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    To the dreamers who hesitate at the edge,
to the friends who catch us when we fall,
and to every heart learning to trust its wings—
may you always find the courage to take flight.
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Chapter 1 — Wind at the Lockers
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The gum wrapper had a mind of its own.

It skittered along the tiles in a jittery diagonal, paused to tremble, then rose an inch as if deciding to become a kite. Rae Lin stopped mid-step and watched, the way other people watch for the bell or a crush passing by. The wrapper lifted, skated past her sneaker toe, and turned a lazy half circle. A draft from the front doors—left one propped, right one stuck again—had found it. Wind from the parking lot, pulling through the hallway toward the stairwell where warm, up-breathed air would rise.

“Southwest,” Rae murmured.

“What?” Marco asked, adjusting the strap of his drumstick bag. He hadn’t noticed the wrapper. He rarely noticed small things unless they were syncopated.

“Wind direction,” she said, nodding toward the wrapper and the line of flyers shivering on the bulletin board. “See how the top corners curl? That’s cross-breeze from the main doors. Southwest.”

He squinted. “I hear...hall noise. You hear wind.”

Rae didn’t say she heard both. The noise washed around—voices, locker clang, the squeak of sneakers—but a draft had a shape if you paid attention. It drew a path like a soft pencil. She could almost see it: a pale gray arrow sliding down the corridor and sliding around people’s legs.

They reached her locker. Someone had taped a glittery cardboard crown to the metal, the tape already peeling so the crown slumped like a tired monarch. “Happy Half-Birthday, Rae!” someone had scrawled in silver marker across it. She peeled it off carefully and folded it into her backpack, smoothing the creases with her thumb. Paper deserved gentleness; it could fly away without wanting to.

“You keeping that?” Marco asked. “Are we starting a crown collection now? Because I will bring you a tiara next week.”

“It’s still good paper,” Rae said, spinning her combination. “I might use it for a test plane.”

He brightened. “Will you let me launch it off the band room steps?”

“Negative.”

“Ruthless.” He clucked his tongue. “I am your launch artist. I give your planes the gift of an excellent arm.”

“You throw like you’re starting a drum fill.”

“Exactly.”

Her locker door popped open with its usual complaint. Inside was the order she relied on: sketchbook, binder, pencil case aligned like runway lights. Taped to the inside of the door, at eye level, was a torn-out magazine page with a photograph of a red-tailed hawk. She’d sketched its wing a dozen times, shading each covert and primary. Big birds were honest about air. They didn’t flap wildly; they read it and leaned.

“Wind nerd,” Marco said affectionately, following her gaze to the hawk. “Hey, by the way, can you come to practice? We’re trying a new tempo map and I need a human metronome.”

“Isn’t that literally what a metronome is?” Rae swapped algebra for English, slid the strap of her backpack across both shoulders. The bell would go in a minute. She felt it like a tide in the hallway—the slow swell of bodies shifting toward being late.

He grinned. “Metronomes don’t make faces when I rush the downbeat.”

“You do rush the downbeat,” she said, closing the locker.

“Not all the time.”

“Most of the time. Your right hand gets eager.”

“I’ll have you know my right hand is an artist.” He twirled an imaginary stick, then nearly swatted a freshman who veered too close. “Oops. Sorry! See? Graceful.”

Rae laughed despite herself. Marco could make a room lighter just by stepping into it. He walked backward now, matching her pace, shoulders loose, shaggy hair winging into his eyes. He’d known her since elementary school, since the day they’d both jumped off the lowest rung of the jungle gym and she’d landed stiff-legged and absorbed the whole shock up through her spine. He’d handed her a dandelion like a medal. Congratulations on not dying, he’d said. She’d kept the stem in her pocket until it dissolved.

The bell’s first warning chirp lifted over the crowd. People surged. Marco made a quick bow and peeled off toward the music wing. “See you at lunch, Rae-bird!”

“Not a bird,” she called, but the words were soft, automatic. A private correction. The idea of wings made her palms sweat. The idea of falling made her bones remember.

She turned to go—then froze as a gust from the open doors rose cool across her face and lifted the edge of her sketchbook sticking out of her backpack. She thumbed it closed, looking toward the lobby. The double doors framed the parking lot in flat winter light, the mountain ridge beyond dusted with snow like someone had sifted powdered sugar along its spine. Afternoon winds dropped off in winter, but today had a restlessness to it. A promise. Or a warning.

“Ms. Lin?”

The voice came from her right, deep and calm. Mr. Keller—shop teacher—stood near the bulletin board with a handful of thumbtacks and a stack of new flyers. He had sawdust on his sleeves like he’d just rolled in flour. A pencil lived permanently behind his ear. He nodded toward her backpack. “You’re the one people keep talking about.”

Rae’s stomach performed a small, illogical swoop. “I...am?”

“The one who sketches wings in algebra,” he said. “No shame. I used to sketch in church. Built a canoe in my head during half a dozen sermons. May I?” He held out a hand, palm up, toward her sketchbook.

Everything in Rae tightened. Not the sketchbook, she wanted to say. Not today. Her drawings were where her thoughts stood still long enough to look at them. The idea of someone else’s eyes on them—of someone confirming they were childish, wrong—made heat rise along her neck.

But Keller’s face was easy, not expectant. He waited as if the bell didn’t apply to him. Maybe it didn’t. He seemed the type who moved time around with a wrench.

She slid the sketchbook out slowly and handed it over.

He didn’t flip fast. He held the cover, thumb along the wire, and eased it open. His gaze tracked lines without judgment that she could read. She breathed. He turned a page. A balsa spar cross-section. He turned another. The hawk’s underwing with notes crammed into the margin: slot gap—drag? washout taper? is this too much dihedral underlined three times.

He nodded once. “You don’t draw to show off,” he said. “You draw to ask a question.”

“I—yes,” she said, startled into honesty.

“Good,” he said. “Questions fly better.”

He flipped to a page near the back where she’d sketched a paper plane tossed down the school stairwell at different angles, estimating glide ratio with a ruler and rough math. He smiled. “You know we have a place for this.”

“For...paper planes?”

“For questions,” he said. “For building the things that might answer them.”

He handed the sketchbook back, gentle as if it were something alive. “We meet Tuesdays and Thursdays after school in the lab. Soar Lab. Model gliders, RC kits, a thermal column in a cardboard tube if I can get the heat gun working again.” His eyes crinkled. “We’re tuning for the spring showcase.”

Rae’s fingers were already closing the sketchbook around her embarrassment. “I don’t—heights aren’t my—” She hated the sentence before it finished. Hated the way her voice thinned around the word. “I mean, I don’t like high places. Or drops. Or...edges.”

Keller’s head tilted slightly. Not pity. Calibration. “Good,” he said again, like it wasn’t a contradiction. “We could use someone who respects gravity. People who think the air owes them a favor break more wings.”

The bell rang for real now, and the hallway shook into motion. A late pass would sprout from somewhere and chase her. Keller kept speaking as if bells were weather and weather could be read and accommodated.

“No pressure,” he said. “I saw the way you looked at the breeze just now. That’s why I asked. Most people don’t notice air until it pushes them. You notice it before that.”

Rae shifted her weight. “I should—English—”

“Go,” he said, stepping aside to tack up his flyer. “If you’re curious, come by after school. If you’re not, ignore me and have an excellent day.”

She nodded, grateful for the out, and slid into the river of students. She told herself the thump in her chest was from being late, not from the idea of a room where things that wanted to fly sat on tables with their insides showing. Not from the idea of someone else trusting her with a wing.

—-
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Second period, she drew boxes instead of words. Mrs. Needham had assigned a close reading of a poem about winter and windows, and Rae got stuck on the shape of window frames with frost lacing the corners. She wrote frame—holds / frost—still in the margin, then turned it into a sketch of an airfoil with frost lines running like veins across it. She shaded the lower cambers. Her pencil moved the way breath moves when you walk uphill—steady, quiet.

The memory interrupted without asking.

A lookout tower, two summers ago. Aunt Jo had driven them up on a day the sky was violently blue, the kind of blue that made you feel you were standing too close to something enormous. The tower didn’t look high from the parking lot. It was straightforward in the way scary things can be: four flights of open-grate stairs, a one-room cab with windows on all sides, the valley arrayed below like a map.

Rae had walked the first flight stiff-legged, breath thin. The second with one hand on the rail, a joke in her mouth to make it sound like choice. The third she’d stopped, and her palms, damp against the rusted rail, had slipped. She’d seen down. The air had seemed to thin between each rung, like the world under her had shifted from solid to idea. She’d backed down, cheeks burning. Aunt Jo had come with her without a word and they’d sat on the lowest step, eating the cheese crackers she kept in her bag for bad moments. “We can try again,” Aunt Jo had said softly. “Or we can not. Both count as brave.”

Rae had nodded, but the word brave had stuck like a pine needle in her throat. She hated that it took effort to stand where other people stood without noticing.

Now, in English, the pencil pressed too hard and the lead snapped, a tiny crack like ice. She shook her hand out. The bell for passing period shocked the room into noise. She slipped the snapped bit of graphite into the tiny pocket of her pencil case, because you never know when a sharp piece like that will be useful.

At lunch, Marco slid a container of strawberries across the table and thunked a drumstick against his water bottle. “Metronome says hi. Also: I heard a rumor. Soar Lab? Keller made you an offer?”

Rae paused. “He...invited me to try it,” she said, stabbing a strawberry with her fork. “I said no.”

Marco looked theatrically offended. “On behalf of all airborne things: rude.”

“I don’t do heights,” she said automatically.

“You don’t have to climb anything to build a plane,” he said. “You can fly it from the ground. That is how planes work.”

“The flying part is above ground,” she said, and the sentence sounded unhelpful even to her. “Also, it’s not just...ugh. It’s sharp edges. Ladders. Ridges. Like the air over drops has teeth.”

Marco’s expression softened. He knew enough not to argue with metaphors that had bitten you before. “Want me to go with you? I can be ground crew. I can wear an orange vest and everything. I’ll shout ‘clear’ like in the movies.”

She smiled despite herself. “Tempting,” she said. “But I have chemistry. And Aunt Jo’s on nights, so I should get home. We’re swapping dinners this week—breakfast at six p.m., dinner at eight a.m.”

“You live like a bat,” Marco said. “A very punctual bat.”

“Bats are aerodynamic,” she said, which felt like admitting something.

“Okay, Batgirl. If you change your mind, text me. I’ll bring celebratory cookies shaped like wings.”

“You will not bake cookies shaped like wings.”

“I will purchase them and nibble them into wing shapes.”

“That tracks.”

He drummed a little pattern on the table—ta-ta-ta, ta-ta—and she matched it by tapping her fork’s handle against the tray—ta...ta...ta-ta. Breath slowed under the small rhythm. The day felt less slippery when sounds lined up.

—-
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Home was a small duplex with sun-fatigued siding and a porch that had learned to tilt in quiet ways. Rae keyed in the code. The living room smelled like coffee. Aunt Jo’s mug sat on the counter with NIGHT SHIFT WITCH in chipped purple letters. A note leaned against it, braced by the sugar jar.

Rae—

Leftover stir-fry in the fridge. Do Not Judge My Broccoli. It is noble and doing its best.

Back by eight. Naps = holy.

—Jo

Rae smiled
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