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To those who fight for love.
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“As confident as is the falcon’s flight

Against a bird, do I with Mowbray fight.”




Richard II, act 1, scene 3

William Shakespeare
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WHEN FORCED TO make a choice between themselves and others, people will always choose to save themselves, because people are all inherently flawed, selfish beings.

At least, that was what I used to think. Then I met Chayton. Pure, kind hearted, selfless Chayton. Together, we were a beautiful, chaotic disaster. Chay was selfish, at least when it came to me. But not in the same way as a normal person. Even in those selfish moments, he still somehow managed to be so damn selfless that it stabbed at my heart.

He wanted to save me when I was on the path of villainy as Raven—selfless. He let how he felt about me as Avari affect his judgment, and had been willing to let a criminal go free because of those feelings—selfish. He wanted to make me happy—selfless. He almost got himself killed by demons chasing after me—selfish. Completely and utterly selfish. And damn it, so was I when it came to him. I tried to be selfless, tried to leave because I wanted to protect him, as my dad had my mother before me, and where had that gotten us? Nowhere, except in the middle of the Muir Woods with Chayton bleeding out in my arms and nearly dying—which he would have, if not for my father's divine intervention. That really was a miracle, performed right before my eyes.

After that, I couldn't be selfless. When it came to Chayton, I wanted to be selfish. I wanted him, regardless of the consequences, regardless of if we were actually terrible for each other. Chay really was so damn stubborn. But I was glad for it. I wanted him to be selfish when it came to me, too.

Every day since then, that moment had haunted me. That look of terror in his eyes filled my dreams, the horror repeating over and over in my head. Each time I saw his face, the flames of the hellish moment reignited anew and set my heart alight.

"Avaaa! Houston to Ava, do you read?" Kaiden's voice brought me back to the present.

City noises returned to my ears—cars and people and the breeze, still a bit chilly this time of year. We were almost to the Asian Ghetto now. I'd spaced out most of our walk there. Kaiden had ambushed me after class, as usual.

"Huh?" I swatted his hand away as he waved it in front of my face.

"I said, you never told me what you and Chayton did for Valentine's day!" Kaiden waggled his eyebrows at me.

"None of your business, that's what," I mumbled and looked away.

"Aw come on, I want juicy deets! It was his birthday, too, right? Did you guys do it? Did you give him a little favor? Dish!"

Kaiden, for all his annoyance and hyperness and loquaciousness, was actually a good, true friend. When I needed someone to have my back, he was there. Literally, and with knives, which was equal parts relieving and alarming. We shared a bond, in our otherness, our rebellion, our refusal to meet the status quo. Somehow, I had actually made another friend. The first had been Chay, who was now my friend, and had been my rival and almost enemy for a time, and then my everything. Chay had saved me from myself, from my loneliness. And I almost left that behind. Damn it, I was thinking about it again. The ghosts of that day haunted my every thought. Like a demon on my trail, it always seemed to know where I was and came for me.

"Well?"

Ugh, he was so hung up on sex shit. I didn't get what the big deal was with people and sex. Was that something people normally thought about so much?

"Shut it," I said, and stomped ahead of him on the sidewalk.

In truth, we hadn't managed to get much of anywhere on Valentine's day, and it was kind of a shitty day. We went out to our favorite Mexican place, we went back to my room, to be alone, and I was nervous as hell because, damn it I always was with him, and I was dealing with the shock of almost losing him still. That, and it was Chayton, and about everything he did or said just cut me to the quick, left me reeling and drowning and sinking.

Things had started to heat up, but then I accidentally elbowed my remote and turned the TV on. There was a huge heist on the news, and he got that look in his eyes, the one that said "I need to go help."

Even though I argued that he didn't, that this was why we had law enforcement, he'd gone. That was the first time I couldn't bear to watch the news, waiting for him in silence and misery to return to me.

And I waited all night, and all I got was a text saying he was back safe and goodnight.

That had been a few weeks ago, and we'd fought hard about that one, which I still regretted. Our silences had never been too awkward, but now they were awkward and heavy with unspoken words. I wondered if it was just me being paranoid.

"What is up with you lately?" Kaiden stepped in front of me again, his hands on his hips and a pouty scowl on his face. "You keep spacing out."

"It's nothing." We were almost to the Asian Ghetto, thank God. I stepped around him and hurried the rest of the way.

I opted for ramen today, while Kaiden skipped over to Gyro's.

"Why don't you want to do anything fun anymore? We were having so much fun before, and now I can't even get you to take me for a fly!" Kaiden said as we were starting our walk back to campus.

"Shh! We're right out in the open." I stopped in my tracks and looked around. Ahead of us, a couple of girls giggled, off in their own college drama world I supposed. Wouldn't that be nice, to be normal and ignorant? I let out a sigh of relief. Kaiden and his big mouth.

"Oops! Sorry!" He gave me a sheepish grin.

"You need to calm down. We're in public."

Kaiden frowned and pouted his lip at me. "I'm sorry."

"One of these days, you'll be the death of me."

"Aw, you really think that?"

"It's a damn good possibility. You never shut the hell up, and you're way too hyper for your own damn good. You're just so...extra."

"Oh, come on! Don't you think I'm endearing?" He leaned closer, the mischievous gleam in his eye. "I'm the guacamole to your burrito!"

I scoffed. Did I find it endearing? "You're ridiculous."

"I'm entertaining! Stop being such a mean friend!"

"If you wanted a nice friend, you would have chosen someone else."

"Good point! What I really wanted was a badass fire flinging nephil—" 

"Shh!" We were almost back to campus, where it was more crowded, and more likely someone might hear. He laughed and danced out of my reach, his smile showing he had done that one on purpose. 

I huffed and blew my messy black bangs out of my eyes. "What does that mean?" I asked.

"What?"

"The guacamole to my burrito?"

Kaiden snickered. "Cuz that shit's extra!"

Ha, okay. I'd give him that one.

Kaiden was a thorn in my side, but he kept me on my toes. He was someone who knew my secrets, really knew me, and accepted me for me.

I could've done without how damn talkative he was. I wondered if he only hassled me because he thought it was amusing to get a rise out of me. Or maybe, he was trying to get some fireworks out of me. After all, when I was angry, you'd better watch out, or you might catch fire. When things caught fire, people noticed, and would come for miles just to watch them burn. I had learned that all too well during my escapades as Raven. A few explosions was all it took to get on the news. I missed that feeling. I couldn't do that anymore. For several reasons.

Kaiden was snickering again.

"You big mouth," I mumbled and gave him a nasty glare. I elbowed him.

"Ouch!" He said, in obvious mock pain. When he'd recovered, he bumped shoulders with me. I bumped his back fondly. "I think it's hilarious how touchy you are. Or maybe I should say prickly? You're like a cute little cactus!"

"I think it's been well established that I'm not a nice person. And I'm not cute." I trudged onward, across the campus, past the Campanile that always cut through the sky.

"Bah, that's not true. You're not as mean as you think you are."

I narrowed my eyes at him. "What makes you think that?"

"We have fun together, don't we? I've seen you smile and laugh around me. That, and I see the way you look at Chayton. You lovebirds!" He clutched his hands together and made some goo goo eyes at me.

I sighed and opened the door to my housing building. He had no clue how apt that description was. But he could never learn the truth. I could only imagine the field day Kaiden would have with that one. I saw what he did to those images of Falcon on his wall of newspaper clippings. What did his roommate think of his little collection? I doubted it changed their opinion too much. I mean, Kaiden was so much to deal with already. His roommate probably just tried to keep to themself and didn't pay much mind to the out of control mess on Kaiden's side of the room.

"Pff. Whatever." I headed to my room, Kaiden trailing behind me. Whether I liked it or not, he was right. I was a sourpuss who hated everyone, and I was on a bad streak there for a while, which might've turned much worse if not for Chay. Despite it all, though, I had a soft side. An intimate side. Chay had seen it, and Kaiden had seen it in small doses.

I hated how well he understood me. And that's why, beneath it all, I considered Kaiden a true friend.








CHAPTER TWO




CHAYTON
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I WAS FLYING through the skies, frantic, stomach in knots. It felt like there were a thousand voices in my head, all screaming contradictory things.

"He's no good for you," my brain said. "It's not meant to be. Just let him leave."

"Don't let him go. He needs you, and you need him. You love him, don't you? Then fight for him! Don't let go!" My heart cried out, louder than my brain.

My heart was winning the war raging in my head, and my wings carried me, swift and true to my heart's desire.

And then, chaos struck, right through my chest like a stake through the heart. Every day I put my life on the line as Falcon, and yet, I'd never once considered my life to be at risk like it was in that moment when Ava was holding me and I was bleeding out in his arms.

"Chayton! Chay!" Ava's voice cried out, muffled by my thumping heart as panic set in. I was going to die. All because I couldn't bear to live without him.

Then the blood burst forth, slow at first, a deadly red flower blossoming on my chest. I would never forget the look of terror in Ava's eyes.

I woke up.

My back was sticky with sweat and I was panting for air. I untangled myself from my damp comforter, which I'd gotten wrapped up in like a burrito during my night of tossing and turning, dreaming and remembering things I wanted desperately to forget.

The first rays of daylight were peaking through the blinds. I picked up my phone from my nightstand to check the time. Not quite five A.M. I sighed. There was a text from my cousin, Dy, too. He asked if everything was okay, because it'd been awhile since I checked in with him. I had never continued our last check in conversation, and had left the one before that on read, too. I was probably making him worry.

My responses had been a bit sparse since I became involved with Ava. Who I still hadn't told him about. I wasn't afraid because he was a guy, though. Dy knew I was gay. I'd had a few crushes on guys growing up, but nothing that ever developed into something other than friendship before Ava.

No, it wasn't my queerness. It was…Ava. I wasn't sure what he'd think of Ava, and I was scared. 

I texted him a quick reply: Sorry, Dy. Been busy with midterms. Call you later?

It wasn't a lie, but it wasn't the complete truth, either. I didn't expect an answer yet; it was central time back home.

Across the room, my roommate, Jossia, was still asleep. He wasn't a light sleeper, something I was thankful for. I was also thankful Ava didn’t share the same dorm room as me. The last thing I wanted was to be a burden to him. Was it already too late for that? At least he didn't have to know about my nightmares. Not yet.

When was the last time I had night terrors? Long enough that I had trouble remembering. Before coming to Berkeley, shortly after starting high school. And yet, here they were again, out of nowhere like the demon that had almost taken my life.

Chala used to tell me that dreams were a window into the soul. That our subconscious mind perceived things our conscious mind could not, and to heed warnings given during dreams.

"What if all my dreams are nightmares?" I'd asked her.

"Then you should take extra caution, my little falcon, so your nightmares don't come true."

What if they already had? First my parents, and then Chala, and then… Ava. Almost twice now.

Not for the first time, I wished Chala were here to comfort me, to pull me into her arms and tell me everything would be okay as many times as it took for me to believe it. When she said it, it seemed to work. When Dy said it, it seemed to work. But when I did, it didn't. I clutched my knees up to my chest and heaved. Tears slid down my cheeks, surprising me. It'd been a long time since I wept for Chala. After she passed, I tried to tell myself it would be okay. Every day, every hour, every second. I tried to carry on, and slowly, my life mended back together, though it wasn't without extreme effort.

I mourned her long after it was appropriate to. If not for Dy's support, I might've kept spiraling in my depression.

Then I met Ava.

When I saw him for the first time, before I even talked to him, there was something about him that drew me in. I never told him this, but I noticed him before we ever got paired up in our chemistry lab. His presence was magnetic to me, yet his glare was so intense it made me hesitate to talk to him.

We clashed, we fought, we collided. Then we fell in love. It hadn't been easy. It'd been a rough couple months.

We were an unlikely pair. Against the odds, we'd met, in this big world, in this sprawling city, which according to Ava, was infested with demons.

I couldn't see them. I didn't have to, though. One had impaled me right through the chest.

Now, those terrible moments where I almost bled out in Ava's arms kept haunting me in my dreams in place of the ones I used to have of losing those around me I loved. I still remembered thinking at least I'd die in the arms of the one I loved. I'd die fighting for what my heart wanted.

Then, a miracle happened, and I lived.

I was alive. I was still here. And, most importantly, Ava stayed. I hadn't lost him. He hadn't lost me.

Everything was okay. Everything was okay.

I slipped out of bed, quietly, though I probably wouldn't wake the soundly sleeping, worry free Jossia from his peaceful slumber, which was probably full of good dreams or a void of nothingness. What I wouldn't give for a night devoid of nightmares again.

In the shower room, I undid my ponytail and combed through my hair, which was in frizzy waves from being in a braid, before getting under the steaming hot water and basking in the warmth. These days, I lost track of time and stood in the scalding water, breathing slowly in and out as everything sank in anew for the day. When I started the year, I always woke up with a smile on my face, ready to face the day. I didn't zone out and take too long in the shower. I didn't forget my clothes or to brush my teeth or braid my hair, or remember that I hadn't even done last week's assignments.

I didn't do those things. I was the ideal student, always prepared, well kept, and had everything together.

I didn't used to do those things. Not for a long time now. I was better. I wasn't a mess anymore.

And just like that, I was in a panic again, right in the middle of the shower.

Deep breaths, deep breaths. In and out.

It felt like I was stabbed all over again, a phantom ache of that moment which kept repeating itself in my waking and sleeping hours. I touched my chest. There wasn't even a scar there. Physically, it was like it never even happened. In my mind though, it had left a fresh wound that tore open my past scars anew.

I leaned my head against the shower wall and kept my eyes shut tight until I calmed down. When I stepped out of the shower, the whole room was filled with a thick steam from me having the hot water turned so high.

Another person came in while I was combing my hair and said "What the hell, man?"

"Sorry," I offered, making no attempt to explain myself because anything I came up with would just be a lie, and I couldn't bring myself to fib. I hurried out once I finished dressing, pulling my hair into a ponytail instead of braiding it as I walked back to my room.

I schlepped my way to class, and spaced for half of it, taking just enough notes to get by. I could always look at the lecture notes online later, thankfully. I'd been doing that a lot more lately. It didn't used to be this hard to concentrate.

Ava had a long class today, and Kaiden would probably bug him for lunch afterward, so I went off wandering on my own. Normally, I would take my Falcon outfit with me. Today, I passed, and instead went out in my street clothes—a knitted poncho, jeans, hemp shoes, and a blue t-shirt that said Berkeley on it that'd been a present from Dy when I got my acceptance letter.

It was the end of February, so it was still chilly. I was glad I didn't have to remove my clothes like Ava did to bring out my wings. I just touched my earring as soon as I was alone, and I was good to go.

I flew up to a rooftop and perched there. That's all I did, just perched. Sat. Thought.

The buzz of the city filled my ears, the people below going on with their lives. They would go about their day, regardless of what happened, regardless of if Falcon existed. More often than not, all I did was fly up to a high spot and space out. Falcon wasn't needed as much as superheroes always were in comics and movies.

Sometimes, in the middle of the night when I couldn't sleep, I'd fly to the top of the Campanile on campus. It was eerily quiet there at night, unlike other places in the greater Bay area, some of which never seemed to sleep. Other times, I needed the noise, the horns and engines and people. All of it reminded me to focus on the present and stop thinking about the past.

Nothing good lurked in the shadows of my past. Being alone and in complete silence was becoming less and less appealing each day.

Everything will be okay. Everything is okay.

I'd started repeating that again more and more, just like I had after Chala was gone, since Dy wasn't here to say it to me. It never helped. Maybe if I didn't give up, it would.

I wanted comfort. I wanted closeness. I wanted Ava.

I headed back to campus around the time I thought Ava would be getting back to his room. Sure enough, we arrived about the same time. An uppity Kaiden was following him, both of them holding containers of food.

Ava's gaze landed on me, and his face changed from his cool, even, done with everyone and everything glare to the look that was only for me. It was intense, longing, protective, and above all else, affectionate. Loving.

"Hey, Chay." He smiled at me. It made my heart flutter. When I first came around, he never smiled. Now he did every time he saw me.

"Hey, Ava."

"Yo, Chayton!" Kaiden chimed in.

"Hey," I said, nodding to Kaiden and keeping my face neutral.

"Later, Kaiden." Ava waved a hand at Kaiden without looking at him.

"Aw, you don't wanna eat together?"

"Nope," Ava said without hesitation.

"Fiiiine. I see how it is. You want alone time with your squish." Kaiden snickered and skipped off.

In some ways, I still thought Kaiden was a bad influence on Ava. He was also a loud mouth, and part of me was afraid he would blab all Ava's secrets at any moment, though unintentionally. At least he didn't know that I was Falcon, which was definitely for the best.

Ava sighed and shook his head. "Coming to my room?"

"Yeah." I smiled and took his hand, leaning against him the rest of the way to his door.

Kaiden knew all Ava's secrets, same as me. For a bit there, he knew more than me even, which hurt. Even though I understood it hadn't all been Ava's doing, he entrusted Kaiden with information about his father and went out stirring up trouble to find him—with Kaiden along—all of which he kept me completely in the dark about.

Ava let us in and sat on his bed, dropping his bag carelessly on the floor and popping open his food container. He didn't turn on the TV, though less than a month ago he would've.

I didn't watch the news much either these days. I didn't have to worry about seeing Raven on the news anymore. When I spotted him on TV recently, I was shocked and hurt, and practically in tears when I confronted him about it. When I saw how remorseful Ava looked about the whole thing, I couldn't find it in myself to stay mad. The Ava from when we first met wouldn’t think twice about setting a thing or two on fire, and might've ended up doing much worse if not for me. Ava wasn't the same as when we met. I hoped I was rubbing off on him, that he really had taken my words to heart, and that he didn't want to be Raven anymore.

Ava was staying safe now. He told me he had to keep a low profile because the demons could still be in the area, and that his dad had to lure them away. He didn't even want to risk going out for a fly with me or Kaiden, and especially not by himself.

I was secretly glad, because it meant there wouldn't be any more accidental Raven fiascos again. The most recent ones had put Falcon under fire, and with me making appearances less and less, people were talking even more. The tabloids were eating it up. I hoped they would let it die, soon.

"You want some?" Ava asked, holding up a fork full of noodles.

"No, I'm good." I should have eaten something, but lacked an appetite lately. I didn't want to take any of Ava's food, though it was sweet of him to offer.

I leaned against him while he ate. Perhaps too often, all I did was stare at him, afraid he could vanish at any moment, just like my parents and Chala. I didn't want to be alone. The scars opened further, the ache in my heart grew.

"What?" He raised a brow at me, giving me a confused look.

Every moment, I was afraid Ava would leave again. Every moment, I was afraid it would all come crashing down.

Ava would change his mind, decide it was too dangerous to stay, and he'd be gone. My heart wouldn't be able to take it.

"Nothing," I said, and just smiled, as I always did, like nothing was wrong, like I wasn't falling apart on the inside.

But I was.








CHAPTER THREE


AVARI
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EVERY TIME CHAY was out there, as Falcon, I was so worried that I couldn't concentrate on anything. And yet, as worried as I was, as curious as I was, I didn't turn on the news. I was too scared. I couldn't bear the thought of him out there, flying around, fighting, or worse, getting hurt.

I didn't think the demons would attack him again. I was pretty sure they'd only attacked him because he'd been in the way of me. Still, fear clung at me like a wraith, persistently whispering in my ear that Chay was in danger, that Chay would be hurt.

Every time I thought of him out there, it was accompanied by that moment again, a bloodied horn through his chest.

"Ava!" Knock knock knock. "Ava!" Knock knock knock. "Avari!" Knock knock knock.

Kaiden pounded on my door, and it was way too early. I groaned as I was forced back into the present. That was probably for the best, given my train of thought.

"Aaaavaaaaa." Knock. Knock knock.

"I'm coming!" I sighed and pulled myself out of bed, stretching briefly before yanking the door open. Kaiden usually came around, often too early for my liking, wanting to go to breakfast together before classes. I'd much rather it be Chay, but this was my lot in life—the annoying sidekick. "What do you want?" I asked, even though I was well aware of what he wanted.

"Let's go get breakfast! Did I wake you up?"

"No
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