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"Not alone. Never was."
— Ruby Flint
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Chapter 1 — Featherstone Point
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Tommy Ridge was eleven years old, he was not supposed to be on the cliff path before school, and he had gone up there for the specific and, in his view, entirely defensible reason that his older sister had told him not to.

Bec was fifteen and treated every rule she'd ever been given as though she'd personally invented it, which made breaking her rules feel less like disobedience and more like public service. She'd said, over breakfast the day before, in the particular flat tone she used for things she considered beneath discussion, "Don't go up Featherstone before school, the wind's been weird all week and you'll blow off like a crisp packet." She had then eaten the last piece of toast without offering him any, which Tommy considered, on reflection, the more serious crime.

So he'd gone up before school. Alone. Quietly. With his cap jammed down hard and his bag on both shoulders instead of one, because even an act of rebellion deserved to be done properly.

The cliff path at that hour belonged to no one. The gulls were still deciding whether to be awake. The sea below was the colour of a coin left out in the rain, dull and silver and enormous, and the town behind him was just beginning to send up its first thin lines of chimney smoke into a sky that hadn't fully committed to morning yet.

Tommy walked out along the path with the specific swagger of a boy who has gotten away with something and has not yet paid for it, and stopped at the point where the path narrowed and the drop opened properly beneath him, because even rule-breakers had limits, and looked out at the water, and felt, for exactly four seconds, extremely pleased with himself.

Then the wind arrived.

It did not build the way wind was supposed to. There was no rising moan, no gradual test of strength before commitment. It came off the water in one single, decisive shove, as though the sea itself had been holding its breath and had finally, all at once, let it out directly at him.

His cap went first, snatched clean off his head and gone, cartwheeling out over the drop like it had somewhere better to be. His balance went next, which mattered considerably more. His feet, which had felt entirely reliable a half-second earlier, discovered that the gravel under them had turned to something closer to marbles, and slid.

The edge of the path — which had looked, from a safe distance, like a perfectly reasonable boundary between Tommy Ridge and the rest of his life — turned out to be much closer than it had appeared.

For one endless, crystalline second, Tommy Ridge understood exactly how far down the rocks were, and exactly how little of that distance was going to be softened by anything at all.

He did not have time to be properly afraid. Fear, it turned out, needed more warning than four seconds gave it. What he had instead was a single, enormous, wordless thought that was less like sentence and more like alarm bell — ground, need ground, there is no ground — and then his feet left the path entirely, and the sky rushed up sideways to meet him, and the world tipped.

Something caught him.

He would spend the rest of the week trying to describe it to absolutely anyone who would listen, and would get it wrong, in slightly different ways, every single time. It was not hands. It was not exactly wings, not the picture-book kind with feathers, though there was something of that shape buried somewhere in the impression. It was warmth and speed and a grip like a very strict adult's hand closing around his wrist at a road crossing — utterly certain, utterly without negotiation — and a rush of gold-brown motion that seemed, somehow, both enormous and careful at the same time, as though something very large had gone to considerable trouble not to hurt him while catching him.

It set him down. Hard, but not cruelly — hard the way a parent sets down a child they've just yanked back from traffic, more relief than gentleness.

Then it was gone.

Not run-away gone, the way a startled animal goes. Not climbed-down gone, the way a person retreating down a path goes. Gone the way the wind itself goes once it's passed through — there, and then simply, completely, not there, with nothing in between to mark the difference.

Tommy Ridge sat on the cliff path for a very long minute, breathing in a way that felt like relearning how, before he trusted his legs enough to stand. When he finally did, he looked around for his cap — found it, wedged improbably in a gorse bush ten feet back along the path, apparently having had a much gentler journey than he had — and looked, for a long moment, at the empty grey sky where the thing that had saved him had simply stopped existing.

Then he did the only reasonable thing available to a boy who has just been rescued by nothing.

He ran the entire way home and told absolutely everyone.

* * *
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By the time Ruby Flint sat down to breakfast, forty minutes later and a comfortable half a kilometre from any of this, the story had already started its journey through Stonecliff Bay in the specific way stories did in a town small enough that everyone's business belonged, eventually, to everyone.

Mrs. Waverly heard it first, because Bec Ridge came pounding into the bakery white-faced looking for their mother, who worked the early shift, and told the whole story to the queue while she waited, which in a town like Stonecliff Bay was functionally the same as placing an advertisement. By the time the ovens were fully up to temperature, three separate versions of the story existed, one of which already involved a full-sized bird, and Mrs. Waverly, wise in the ways of gossip, had begun quietly declining to confirm or deny any of them while selling twice her usual quota of morning pastries to people who had come in ostensibly for information and left, satisfied, with a bag of biscuits instead.

None of this had reached the Flint kitchen yet, which was its own kind of small mercy, because the Flint kitchen was already fully occupied without it.

"I am simply asking," Hannah Flint said, buttering toast with the focused, unnecessary violence of a woman running on four hours of sleep, "whether we could have one term. One. Where the biggest crisis in this house is you forgetting your PE uniform."

"I found my PE uniform," Ruby said, not looking up from her cereal.

"You found half of it. Under Leo's bike, which has been in our garage for reasons nobody has adequately explained."

"That's still progress."

"It is the bare minimum of progress."

Arthur Flint sat at the end of the table, tea going cold in front of him, which was ordinary, and his compass sitting beside his plate, which was not. He was looking past both of them, out the kitchen window, toward the pale line of the headland, with the particular quality of stillness Ruby had learned, over the last year, to distrust profoundly.

"Granddad."

"Mm."

"You're doing the face."

"I don't have a face."

"You have several faces, and I've catalogued most of them by now. That one means you've noticed something and you're currently deciding how much of it you're willing to tell us before Mum makes you tell us all of it anyway."

Arthur picked up his tea, discovered — with the theatrical surprise of a man who had known perfectly well what he'd find — that it had gone cold, and drank it regardless, out of what Ruby now recognised as sheer, practiced stubbornness.

"It's probably nothing," he said, which in the specific dialect spoken by this particular household translated, without exception, to it is almost certainly something, and I am buying time.

Hannah set the butter knife down with the exact precision of someone choosing, deliberately, not to start an argument before eight in the morning. "Dad."

"The wind's been odd," Arthur said. "That's genuinely all I have, for now. Coming in wrong off the headland, three days running. The birds don't like it. There's nothing more sinister in that than autumn deciding to be difficult a fortnight early."

"That is an extremely specific kind of nothing," Hannah said.

"It's the only kind of nothing I currently have available," Arthur said, with dignity, and that — for the moment — was where it stood.

* * *
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The back door banged open before either of them could take it further, which was how the Flint household generally learned that Leo Marsh had arrived, roughly four minutes before Leo Marsh himself became visible.

He came in already talking, school bag hanging off one shoulder like an afterthought, a sheaf of printed paper clutched under one arm with the particular reverence he reserved for things he considered genuinely important.

"Wind-speed anomalies," he announced, dropping the papers onto the table between the toast rack and the teapot without breaking stride. "Three consecutive days. Gusts coming in off the headland that don't match the regional forecast at all — not close, not within any margin I'd call reasonable. I cross-referenced it against the coastal wildlife group's public sightings log, and the nesting birds on the north cliff face have essentially abandoned roosts they've used for something like forty consecutive years, which—"

He stopped.

His eyes had landed on Arthur's compass.

Arthur's compass, for months now, had performed exactly one function with total reliability: it pointed, faintly but unmistakably, at Ruby. A quiet, private tug that only the family fully understood, translating roughly to she is near, she is safe, this is the thing I have oriented myself around.

It was not doing that.

The needle sat steady, entirely uninterested in Ruby, and pointed instead straight through the kitchen window, over the rooftops of the town, out across the pale grey morning, directly at the broken silhouette of the old signal station on the headland.

Nobody said anything for a long moment. Leo, very carefully, sat down without being asked, which for Leo counted as a significant concession to the gravity of the situation.

"That's new," he said.

Hannah looked at the compass. Then at Arthur. Then at the specific, careful blankness that had settled over Arthur's face — the one that meant he already had at least three theories fully formed and was still deciding, with the caution of a man who had made this exact mistake before, which one to share first.

"Dad," Hannah said, in the tone of a woman who had already spent the entirety of her morning's patience allowance and was now operating on credit. "What. Is it doing."

Arthur set his teacup down very deliberately.

"I think," he said, "we may be about to have a rather interesting week."

* * *
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They found out about Tommy Ridge at the school gate, because by then the story had reached the speed Stonecliff Bay reserved specifically for anything involving the words cliff, saved, and nobody has any idea what it actually was.

The Mayor had somehow already heard, processed, and publicly commented on it by nine, using the phrase "entirely explainable through completely ordinary means" in a tone that explained absolutely nothing and reassured no one. Leo had the story typed into a fresh document before the first bell — INCIDENT LOG: WIND EVENTS, VOLUME TWO — with a new subheading that read, with a bluntness Ruby found more alarming than comforting: Possible Category: Not Wind. Again.

Ruby stood at the school gate with her bag over one shoulder and looked north, past the rooftops, toward the headland, where the old signal station sat half-swallowed by gorse and salt-rust against a sky the colour of an unmade decision.

Something in her chest — not quite fear, not quite the Roar, something underneath both of those, older and quieter than either — turned toward it the way a compass needle turns.

She didn't reach for it.

She'd learned, at considerable cost, that much at least.

But whatever it was, up there on the headland, had very clearly already started reaching for her.
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Chapter 2 — A Town That Talks
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Stonecliff Bay had never been good at keeping secrets, and this had nothing to do with dinosaurs.

It was a town built for gossip the way some towns were built for fishing or tourism or, in the Mayor's more optimistic press releases, "boutique coastal experiences." Everything in Stonecliff Bay was close enough to everything else that news didn't so much spread as simply exist everywhere at once, the way weather did. By the time Ruby reached the school gate, Tommy Ridge's story had already acquired a life of its own entirely separate from Tommy Ridge.

"Bird," said a boy from Ruby's year, with the total confidence of someone repeating something he'd heard third-hand and immediately decided was fact. "Massive bird. Like an albatross but wrong-shaped."

"It was a paraglider," said a girl beside him. "My uncle says people do that off the headland sometimes, illegally."

"At six in the morning? In that wind?"

"People are stupid."

"People aren't that stupid."

Leo, walking beside Ruby with his notebook already half-open, made a small noise that Ruby had come to recognise, over the last year, as the specific sound Leo made when he was refraining, with visible effort, from correcting someone in public.

"You want to say something," Ruby murmured.

"I want to say several things," Leo said. "None of them would help."

* * *
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First period was Mr. Okafor's class, which meant history, which meant — on a normal day — a reasonably pleasant forty minutes about trade routes or treaties or whichever century they'd reached in the syllabus. Today, Mr. Okafor spent the first five minutes fielding questions about Featherstone Point with the weary patience of a man who had taught in this particular town for eleven years and had, by now, developed a genuine expertise in redirecting classroom hysteria back toward the Corn Laws.

"I don't know what happened on the cliff path this morning," he said, for what was clearly not the first time that hour, across three different classes. "I suspect none of you do either, regardless of how confidently your cousin's friend's older brother has described it to you. What I do know is that the Reform Act of 1832 is on Friday's test, and I would very much like at least one of you to be able to explain why that matters more than a maybe-bird."

"Because history repeats itself?" tried a boy near the front, hopefully.

"Because it's on the test," Mr. Okafor said. "That's reason enough for today."

Ruby kept her head down and her pen moving and did not, for one single second of the entire lesson, think about a grip like a seatbelt, or wings that weren't quite wings, or a compass that had stopped pointing at her for the first time in months.

She thought about it for the entire lesson, obviously. But she kept her head down while she did it, which she counted, generously, as roughly the same thing as paying attention.

* * *
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By lunch, the school courtyard had developed its own small ecosystem of theories, most of them wrong, one of them — from a quiet boy in the year below who nobody usually listened to — closer to true than anyone gave him credit for.

"My gran says the old stories about the cliffs are true," he told a mostly disinterested audience, over a sandwich he wasn't eating fast enough to escape the conversation. "Says there's always been something up there. Watches the birds. Watches the weather. Been there longer than the lighthouse, she reckons, longer than the station."

"Your gran also says the supermarket's part of a conspiracy to make the trolleys wonky on purpose," someone pointed out.

"That one's true, though. You've felt the trolleys."

Ruby, three tables over, hadn't meant to overhear any of it, and found she couldn't stop turning it over anyway. Watches the birds. Watches the weather. It sat uncomfortably close to true, closer than a schoolyard rumour had any right to sit, and she made a mental note — filed somewhere just behind finish the geography homework and just ahead of figure out what Mia Calder actually wants — to ask Arthur about it later, assuming Arthur was in a mood to answer honestly, which was itself never something Ruby could take for granted.

* * *
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The museum, that afternoon, was doing its level best to pretend nothing unusual had ever happened within its walls, which was itself a kind of small miracle given everything that actually had.

Mr. Raj Patel was on duty at the front desk, guarding the entrance with the specific vigilance of a man who had once been genuinely injured in the line of duty and had, as a direct result, upgraded from mild interest in his job to something closer to devout commitment. He waved Ruby and Leo through with a biscuit tin held out between them like a peace offering.

"Dinosaur biscuits," he said. "Mrs. Waverly's latest batch. She's started doing a pterodactyl shape now, alongside the usual Rex."

"Why a pterodactyl?" Leo asked, taking two.

"No idea," Raj said. "She just started making them on Tuesday. Didn't say why. I've learned not to ask Mrs. Waverly why she does things. The biscuits are always good regardless."

Ruby took one, looked at its unmistakably wing-shaped silhouette, and felt something cold and quiet settle in her stomach that had absolutely nothing to do with the biscuit itself.

"She just started this week," she repeated.

"Tuesday," Raj confirmed, already distracted by a school group filing in through the main doors. "Ask her yourself, if it matters. She's usually happy to talk your ear off about it."

Inside the main hall, the museum had rearranged its centrepiece display since Ruby had last properly looked at it — the empty plinth where the first tooth had once sat now held, instead, a small, tasteful, entirely fictional placard explaining that the relic was "on loan for specialist conservation," which was one of Arthur's phrases and had the distinct flavour of something invented at short notice and defended ever since with a completely straight face.

Beside it, in a new glass case Ruby didn't remember from before, sat a scatter of genuine local fossils — nothing magical, nothing that hummed with old memory the way the relics did, just ordinary ammonites and a scrap of something vertebrate the placard optimistically labelled possible marine reptile, species unconfirmed. It was, Ruby suspected, exactly the kind of unglamorous, real, patient science that made the wilder truth underneath it easier to hide in plain sight.

"You ever think about that," Leo said, following her gaze, "how the actual truth just sort of sits right next to the cover story, and nobody notices, because the cover story's boring enough that nobody bothers to look past it?"

"Constantly," Ruby said. "It's the only reason any of this still works."

* * *
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They found Mrs. Waverly at the bakery an hour later, flour to the elbows, in the middle of what was, by any objective measure, an entirely unreasonable quantity of pastry for a Tuesday afternoon.

"Pterodactyl biscuits," Ruby said, by way of greeting, holding up the evidence.

"Aren't they lovely?" Mrs. Waverly beamed, entirely unbothered by the accusatory tone. "Started Tuesday. Couldn't tell you exactly why, if I'm honest — woke up wanting to make something with wings and just went with it. Sometimes the hands know before the head does, in baking. You'll understand that better when you're older."

"Tuesday," Ruby said again, very carefully, "was three days ago."

"Was it? Time does fly." Mrs. Waverly, entirely unaware of the small avalanche of dread this observation had just triggered, slid a fresh tray toward them anyway. "Try the wing ones warm. That's when they're best."

Ruby ate one, and it was, infuriatingly, excellent, and did absolutely nothing to settle the growing certainty in her chest that something old and half-forgotten had started nudging at the whole town — not just Ruby, not just the birds, not just Arthur's compass, but the actual instincts of the people who lived here, in small, harmless, biscuit-shaped ways nobody would ever think to connect to anything at all.

Outside the bakery window, the wind picked up again, testing the awning with a low, patient sound that hadn't been there five minutes earlier, and Ruby watched a dozen gulls lift all at once from the harbour wall — not startled, not scattering, just rising together, in the exact same slow, deliberate spiral, toward the exact same point on the pale grey horizon.

"Leo," she said quietly.

He was already watching them too, biscuit forgotten in one hand.

"Yeah," he said. "I see it."
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Chapter 3 — The Compass Points Up
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Arthur Flint held his explanations the way other people held expensive china: carefully, briefly, and always with one eye on the nearest exit.

He gave the family the first proper version of it that evening, over a dinner Hannah had made with the specific briskness of a woman assembling an argument course by course.

"There's a relic in the old signal station," Arthur said, not quite meeting anyone's eyes. "Has been for a very long time — longer than the station itself, most likely. Half this town was built on top of something older. The station's just the newest layer."

"What kind of relic," Hannah said. Not a question. A demand dressed politely.

"Wing scale, I believe. Or close enough to one that the distinction won't matter much." Arthur turned his fork over without eating anything on it, a habit Ruby had noticed intensified whenever he was choosing his words with unusual care. "The old stories call it the watching wing. It doesn't typically wake on its own. It wakes because something nearby has already woken, and it recognises company the way one old friend recognises another across a crowded room."

Ruby went very still. "Me."

"You," Arthur agreed. "The first tooth stirred it simply by existing, is my read on it. I could be wrong. I have been wrong about this particular relic before, as it happens, though the mistake I made wasn't quite the one you're imagining."

That stopped Hannah's fork mid-air. "Before."

Arthur went quiet for a moment
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