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        “Our destiny is not determined by the number of times we stumble but by the number of times we rise up, dust ourselves off, and move forward.”
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      Aaron crouched on the hilltop. His open shirt flapped in the wind. Gray clouds pinwheeled over the valley behind him, so low he felt like he could reach up and grab them. Aaron secured the last bolt into the bamboo framework on his massive kite with his trusty wrench. Now fully assembled, his craft was ready to take flight. He took a step back to admire his artistry as the morning sun raced across the kite’s sleek arrowhead-shaped form. Its bamboo poles held strong against the weight of the wind pushing down on the sail. Aaron stood for a moment with his arms crossed against his chest. A wave of pride washed over him. Aaron’s kite was a masterpiece, made with care, love, and precision.

      “You took a whole two months, but you were worth it,” Aaron said.

      He hadn’t thought of it till just now, but Aaron felt like something this cool should have a name.

      “Hmmm… I think I’ll call you…” He closed one eye and tilted his head to the side. “The Fearless Flyer.” He beamed.

      “Pop would be proud,” he said. Aaron could almost see his dad standing there next to him, smiling and patting him on the back. A dry lump formed in his throat as the memory of his father echoed in his head.

      Aaron had built his craft from the pictures he found in a Popular Mechanics magazine. But the kite itself wasn’t just any kite. This craft had a massive delta-shaped sail. He scavenged through piles of materials at home and all over his neighborhood, eventually gathering everything he needed for his project. These materials included bamboo, plastic sheeting, wire, nuts and bolts, and lots and lots of duct tape. But Aaron also added extra padding to some of the poles and extra lengths of tape where the sail would come in contact with the bamboo. These were not in the plans. They were things he had learned while building kites and other aircraft with his father.

      Aaron ran his fingers along the tightly strung wires that interwove like a cat’s cradle throughout the bamboo framework. He closed one eye and leaned his cheek against the edge of the frame to ensure its poles were straight and true.

      He wanted his creation to be perfect and knew that it couldn’t be done by simply following instructions. It required a craftsman’s touch. And though this wasn’t his first kite, it was by far the largest.

      Aaron built model airplanes and pretty much anything that could fly since he had been able to sit upright. He liked building things. Like his father before him, flying was in his blood. There was no greater thrill than watching airplanes take off and land. But what Aaron loved most about flying was something he has never truly experienced—the sensation of gliding through the open sky.

      He wanted to feel the wind in his hair. He wanted to feel the wind on his arms. He wanted to feel the wind on his face. But most of all, he wanted to feel the wind in his heart.

      Aaron licked his finger and held it in the air.

      This spot is perfect.

      The outcropping of rocks near the hill’s crest were a mossy green. Their vast, craggy surfaces were covered with lichen and topped with stunted trees of the same color. Verdant grasses and sparse patches of alpine wildflowers carpeted its slopes. The air was clear, and the cool breeze wafted a gentle moistness across his cheeks. Aaron often climbed this hill. It provided breathtaking views of the distant ocean. This hill was located at the foot of Mount Zephyr. It was several miles away from Aaron’s new hometown, Port Reedley, a dreary little fishing village that seemed to be always lost in a fog as thick and cold as its inhabitants.

      Staring out at the ocean, he could see the gulls drifting in slow spirals on columns of rising air, their wings spread, sun beating upon their backs. Behind them, the mountains rose steeply, the peaks hidden, the valleys hidden. To the south, another mountain range was visible. To the north, he saw the beginning of the landmass that leads to his home.

      Aaron knew this grassy hill well. Its steep slope, combined with the prevailing winds this time of year, made for an ideal launch for his kite. He was confident in his craft’s ability to soar and its ability to lift his dreams across the valley to the sandy shore beyond. Or so he believed. Because upon this high perch, on this windy day, Aaron William Hawk would learn to fly.
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      A bracing cross wind blew through Aaron’s hair, lifting strands of it and whipping it around like a crown of wind-whipped auburn.

      At that moment, the wind opened its mouth and opened wide to bring its full force against the craft. The kite bucked against the gust, as if it didn’t want to be confined by an unseen hand. Like a shot the kite rose. Aaron lunged to grab hold of its framework with both hands. It was all his wiry, fourteen-year-old physique could do. But he held it down until its sail stopped snapping and the winds settled. Aaron shook his head. He should have expected something like this from a kite that measured wider than twice his height and was three times his arm span.

      “Whew, that was close,” he said.

      Aaron turned his attention to the valley beyond. The earth looked like an endless quilted canvas. The fields and hills were a palette of greens and blues that lay some five hundred feet below. But to Aaron, it seemed like a gazillion miles away.

      He watched the long blades of grass ripple in the wind, like waves on the ocean. A little windier than I hoped but not too bad. The breeze continued to toss his long hair.

      Aaron scanned the distant patchwork of farmland. The pale morning haze kissed the distant valley, obscuring the horizon and making the view seem vast and unreal. His heart revved and his pulse quickened.

      I’m not afraid, not afraid.

      “I can do this,” he whispered. And though his voice quivered, Aaron believed with all his heart that his perch upon this hill was close enough to heaven, where his dreams just might come true.
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      Aaron took a few deep breaths and crouched beneath the kite sail. He took the tattered blue and gold baseball cap his father handed down to him and firmly placed it on his head with its brim to the back. He positioned himself into the cockpit of the framework, a cockpit in the loosest of terms. It was merely two parallel bamboo poles wrapped with foam rubber and electrician’s tape. This allowed Aaron to hang precariously by his armpits while his legs dangled in the open air. By swinging his legs and shifting his weight, he could control the great wing. At least that was the plan. He gripped the two poles firmly…

      “HMPH,” he grunted as he lifted the kite’s forty-some-odd pound framework off the ground. He tucked the padded poles tight beneath his armpits. The craft was heavy and awkward atop this blustery hilltop, and he had to take care not to lose his balance. The kite’s sail snapped and whipped wildly as if protesting the winds’ constant taunting. Aaron lowered his gaze to the ground while he carefully sidestepped along the uneven terrain. He fought to turn the craft and to walk it forward. A powerful gust hit the kite sideways. It tipped him back on one leg and threatened to knock him down. Clinging to his kite, the boy gasped and shouted.

      “WHOA BABY! HANG ON!” He tightened his grip on the bamboo poles and leaned forward. As if the wing heard Aaron’s plea, it lowered its nose into the wind. But thoughts of a terrible disaster crept into his head. Like a monster, it pushed its way into his dream. He gnawed on his lower lip. Beads of sweat cascaded down his chest and back, spotting his shirt like morning dew on a flower petal. Visions of crashing into the bone-crunching rocks below intertwined with the horrific memory of his father’s plunge to earth.

      Calm down, he told himself, taking in short, quick breaths of air. You have done your research on the kite and the weather patterns here. You know how to control this thing. It’s all good.

      And though Aaron had planned every detail of his flight, at this moment, he felt utterly unprepared.

      Aaron closed his eyes to shut out the world. He drew a deep breath and exhaled long and slow, as he imagined himself as a young child. When he was filled with doubt and fear, his father would hold him in his arms and tell him to just breathe. His thoughts reeled back to a poem his dad had written for him on his tenth birthday. The words were etched into the back of his mind like a mantra.

      “Take a deep breath in the face of your fear. Spread your broad wings and embrace the winds of your dreams. For they will guide your spirit and fill your soul. Don’t look down but always out and ever beyond, and just fly.”

      He opened his eyes, raised his head high, and centered his attention on the wind that rolled through the golden fields of wheat far beyond. His mind was now focused on calculating the speed and timing of the prevailing winds, hoping to find the perfect opportunity to take flight.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Without warning, a breeze swept through his hair, billowing open his shirt. The cool air brushed against his skin, and another gust swirled around him to dance with the medallion dangling from his neck chain. It caught the light and sparkled like a solar eclipse. He turned his head down to see the familiar silver pendant, embossed with the image of the winged Icarus.

      It had been a gift from his father. Perched above his heart, it reassured him that his father was always with him. Aaron found remarkable comfort in the simple words inscribed on the back. Just fly.

      But as much as Aaron loved and cherished the necklace, he prayed it would now bring him luck. He pulled the medallion to his lips and kissed it.

      Aaron looked to the horizon. The time was nearing when he would have to commit to flight. His mind was racing. His thoughts were scattered. He was confused and uncertain.

      His stomach churned as he thought of the schoolmates he had left behind and the friends he longed for. He knew the class of 1974 would not be the same in his new school, in this strange town where all seemed distant and unfriendly. But most of all, he missed his father.

      The wind had picked up, and thick gusts whirled around him in all directions. He refocused on a small length of orange ribbon he had tied to the kite’s nose. It danced in the breeze.

      Aaron tightened his lips and leveled his gaze. “This one’s for you, Pop.” His voice quivered.

      Aaron’s mouth turned to cotton and sweat poured down his temple as his eyes narrowed. His jaw clenched and his blood barreled through his veins like some wild flume ride. Suddenly, everything he knew, everything he studied about flying had realigned in front of him replacing all his thoughts. Aaron drew a ragged breath and swallowed hard just as a voice inside his head breathed…

      Go.

      “Now, NOW!” he shouted.

      At that moment, desire overcame all. Aaron lunged forward. Before he knew it, he was sprinting, full tilt into the wind and down the grassy slope and holding onto his kite for dear life.

      “WOOO HAAA!” A primordial yell emanated from somewhere deep in his soul. The kite’s plastic sail flapped furiously in its headlong charge. Its long bamboo poles bounced and quaked with each stride. Aaron’s heart went into overdrive as a million thoughts rocketed through his mind in a jumbled blur.

      Suddenly, the kite’s spirit awoke.

      KAPOP!

      In one burst, the kite’s sail billowed, capturing the full force of the wind. Its framework bent like an archer’s bow, and Aaron took one last step… into the vast nothing.
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      Aaron’s sneakers skittered briefly over the tall grass, sending tiny insects and seedlings flying in all directions and leaving a shallow wake in its path. He felt the pull of gravity as the kite lifted him into the air. A breathless hollow formed in the pit of his stomach while he watched the grassy hillside fall away beneath his feet.

      Above the underbrush he rose, over the bushes, over the berms, above the trees, and into the open blue.

      Aaron was pulled upward by something stronger than his arms and he felt lighter than air. He didn’t expect that sensation, but he embraced it. Aaron felt more alive than he ever had before.

      The wind caressed his flesh like a warm hug. Smooth was the feel of the sky, silky and surfing over the air. The sky was clear and huge. It was vast, beyond the clouds, a skyful for the taking.

      A broad grin etched itself across Aaron’s face. His pulse felt perfect. The sky felt like magic. And he thought, This is what dreams are made of.

      The wind and the kite and the world around him coiled into a single joy that coursed through his veins.

      He cast his gaze down and took notice of the kite’s angular shadow. It raced along like a pulsing heart on the undulating hillside below him. The Fearless Flyer’s untried frame creaked and swayed along its upward path. And as Aaron rose into the blue, the weighty chains of his life fell away. Now, only this moment mattered, this very moment.

      “I’m in another world,” he whispered. He threw his legs to one side to correct his wing’s heading. The kite responded, alive and almost weightless.

      As he ascended, the landscape’s passing slowed to a gentle gait, and time slowed with it. His fear was now replaced by pure adrenaline-driven excitement. His heart shifted into a smoother rhythm, and Aaron could now collect his thoughts.

      Holy cow, this thing is actually flying… and not too bad, if I say so myself.

      The air funneled from the trailing edge of the sail, making a puttering sound, like that of a small motorboat. The kite’s wire rigging stretched taut and sang with the wind. A zither-like tone, it added a rich and shimmering harmony to his journey. And though he had not expected the effect, this sound was giving him a sense of relative airspeed. Not too slow, not too fast. It also gave him a sense of calm and control. Any lingering doubts about his craftsmanship had all but vanished. The Fearless Flyer was rigid, agile, and responsive. He felt safe, as though in the arms of a god.

      “There’s nothing up here. Nothing to crash into. Only soft, puffy clouds,” Aaron said. “Just gotta keep my weight at the center. Keep her balanced, and she’ll fly straight and true.”

      The cool air washed over him and made him shiver. The air was biting but invigorating. It was like stepping from a warm shower and into an arctic breeze without a towel. Aaron, however, was utterly captivated by the sensation of flying to pay much attention to the sudden chill.

      His wing sliced through the sky like cutting through a wave of liquid glass. Man, this is like surfing. Totally awesome! It had been a long time since he felt this good.

      His eyes explored the grassy hills as they passed slowly beneath him. The winds tugged back his open shirt, which flapped in harmony with the kite’s sail.

      Pop would be proud. Memories tugged at his heart as his thoughts drifted back to the weekend trips with his dad. He could still hear his laughter as they flew his plane between the clouds to a distant lake to go camping or deliver some parts to another airport.

      “Hey, Pop. I’m home,” he whispered with grin.

      Flying meant everything to Aaron. It was also his father’s passion, a shared passion. The sky was in their blood. But since his father’s death last year, everything changed. A new town, a new school, a new life for him and his mother. But it all happened too fast. His life now was a jumbled mess, and this craft was the only thing that made sense. It had the structure and order he knew when he was younger, and Aaron longed to be that little boy again. This was the one place in his new life where he could breathe without feeling regret for just how different everything was now. And this adventure offered a brief lull from the turmoil he felt inside. A tranquil smile broke out across his face. Every cell in his body relaxed as he soared higher and higher above the earth. But Aaron knew his mother would not approve of such a wickedly cool adventure. He would have to be discrete. So Aaron’s special project had to take place in an old garage he discovered only a few blocks from his house.

      Aaron fell in love with the abandoned, graffiti-covered, and rat-infested garage as soon as he set foot inside. It only took a few days of cleaning up garbage, plugging up broken windows, and patching walls. Fortunately, the grungy and smelly old building was home to enough rats, spiders, and cobwebs to keep his mom and even the Justice League away. But it didn’t stop Aaron from loving his awesome new workspace.

      All at once, a crosswind shoved Aaron’s little wing, like a schoolyard bully. Aaron snapped to attention. His instincts caused him to throw his weight to one side to correct his position. It worked.

      Now high above the valley, he squinted toward the horizon and zeroed in on a thin band of silver that marked the distant sea. It looks like it’s about five miles away, he analyzed. But in the meantime, Aaron did what any good pilot would to do—hunt for potential landing areas along the way. Should the winds change unexpectedly, he might have to make a quick landing, and he knew his kite would need a good half acre of open field to set down safely.

      He surveyed the valley through the milky morning haze.

      Hmm… I could put down over by Murphy’s Pond if I had to, but I have to be careful of Hardwick’s Woods. Don’t want to get caught up there.

      Aaron caught sight of a flock of gulls in the distance, drifting in lazy circles in the morning sky.

      Looks like they found some lift. That’s a good sign.

      The Fearless Flyer buffeted abruptly. The slopes of nearby Mount Zephyr provided some strong updrafts. It startled Aaron, and he snapped his attention back to the orange yarn tied to the front of his craft. It held stiff in the breeze.

      Straight and level and I’ll be fine, he reminded himself.

      Aaron’s path took him over Port Reedley, the place where he and his mother now called home. The briny air reminded Aaron of how much he hated it here. He noticed the docks and small fishing trawlers tied up at the wooden piers. From up here it looked less intimidating, as often new towns seem. But Port Reedley and especially its high school was still not a welcoming place for Aaron, at least not now.

      Wait till those idiot  jerks at school find out about my flight. I doubt any of them have the guts to fly one of these.

      His craft rose ever higher, higher than the surrounding hills, higher than even the local water tower. With the village far below, he could see the early risers driving about, doing errands, going here and there.

      That looks like Mrs. Henderson’s smoke-spewing heap, no doubt heading over to help at the church. She’s an odd bird. He smirked. A Bible-thumping nag with a voice like a deranged parrot.

      Even at this lofty height, Aaron spotted the steam floating from the rooftop vents of the downtown bakery. He imagined the smell of fresh baked bread and pastries. His mouth watered.

      Oh man, I gotta get some donuts to celebrate when I get back.

      A young girl skateboarding in an empty schoolyard took notice of the flying oddity in the morning sky. From high above, Aaron’s eyes locked onto her. She slowed her ride, hopped off her board, and cocked her head in wonderment. She waved wildly, shouting something that got lost in the space between them. Aaron could only nod as he sailed on. A boy riding a bicycle, delivering newspapers, also paused, and looked up and pointed.

      Oh, my God. “I’m freaking SUPERMAN! WOOOO HOOO!” he shouted into the empty sky.

      He continued gliding towards the thin band of shimmering blue in the distance. The wind continued to rumble past his ears.

      It’ll be a long walk home after I land, but it’ll be worth it.

      Beyond the village, Aaron could just see Hardwick’s Woods.

      Wow, the trees look like bushes. I must be at least a thousand feet up. Aaron was a pro at estimating altitude. A skill he learned from his many flights with his father in his Cessna. But this time, he was the pilot.

      The experience was more enjoyable than he had hoped it would be. He sailed along with the gentle rise and fall of the atmospheric currents and joyfully took in his surroundings. Suddenly, he caught sight of a shadowy something out of the corner of his eye. The broad wings of a black hawk drifted towards him. It studied Aaron like an unexpected intruder in his territory. The majestic bird flanked his right side. It was so big and so real, so perfect, and so magnificently there, that Aaron screamed.

      “HELLO!” shouted Aaron. “Nice day for flying, wouldn’t you say? Ha!” He glanced around. “So, find any good air currents today?” The hawk barely took notice. It cocked his head to give Aaron a sidelong look as if to say, amateur. With a few graceful strokes of its wings, the bird flew on.

      In all his excitement, Aaron failed to notice that the wind had suddenly stopped, and the Fearless Flyer was about to stall out. His left wing dropped, sending him in a downward spiral. The deafening wind roared past Aaron’s ears and made his wide eyes water. The kite’s sail thrashed violently and threatened to shred under the increased forces.

      Crap. This is bad!

      Below him, all he saw was Hardwick’s Woods, its thick groves of trees growing larger as he approached. Aaron arched his spine and thrust his legs as far back as his body would allow. Muscles stretched and wrenched with pain, but the Fearless Flyer continued its downward plunge. His muscles strained, but he could feel the wind pushing back. The wing’s sail had billowed, but it wasn’t enough to pull him up. Aaron’s body tensed and his fists locked onto the bamboo poles with a vice-like grip. He knew if he moved or looked down, that would be the end of him. Suddenly, its sail filled with air and his craft pulled up and out of its deadly dive, its bamboo frame bending dangerously. But the kite had no air brakes, and Aaron was going way too fast to land. There was no way to bleed off speed other than to gain altitude.

      “Hold together, baby! Pleeeease!” Aaron’s words strained. The speeding craft leveled out just above the treetops. Their upper branches streaked beneath his shoes like a freight train at full speed. Aaron squinted through watering eyes, then spotted an ominous sight. A massive limb atop a large old oak tree looming dead ahead. It was like the gnarled appendage of some mythical creature, a huge claw-like hand, frozen high in the air for hundreds of years with the promise of one day capturing its prey. Without hesitation, he tucked his legs up tightly.

      SWOOSH! The limb missed his butt… barely. Up and over the oak he flew. The Fearless Flyer climbed and slowed considerably. So much so it was on the verge of stalling out… again. He angled the nose downward to gain airspeed. All of a sudden, Aaron found himself swallowed up by an opening in the dense forest of trees. He rocketed through the clearing just inches above the carpet of ferns. The kite’s sail flapped like a motorboat. He found himself surrounded by a wall of massive oaks. Their twisted trunks rose high above him. Their mazy interlocking branches imprisoned him in this cavernous clearing.

      No escape! He had to think fast.

      He threw his legs forward, dropping the nose and rocketing just above the slope of the hill. With lightning speed, he assessed the terrain, then aimed for a small clearing near the trunks of the trees with just enough space between them for his craft.

      Aaron bolted just inches above the ground. His breath trapped in his lungs as he twisted and contorted his body, banking his craft left, then right, then left again. Zigzagging his way through the giant chessboard of trees with all the grace and skill of an Olympic skier.

      “Oh, a patch of blue!” he called out. He shifted his weight and angled the kite’s nose upward to a small open portal of sky and darted through. He leveled his wings and glanced over his shoulder and watched the wooded hillside fade into the hazy blue.

      The wild fury settled, and the wind hushed to a reasonable volume. Aaron released his trapped breath. Holy God, that was close. A victorious grin drew slowly across his face.

      Without warning, a crosswind buffeted his craft. Aaron’s heart skipped. The air grew warm, and he could feel pressure building inside his ear.

      “Huh?” He tilted his head. He felt a subtle tug of gravity as the Fearless Flyer ascended.

      “Thermal,” he whispered.

      Well, this isn’t so bad. This could give me the altitude I need to make it to the beach. He threw his legs to the side to make his craft orbit within the bubble of rising air.

      Suddenly…

      CRAAACCKLE!

      The heart-stopping noise just above his head sent a shock wave through his body.

      Holy God, What was that? He looked up at the bamboo pole that ran the length of the kite sail. There was a small crack where it attached to the support pole. Slowly, he tilted his head down and all at once was keenly aware of just how much sky was between him and the ground. The century-old trees looked like bushes and roads were ant trails. Fear embraced him like a boa constrictor, stealing the wind from his lungs.

      A thousand thoughts spun through his head.

      Maybe the trees had done some damage or the lifting forces of the thermal were too much for the kite. Whatever the reason, it did not matter now. Aaron feared the framework’s crossbar was about to fail. With a sickening SNAP, the pole gave way. And like a butterfly’s wing, the entire craft folded in half

      “No. No. NO. NO. NO! NOOOO!” His words came out in quick sharp breaths. I can’t die. My mother will never forgive me! Panic drove his thoughts. I can’t die. I don’t want to die! Adrenaline rushed through his veins.

      The sky, which had been so welcoming, had betrayed him with a vengeance. The frigid air roared past him with the force of a hurricane. He wanted it to stop, but his body was paralyzed. A misty tunnel slowly encircled his vision as sparkles of light danced in front of him. His thoughts drained into nothingness, and he could only watch the rapidly approaching treetops leering up at him, ready to swallow him in an unspeakable death.
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      The thunder of his heartbeat pounded in his ears. The ground rushed towards him in a blur of green and brown while the kite flapped wildly in its downward plunge. A rabbit, startled by the commotion, bolted from its resting place to watch the spectacle as Aaron plummeted earthward.

      Punching through the canopy of trees, the crunch of branches and leaves under the kite’s violent impact sounded like gunshots. The sharp cracks reverberated through his bones. Tree branches poked him, digging into his arms and shoulders. Slamming into a mangled heap on the ground of the wooded forest in a flurry of broken branches and leaves. A panic of sparrows ballooned from the treetops as the woods quickly hushed the scene. All was quiet.

      A face appeared in the darkness before him. It was a beautiful, angelic face, as if made of light. Aaron was paralyzed, drawn into those large, green eyes. He looked at the golden hair flowing towards him, made soft by the cascades of sunlight that danced upon it. Her face seemed to float towards him—incredibly close. Her lips parted, revealing a smile, the likes of which he had never seen. Her smile seemed to be etched into her face, a gift from God. The outer corners of her lips lifted, her head tilted to the side, her eyes gently closed.

      She rubbed his face with her right hand. “Shhh… it’s okay. Be still. I’m here. You’re safe.”

      Her touch was gentle. Her hands were smooth and warm and lingered on his cheek. She breathed heavy, sleepy breaths. Aaron was lightheaded. His thoughts were miles away from his voice. His eyes fixed on her flesh, which seemed to glow from within. Then, without a word, she slowly evaporated into a million feathery particles, blown away like dandelion seeds on the wind.

      Reality crashed into his consciousness, and Aaron jolted. His eyes remained half closed, still in shock. He gasped, struggling to get air in his lungs. Tears of confusion and panic welled in his eyes. A warm trickle flowed down his cheeks. He was crying. He tried to lift his arms to wipe the tears off with his sleeves. He swallowed the hard lump that was growing in his throat. He tried to call out for help, but no sound came out. Nothing worked.

      Okay, okay. I’m not dead. Calm down. He tried his best to comfort himself.

      His ears swam in a sea of white noise. There were no sounds save the steel drum of his heart. He felt a sharp pain in his shoulder and back, but the pain in his hand shocked him to his core. He wiggled his fingers. One by one, they obeyed… but barely.

      “Am I paralyzed?” He groaned. “No, I’m in too much pain. I can move my fingers… there!” His thoughts turned to fear. Fear of severe injury. The pain in his hand was unrelenting. “Ow! It hurts… it hurts really bad.”

      He gritted his teeth and spoke through them. He clenched his jaw. The wet leaves and wreckage beneath him felt like needles prickling him all over. His entire body was like a toothache. His head felt like it was being squeezed in a vise. With effort, he opened his eyes. He blinked to clear his vision, but it didn’t work. Everything he saw was blurry. Aaron was looking at the world through a steel-brushed television screen. He couldn’t tell if his eyes were open or closed. He was afraid to move. Aaron was afraid he would wind up like one of those cautionary tales that mothers tell their children.
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      At that moment, Aaron felt a strange presence. From the corner of his blurred vision, he could make out two shadowy figures, one only slightly larger than the other.

      As his vision became clearer, he could make out the forms of two birds perched on a fallen limb, a hawk and a crow.

      The crow cocked its head in the hawk’s direction as if seeking some kind of introduction. The bird lifted its wings to allow the wind to brush beneath.

      “What happened to him?” the crow asked.

      “Ah, he forgot the sky,” the hawk replied in a condescending tone, then continued. “He lost the feel of the currents and thought he knew everything. Ha, he is still an infant in the sky. Up here we do not listen to those below us, and we do not speak to those above. It is just us and the wind!”

      Aaron turned his dazed head away, then back at the birds. Nothing seemed real. “Uuuuhhh!?” he replied. In his muddled state, the crow and the hawk speaking human words didn’t seem so remarkable.

      The hawk cocked one eye towards Aaron. “Nice day for flying! Indeed!” he spoke. His voice was deep and unyielding. “You are like a hatchling,” he continued.

      “I dunno. I didn’t think his flying was half bad,” said the hyper crow.

      “What do you mean?” he spat. “This one doesn’t listen to the wind. Humans never listen to the sky,” said the hawk, eyeing Aaron.

      “Tsk, tsk, does not the bird know better?” said the hawk. “Humans are not as they seem,” the hawk said with a piercing gaze. “You may believe you are the kings of the sky, but you are fools!”

      The crow agreed wholeheartedly. “Yep, fools all of them, fools. Look at this fool.” The crow pointed a talon at Aaron.

      “You let your ego get in the way and you were getting cocky.” The hawk looked away.

      “Cocky! Yes, Cocky, plain and simple,” mimicked the crow.

      His vision still blurry, Aaron wiped his eyes with his hand and blinked. Aaron slurred, “Hey! You… you can’t talk. You’re just a s-stupid bird. Besides, I wasn’t born with a set of wings like s-some people.”

      The crow’s beady eyes widened for a moment awaiting a vapid reply from the hawk.

      “I never said it was easy, did I?” The hawk hopped onto another broken pole. “I do, young hatchling, give you credit for getting as far as you did.”

      The hawk turned to the crow.

      “Although I think this one is still young enough to learn. Perhaps a year on the island could teach this one to fly.” The hawk turned his gaze to Aaron. “I’m sure the school on Solistasia would welcome you. You would feel most at home there.”

      “Hey, shut up about the island,” scolded the crow in a hushed tone.

      The hawk hurled a dagger-like gaze at the crow. Choosing his words carefully, he spoke. “Do I have to remind you I eat your kind for breakfast?”

      The crow swallowed hard, and he hopped away to a safer distance.

      Aaron’s eyes narrowed. “Island? What’s Sol… Sol… whatever you said?”

      The crow’s eyes locked onto the Icarus medallion poking out of Aaron’s shirt.

      “Wait, look, he must know! Or maybe, maybe, maybe he was already there,” he squawked and pointed his talon at the medallion. The hawk took notice.

      Aaron ran his fingers through his hair and flinched. He felt a knot where a pole or branch or something had beaned him soundly.

      The hawk leaned in to get a closer look at the medal. “Where did you…”

      Hearing a sound, the hawk looked up. He spread his wings and leaped skyward and out of sight. The crow ruffled its
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