she landed.

	“Brother!” Mother beamed. “Did you see Sister? Flying! And in that Beast of a storm, no less! Today, she has become a full-fledged Ægle.”

	“Indeed, she has,” Father intoned with pride. “I’ve never seen the like. I’ve never heard of a fledgling taking her first flight in winds like that either.

	“We three have discussed it, and we’ve decided on a name for Sister. From this day forward, she will be known as Gael. It’s a good name and will remind us all of her strength and bravery during her first flight in the gale today.”

	Finding the name appropriate for a number of reasons, Brother nodded in agreement. He’d suffered enough times under Sister’s—no, Gael’s—capricious temper that her likeness to the unpredictable, shifting blasts of a gale was fitting.

	Besides that, Brother nevertheless found Gael’s feat today impressive and worthy of her name. She was indeed a force to be reckoned with, though exalting her to a force of nature was perhaps a tad conceited.

	A soft thud at his feet stirred Brother from his musings, and he gaped in uncertain pleasure when he saw a Chevrotain lay there, whole and intact.

	Gael allayed his confusion, addressing him in a loud, benevolent voice for all to hear, “Dear Brother, please accept this as an invitation to feast with us in celebration of my first flight and my naming today. As a matter of fact, I have a proposal, should Mother and Father wish to hear it.”

	The petition apparent in her features, Gael looked to her parents, who both nodded their approval.

	Gael inclined her head in deference before continuing, “I am so happy of heart today that I hope Mother and Father will not find me too generous in proposing that I share the honor of the day with Brother, who, for all his failings, has but one exemplary gift by which he might bring glory to the family.”

	Wary, they all eyed Gael, uncertain of her intent. Gael took note of their skepticism and was not surprised.

	She proceeded, “I understand that I’ve not been the best sister, but I assure you that this day has made me a new Ægle. I feel just-molted and wish to extend a fresh feather in friendship to Brother, who I now know how badly I have mistreated. No! Abused! I am truly sorry, Brother.”

	Here she bowed her head and gave it a sad shake, spreading her wings in plaintive sorrow before Brother, who reared back in shock at the display. Mother and Father looked on in pleasure at how distinguished their Gael had become while Brother’s keen awareness captured every disingenuous nuance of her conciliations. He didn’t trust her for a second but felt obliged to accept the apology, leery though he was.

	“Thank you, Ga-Gael,” Brother croaked. “I accept your apology.”

	“Splendid!” she gasped, her sinister eyes flashing at him. “Then I propose that we give Brother a name today as well.”

	Mother and Father stood aghast, shocked that Gael would confer such an honor on Brother the same day as her own namesake.

	“We all know how wonderful he is at spotting those critters lurking in the shadows,” Gael gushed. 

	“Why don’t we name him Sayah? I heard from an Owl that it means ‘shadow’ in one of the old tongues.”

	Mother and Father contemplated Gael’s recommendation, mulling it over in close conversation while Brother fumed. He remembered the Owl, too: an altogether unsavory windbag who approached their nest when Mother and Father had been absent on a late evening hunt. The puffed, wide-eyed bird had landed nearby on the crown of the tree under pretense of exhaustion and had sidled up to chat with the æglets.

	Since the dispersion of the Stain, communication between different kinds of creatures had become difficult. The Stain had disrupted the harmony of Nature, and the muddling of the common language was yet another aspect of its inescapable perversion of the natural order. However, the disruption was incomplete, and as was usual among the various kinds of creatures, all birds shared a common tongue, though with varied accent and dialect.

	And in the strange and hooting accent of his strigiform dialect, the Owl had hailed them as he circled on silent wings to land near their nest on a crowning branch of the tree. The Owl’s large eyes had shone with strange light when he stared at the æglets, and oft his nervous head would twitch up, down, and side-to-side—even swiveling round altogether as he scanned the surroundings.

	At first, the Owl had been keen to gain their confidence with tales of lands far abroad and shared his vast knowledge with the æglets, who listened with rapt attention. The Owl spoke in low tones, and the æglets had crossed the nest, drawing near with interest to hear his hushed words.

	They were near the Owl’s perch at the edge of the nest when the strange bird suddenly flew at the pair, eager to make off with an æglet supper (or was it breakfast for the Owl?). He’d underestimated Gael, and she’d almost made a supper of him instead. After a brief scuffle, Gael had scared the Owl off, and she’d screeched in bitter disappointment when the bird escaped.

	Regardless, the occasion was when Gael had garnered this tidbit about an ancient word for “shadow.” The Owl had mentioned at the time that the word was often used as a name...for females. Brother was less than pleased at the prospect of carrying a female’s name the rest of his already-miserable days and moved to make his protest known when Gael’s beak slid alongside his head.

	Speaking straight into his ear, Gael whispered, “That’s right, Brother. You remember, don’t you? And never mind what I told Mother and Father about my reason for picking the name. You should know the reasons I really picked it.”

	“Ah, yes. It’s a name for a female, but that’s being generous to such a useless thing as you, though I know you’ll bear it as an indignity. What’s worse is that you, Brother, will ever remain confined to this aerie, ever looking upward to see me circling overhead, casting my shadow over you.

	“That’s you. In my shadow. For the rest of your life. Now how do you like the name, my dear Sayah?”

	Brother saw now how clever her manipulations were. Though Mother and Father might deem his new name appropriate—an honor, even—Gael had made certain the name would always be eclipsed in shame within his own heart.

	He moved again to dispute the selection of his name, but Gael hissed a warning that made him freeze, “Stop! If you do anything but accept your new name with the utmost joy that you ought, I. will. kill. you.”

	He shuddered and turned in outrage to seethe, “You wouldn’t dare! Father said he’d dump you in the river!”

	The sly smile returned, and she answered in mock distress, “Why! How tragic! You say he just disappeared from the nest while we were all out on the hunt? And he was just starting to come into his own...”

	She trailed off as Brother recognized the implications, the possibilities open to Gael now she could fly. Wait until Mother and Father were both gone, and she could return to the nest to do whatever she pleased to him. 

	She might just dump him in the river with broken wings. And just like that, he’d be gone—without a trace.

	Gael watched the sickened awareness play across his features and at last interjected, “You see now, don’t you? You’ve no choice here. Not unless you fancy dying

	“Or, you can choose to live as my everlasting pet, my trophy gimp. Now let’s go see what Mother and Father have to say, shall we?”

	A merry Gael skipped to where Mother and Father deliberated across the nest, a dismal Brother in tow.

	Gael was close when their parents straightened and Father spoke, “Gael, we think it’s a fine idea to give Brother a name, and we’re very proud that you would share this honor with him today.

	“The family’s honor is in our personal honor, and we believe that ‘Sayah’ is a suitable name to commend Brother’s gift. Brother, what do you think? Will you accept the name, ‘Sayah?’”

	Uneasy, Brother gulped, then recalled Gael’s threats, and did his best to pretend happiness at the suggestion, even capering about the nest in false jubilation. Mother and Father congratulated one another on the splendid job they’d done in raising their æglets, and the Ægles spent the evening listening to Gael retell the tale of her first flight.

	Mother and Father interrupted the telling with eager questions, and Gael basked in their recognition while Sayah endured with chagrin. The day would mark the beginning of a whole new type of torture for him.
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	The rest of the week passed with Sayah still pinned to the baking interior of the Ægles’ nest, and no respite from the heat arrived in form of another downpour. Of course, Gael hovered over the nest, draping him in her shadow while she hurled taunts to torment him. She delighted in his shame, and he raged at her, impotent.

	Sayah grew more and more withdrawn, and Mother began to shoot worried looks at him between hunts, which Gael noticed. Gael confronted him, reminding him of the alternative to his feigned contentment. Goaded into the farce, Sayah played his role well: the dozy and elated son who was just happy to be welcomed into the fellowship of Ægles, even though he didn’t merit the invitation.

	Somehow, this was the worst of Gael’s tortures, and Sayah despaired in the counterfeit buoyancy that masked his crushed soul. Though his feather-bare wings wouldn’t yet empower him to flight, Sayah took to venturing out along the tree’s branches when the others were on the hunt.

	He found a fragile peace in peering down at the clear, trickling stream that ran below. He imagined himself standing amidst the flow, where he could hear its babble and feel its coolness pass over his scorching feet.

	One day, early in the following week, Sayah hurried to his special perch, an exceptionally long branch that hung far past the southern edge of the tree’s crown. The perch afforded him the clearest view of the stream below, though with care he had to pick his way sideways across the narrowing length to avoid a fall.

	This morning, Gael had been especially cruel, returning right after she, Mother, and Father had supposedly left for the day. As was common to Gael, her successes became an occasion to afflict Sayah, and her early success in securing prey had proven no exception.

	She dangled the hapless Cony, still alive, over Sayah’s head to tease her hungry sibling. Gael laughed with perverse glee as Sayah hopped about the nest in attempt to hook his beak in the sumptuous Hare.

	At last, Gael tired of her wicked game and retired to a nearby tree to consume her meal in full view of Sayah. Though plenty remained of the Cony, she kicked the remains to the forest floor and dashed away, cackling all the while.

	Sayah’s talons tore into the tree’s bark in hateful remembrance, the recollection stoking the embers of his anger while he crossed to his perch. With some remorse, he viewed the exposed flesh of the branch as he scooted sideways to his special place.

	He hadn’t meant to harm the great tree, which in many ways was as much a home to him as his nest. Without the tall, powerful trunk and strong, spreading branches, he and his family wouldn’t be able to live here, dead center in one of the best hunting grounds in the region.

	He reached his perch and focused on the tranquil stir of moving waters below, entranced. A long time he remained there, unaware of the sun’s beating, heated press, and still he stared, longing to dip his beak in the crystalline current.

	A curious, small blue creature garnered his attention, the tiny upright form studying the tree from below. Oh! How he envied the strange being! To stand under the shade of the tree with the glorious stream a few steps away!

	At the same time, Sayah, wondered, If I shout, might he hear me?

	Curiosity and loneliness gripped him, its iron hand compelling him to lean out dangerously as he readied himself to call out to the alien figure. Steadying himself with wings upraised to either side, he took a deep breath.

	SNAP!

	He’d ventured farther than usual, and the tip of the branch beneath him gave way. Sayah flapped his meager wings to no avail, and terror clamped icy talons over his throat, staying the cry there as he fell...

	




Chapter Two:
Spring, Sprig, Sayah, and Spark

	...like taffy, the seconds stretched long, and he forgot to breathe in silent dread of the precipitous plunge. In blind anticipation, he imagined for an instant that he drifted in an infinite sapphire sky, and envisioned clouds wafting about him produced a sense of peace.

	With the abrupt irony of thwarted expectation, Nat struck the ground, the shock splitting wide his capsule. Peculiarly unfazed, he rolled forth, bouncing on heathy earth. While he twisted and tumbled, a warped, corkscrewing scroll of his surroundings unfurled across his sight.

	Nat recalled his training in the Forge, and relaxed his body, rolling his forearms forward as his elbows met the ground to smack the earth with loose hands. He flopped to a stop in a limp sprawl on his back. Perceiving neither danger nor injury, he propped himself up to sit in wonderment, a bright, curious smile on his face.

	Despite the substantial fall and subsequent tumble, Nat was clear-headed and oriented himself at once. Inspired by silly compulsion, he shook his head, setting tongue, lips, and cheeks aflap and distorting the monotone croak that issued from him.

	His zalzal, which had grown long since leaving Endego, whipped side to side. He chuckled a bit, amused with himself, and sprang up from the ground to dust himself off, then turned to get a clearer look at his surroundings.

	He was not surprised to find the Tree loomed behind him, confirming a hunch that memory supplied along with hints gleaned since awakening. Unsurprised though he was, he nonetheless stood awestruck, eclipsed in arboreal majesty. 

	The despondent moments before discovering the Tree yesterday returned to mind, though they wilted alongside those that had followed. Lush recollection sprang forth, fruiting in his remembrance of refreshment upon collapse in cleansing streams and ensuing joy that sped him toward the gnarled trunk and into happy oblivion.

	High overhead, the Tree’s branches swayed in the gentle breeze. Nat luxuriated in the tranquility of the setting and in the peaceable contentment that ruled his heart. The grief of having friends and family torn from him remained but resided now beneath the immense canopy of the Tree’s glory—beneath rediscovered majesty familiar from prior encounters with Elyon in Astéri’s company.

	He marveled, too, at the peculiar spring swelling from the principle crux of the great Tree. What had birthed such waters? He wandered to the edge of the pool where collected the sparkling spring and found a place of shimmering stillness where he might find his reflection in the surface.

	Kneeling low along the pool’s edge, he leaned out over the mirror sheen and gasped. Gone were the grim, black tracks on his face he’d discovered as he fell into the waters at the outskirts of this place.

	That was the Stain, wasn’t it? he speculated.

	The sudden realization provoked confusion. He’d not found the Kinsman—the One foretold in prophecy would come to eliminate the Stain and Blight—yet the waters here had accomplished the feat in His stead.

	“What is going on here?” he thought aloud.

	“Perhaps I might answer that question for you,” a cheery voice called out from behind him.

	The startled Nat spun so fast he almost fell. Steadying himself with an extended hand, he crouched low and scanned the bower for the source of the utterance. 

	Moments passed with Nat unable to spot who had spoken.

	The voice called again, offering a clue, “Hello there! I think I can help. It’s kinda my job, after all!”

	Nat rubbed his eyes, hesitant to trust what they told him, for near the base of the Tree stood a tiny, treelike form waving for his attention. Though the figure was like a tree in trunk and branch, Nat clearly distinguished a face—eyes, nose, and smiling mouth—beneath a leafy mop crowning the creature.

	With slow, halting steps, Nat neared the stranger, who only seemed small standing so close to the immense Tree. In truth, his new acquaintance stood a bit taller than he, in appearance a sapling as slender and leafy as any he’d ever seen, and a female at that.

	Timid, Nat waved, and offered a greeting, “Hello! My name is Nat. May I ask who you are, please?”

	“Why, yes! Yes, you may!” came the reply, accompanied by gaping grin and twinkling eyes, though no name was forthcoming.

	Nat bit his lower lip beneath a wry grin and furrowed his brow in perplexity until he figured it out—the sapling-girl-thing was teasing him!

	He chuckled at the unexpected levity and ventured, “All right. All right. What is your name, please?”

	With sudden gravity, the tiny tree-girl intoned, “I am Miyam, disciple of the Tree, and tender of new Fruit.”

	Another awkward moment passed with Nat taken aback by her sudden, solemn shift, until he realized she was joking again. He laughed once more, a peal of freedom across the verdant bower, and puzzled over the tree-girl’s silly demeanor.

	Breaking from her somber mood, a brightened Miyam winked at him and explained, “I’m a Sprig. There are only a few of us, and none of us are very old. But we are growing.”

	“And yooouuu—” She pointed a frond-like fingertip at Nat, circling it in the air around his face and narrowing her eyes before she finished. “You’re an Etom! Am I right?”

	With a hopeful smile she peered at Nat until he ascertained she expected an answer, which he provided at once with a grin he couldn’t quite suppress. “Yes. Yes, that’s right.”

	Miyam clapped her leafy hands with a swish. She didn’t leap for joy so much as her trunk shot up out of the ground, exposing the tops of what could only be roots while the rich earth about her crumbled at the commotion.

	Elated, Miyam exclaimed, “I knew it! I knew it! Nothing else like an Etom in this world. And you are the first I
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