
  
    [image: The One Who Could Not Fly]
  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      THE ONE WHO COULD NOT FLY

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        E.G. STONE

      

    

    
      TARNEY BRAE CREATIVE ENDEAVOURS

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2020, 2025 by E.G. Stone

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      No generative artificial intelligence (AI) was used in the writing of this work. The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this publication to train AI technologies to generate text, including, without limitation, technologies capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      This book is a Tarney Brae Creative Endeavours production.

      Edited by Vanessa Anderson

      Cover design by Fay Lane Graphic Design

      Paperback ISBN: 978-1-7347965-0-6

      Hardback ISBN: 978-1-7347965-1-3

      Human Authored™, Reg #: 9940822, https://authorsguild.org/human

      

      
        
          [image: Human Authored™, Reg #: 9940822, https://authorsguild.org/human]
        

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      Dedicated to Kendra,

      who is still in my contacts as

      The Coolest Person on the Planet…

      for obvious reasons

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      If there was one thing that Dagan, Firstborn Son of the Salusian Emperor, Heir Apparent to the throne and the Scourge of the Unconquered, revelled in, it was bloodshed. He had been trained from childhood to wield a blade for the honour of the Empire. But, over the years, he found he preferred to wield it for pure pleasure. If the honour of the Empire and his own pleasure happened to coincide? Well, then, that was something to behold.

      That day, Dagan led his armies to conquer a tiny nation hardly worth noticing. Their defences were weak. Those who fought against him were hardly capable enough to bother with. They probably could have been annexed with nothing more than a piece of paper and Dagan’s army standing on the border. Certainly, it would be easier and less costly for the Empire to pursue a diplomatic alternative. But Dagan still raised his sword and led his people to their victory. And he fought for blood.

      The ground was slick with the mud from blood and churned gore. The defending armies stumbled and baulked, flailing in failed attempts to fight back. They had not had time to prepare against the onslaught, nor enough time to prepare a surrender before the armies of the Empire had descended on them, eager for a fight. Dagan’s armies had fought in worse battles and were simply having sport now. Dagan was in the thick of things. He roared with pleasure as his muscles swelled at the activity. His skin, normally a golden-brown glowing with health and vigour, was smeared with dirt and blood and who knows what else. Sweat dripped into his dark brown hair making it lank. And his eyes, fierce, dark, glistened with passion.

      Dagan carelessly swung his sword in a needless arc, leaving his chest open for a counterstrike should his enemy chose. He supposed he should be wearing armour, but what was the fun in that? Oh, if these people had put up a fight with more than pickaxes and pole arms—that they hardly knew how to use—well, maybe he would have bothered. In the meantime, perhaps he could gather another scar to tell his father about when he returned from the campaign.

      His sword bit through the soft tissues his opponents left exposed as they tried to regain balance long lost. One soldier’s head severed cleanly from his shoulders and Dagan let out a bellow of victory. A quick glance around told him that his fellow soldiers were faring equally well. The defending army was all but obliterated.

      Dagan leaned over and scooped up the severed head by its hair, lifting it into the air and letting out another roar.

      “Victory to the Empire!” one of Dagan’s soldiers cried at the sight, hefting his battle axe into the air. The cry was picked up and echoed around the battlefield.

      “Victory! Victory! Victory!”

      Dagan looked a dead soldier in the eyes and laughed before tossing the head aside.

      The few left alive in the defending army slowly sank to their knees. Surrender. Unconditional.

      Dagan’s men walked up to them and raised their weapons.

      “Well, my lord?” Dagan’s Captain asked, a ruthless woman who wore her hair cropped to her skull and had kept up with Dagan since childhood.

      One day, he thought, he was going to tempt her into his bed and then they’d see who could keep up. For now, though, she was a valued asset and kept his armies going. Dagan considered the small, squirrelly man at her feet, eyes wide and pleading.

      “You!” Dagan pointed his sword at the man and grinned when he received a tremble in return. Dagan took a few squelching steps towards the kneeling man. Blood dripped down his face into his mouth and Dagan spit it out, the globule landing on the soldier’s armour.

      The man closed his eyes and gulped.

      Dagan levelled his sword, resting the tip at the spot where neck met open air.

      “You,” Dagan repeated, lower now. A demand.

      “Yes, m-my liege?” the soldier said, the words falling from his tongue like lead.

      Dagan smiled. Another nation conquered. Another people to bring into the fold of the Salusian Empire. It would be beautiful when Dagan returned to his father with the map of the Emperor’s new territories. He would be forever remembered as the Conqueror of the World. He would be legendary. And, one day, he would gain enough power to be a god.

      “Where is the nearest village?” Dagan asked, his sword point digging into the fragile skin of the fallen soldier’s neck.

      The soldier’s trembling increased.

      Dagan’s Captain held him still, as did all of the other soldiers with their captives. It was up to Dagan to decide what to do with them.

      “O…o-ver the hill,” the soldier flashed his eyes to a hill some short distance from the churned battlefield.

      Dagan turned and considered.

      “About half-an-hour’s march,” the soldier continued.

      Dagan raised his eyebrows. “Good. We won’t have to make camp here.”

      “N-no,” the soldier said.

      In agreement or defiance, Dagan did not know. He did not really care. Lifting his sword from the man’s neck, he wiped it on his dirty breeches, then sheathed the curved blade into the worn leather at his back and turned to walk away, stepping indiscriminately over bodies and mud puddles as he went.

      The soldier slumped in relief, only the Captain’s strong grip keeping him upright.

      “Kill them all,” Dagan said dismissively. By the time the screaming ended, he was moving towards the top of the hill and his army was following behind him. No one bothered to bury the bodies or set them aflame. That was a task for the villagers…When Dagan was done with them.
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        * * *

      

      The village had not liked being overrun by a conquering army. After a few complaints from older men and women who hadn’t been on the battlefield—women who had been home tending to the village and the children, and anyone who had not been there to see Dagan’s decisive victory—who were forced to feel the bite of his fists, the protests quieted. They gave him anything—or anyone—he demanded.

      Most of the army was camped around the village in tents set up by haggard servants. Those bold enough took the choicest beds from the villagers. Many were bold enough. Dagan’s tent had been set up in the centre of the town, all of its gild and elaborate hangings just as bright as the day they had begun their campaign.

      Dagan may have thrived in the gore of the battlefield, but he was not unimpressed by luxury and had no qualms about taking what he wanted. He was Heir Apparent to the most powerful nation anyone had ever known. He was used to having everything he wanted at his fingertips. He spent money indiscriminately. The peoples and nations he conquered were enough for him to justify the pinched expressions of the bureaucrats back home in response to his admittedly high demands. His tent and the belongings his servants were required to drag with him echoed that.

      “To Dagan the Conqueror!” his Captain cheered, raising a flagon of the choicest ale the village could offer. The soldiers gathered around her cheered, some of the precious liquid spilling onto the bonfire. Dagan laughed as one woman hissed and retreated from the surging flames.

      “Is there anything like it?” Dagan asked his captain, liquid gold sliding down his throat.

      Instead of answering him, she drank and grinned wolfishly in the firelight. “What are you going to do when there are no more lands but the vast Wastelands and desert to conquer?” she asked.

      “I’ll search for the dragons and other magical beings rumoured to exist in the north,” Dagan announced. “And when I have taken their magic for my own, I will return to rule the Empire.”

      “You want to be a sorcerer?” she asked incredulously, raising her brow, then dragged her arm across her lips dripping with ale.

      Dagan laughed at the shocked look on her face. “I want to be immortal!” He bared his teeth. There was a pause between the captain and himself and then both burst out laughing, good moods buoyed by the alcohol and the rush of having beaten yet another people into submission.

      Little did she know, Dagan was truly thinking about how it could be done. Magic had supposedly been lost for generations. It was nothing more than a myth to tell hopeful children. But Dagan knew there must be a way. The legends would not exist otherwise. He never wanted to be as frail and old as his father. He wanted to fight and drink and revel forever.

      Dagan finished off his ale and threw the flagon into the bonfire, making the fire crackle and spit. His people let out a raucous cheer. Dagan grinned and stumbled towards his tent, where he knew his servants would have one of the beautiful women of the town waiting for him.

      The heavy drapery closed behind him, dampening the sounds of his people’s celebrations. Dagan did not like the quiet. He had never liked the quiet, even when it was in the form of well-deserved rest. He preferred to go until he dropped into sleep as black as night and just as empty. Or, like tonight, to fight a wildcat in his bed.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” Dagan murmured, stumbling towards the enormous bed and its wrought iron frame. He expected to see a woman tied to its posts, eyes blazing with anger or fear. What he saw instead was a body. Dagan paused, his mind spinning as he tried to piece that into his vision of the night.

      Her face was bruised, bloody, as if Dagan himself had beaten her. Had he? Earlier that day, maybe? But, no, he would have remembered her. Underneath the bruises, she was lovely. But she was also dead. Her throat had been cut with one swift slice, just like what he himself would have done. That was silly, though. Why would he do that when he hadn’t even had his pleasure for the night?

      Someone must be playing a joke on him, Dagan decided. Maybe his Captain had gotten tired of the women he took to bed after his days on his campaign. Maybe one of his soldiers. How annoying.

      Well, there was nothing for it. Dagan would have to demand another woman. He would figure out the why and the who later. Right now, he was in the mood for⁠—

      “Hello, Brother.”

      Dagan spun around, shock passing over his features. A figure stepped out from behind the changing screen. Unlike Dagan, he wore padded leather armour over his chest and carried not the single curved sword, but two shorter and thicker blades at either side. His hair was cropped short and would never be a temptation for an enemy in battle, as Dagan’s was. But the man shared the same golden-brown skin, the same dark hair, his eyes just as shadowed. Only, there was a wall of steel that kept his thoughts from showing in those depths.

      “Davorin!” Dagan held out his arms wide, his drink-addled thoughts moving straight into joy at the unexpected surprise. “You must be responsible for ruining my fun.” Dagan pointed to the dead woman on his bed and chuckled.

      Davorin did not smile.

      “No, Dagan, you were,” Davorin said, stepping forwards.

      Dagan frowned. Maybe he’d had more to drink than he should have.

      “I don’t understand.” Dagan drew his brows together.

      “Of course not,” Davorin said with a sigh. “I always have to explain these things to you.”

      “What are you doing here?” Dagan asked, just now realising that perhaps his brother shouldn’t be there.

      “Me?” Davorin took another step forwards. Dagan swayed on his feet. “I’m here to kill you, brother.”

      Before Dagan could laugh at the absurdity, Davorin surged forwards—the final step between the two, plunging a dagger into Dagan’s chest and then twisting. Dagan choked and looked up at his brother for a glimpse of explanation, of anything. Davorin’s features were perfectly impassive, as if he were no more interested in what was happening than if he were listening to a boring speech. Dagan stumbled backward. Davorin pulled the dagger out of his brother. He reached forwards to slip an arm under the staggering warrior.

      “Come on,” Davorin said calmly. “Let’s get you on the bed. I have to make it look like you fought back.”

      Dagan understood, now, why the woman was dead. She was supposed to have fought him. To have gotten his dagger away from him and stabbed him. Dagan would have fought back, might have even killed her with an efficient cut to her throat. And then, choking on his own blood as he was now, he would have bled out.

      Davorin stood over his brother until the last breath fell from Dagan’s throat. He put the dagger on the bed between the two bodies. He wiped his hands of blood on Dagan’s shirt. Then, he slipped out the back of the tent with no one the wiser.

      Dagan the Firstborn was dead.
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      Ravenna was born squalling into the night where no one but her sobbing mother and the scholar, Tacitus, could hear. Her mother’s wings hung limply at her side, their golden feathers matching her sweat-sheened skin. Her amber fire eyes were wide with tears as she stared at her daughter.

      Tacitus, his own golden wings tucked neatly behind him, put out a charcoal-dark hand. “My dear lady, it will be alright.”

      Her mother turned her head away from the baby that was offered her, her jaw flexing with unspoken emotion. Tacitus tried again, nudging her arms with the baby’s flailing fists, but the sylph woman refused to even acknowledge her daughter beyond sobbing harder. The scholar’s heart broke and he pulled Ravenna to his own chest, staring at her mother in pity.

      “So what if she does not look like⁠—”

      “No,” the woman snarled. “Don’t you dare try to tell me about my daughter.”

      “My lady, surely it will be alrigh⁠—”

      “No!” She was screaming now, repeating the word over and over again until Tacitus nodded his assent. She settled back against the low cot, moaning and sobbing. Her dark hair was still damp with sweat and she clutched at the ruined sheets with desperation.

      Tacitus tucked the tiny child to his chest and backed away from the woman, his head bowed. “I will take her, then,” he murmured. The woman jerked her head in a nod. Tacitus sighed and turned to walk away, his own amber eyes fixed on the crying child. She did not look like any sylph he had known, in recent memory or in history. No sylph in the Aerial City had pale-as-moon skin and black wings and hair. No, they were golden skinned like her mother or charcoal-ash skinned like Tacitus, each prized for their beauty. Their eyes were amber or brown and their wings were golden and brown feathers. All strong.

      Tacitus turned back to her mother one last time. “Do you want to give her a name?” he asked, throat thick.

      She said nothing.

      “Very well.” The scholar turned and left the room. The bent healer was standing outside the room, his own wings nearly white-feathered with age. The healer looked up at Tacitus, eyes questing. “We will raise the child here.”

      “I see,” the healer said in a low voice. He reached out a gnarled hand and stroked the black hair away from her face. She quieted slightly, her tiny black wings folding around her shoulders as much as they could manage, the down feathers hardly enough to warm her. “She will be ostracised, you know, for her looks as much as for the fact that her mother abandoned her. Abandoned her here, no less.”

      “Her family will know her,” Tacitus said. Yes, the older sister to the one he cradled and her grandmother, they would know her even if the mother would not. At least the child was not sisterless or without female relatives. She would know them, if nothing else. That was the way of things. “She will have that.”

      “I wish it would be so simple,” the healer sighed. He gestured with his fingers and Tacitus reluctantly released the child. With expert hands, the old healer examined her from every angle, even grabbing her by her ankles and holding her upside down. Her wings flapped furiously as she squalled louder. The healer shook his head and returned the child to Tacitus.

      “She will have a normal life here,” Tacitus insisted. “It’s not the first time this order has raised a child away from the city. Even if the Intellecti are…separate.”

      “She will never be normal,” the healer said. “Her colouring forbids it. But worse than that, or the burden of the Intellecti, I fear she will never be as other sylphs.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The healer stroked the child’s black downy wings and she twitched, cooing and pulling away. Her squalling had stopped, and she was yawning in Tacitus’ arms, stealing his heart and breaking it simultaneously. “Her wings should be twice the size they are now,” the healer murmured. “At birth, she should be able to wrap them around her to keep warm. They barely meet in front of her chest.”

      “She’s…deformed?” Tacitus breathed. His wings fluttered nervously behind him.

      “Not deformed, just…small,” the healer said. He took a deep breath through his nose and let it out just as slowly. “It is possible they may grow. That her colouring and the smallness of her wings may be unrelated. But I fear otherwise.”

      Tacitus hugged her closer, wanting to tuck his own wings around the child. “She will have a normal childhood,” he insisted. “As normal as we can give her. She will play with the other children. She will take the lessons. Learn the Dalketh. She will know what it is to be a sylph. And if her mother does not want her, then we will have to love her instead, no matter that we are male and Intellecti.”

      The healer shook his head, tightening his aged wings against his back. He pushed towards the chamber Tacitus had abandoned. “I will check on the mother. And, for her sake, Tacitus, I hope that it turns out as you believe. The alternative would be difficult.”

      Tacitus nodded and stepped away from the chamber so he could climb the winding stairs back to his own chambers. He would take the child and care for her. It was far outside his normal duties as Keeper of the Tomes, but surely, he could learn to care for the child. Some of the other Intellecti could help him. She would be raised in the Tower and she would grow well. Tacitus had no doubt.

      “Tacitus!” the healer’s sharp voice called him back. Hope bloomed for a moment that the child’s mother would want her back, but the stricken look in the healer’s eyes told him otherwise. “She’s dead.”

      “What?!” Tacitus flew forwards, his wings parting the air with a single thought. He slowed in the chamber where he had recently left the woman crying and denying her child with vehemence. She lay there, her wings limp and her mouth hanging open, the tears still wet on her cheeks. But there was an emptiness about her that left no doubt. She was dead.

      The scholar staggered back to lean against the stone wall, hardly feeling its coolness through his feathers. The child in his arms seemed to sense his emotions because she began waving her hands again, a cry building in her throat. “Hush, little one,” Tacitus said in a shaking voice, drawing his fingers over her forehead, soothing her as best he could. “It will be alright,” he crooned. To the healer, he said, “What happened? She was fine!”

      “I don’t know,” the healer said. “I would say that there was some internal tearing. She bled profusely during the birth as well. But it could just as easily be that she died of grief and shame.”

      “The Queen will have to be told,” Tacitus said. The healer nodded. “But not tonight,” he continued, brushing dark whorls of hair back from the child’s forehead. The healer nodded again.

      Tacitus turned away from the dead sylph and carried the child back to his chambers. Warm milk and some blankets were already waiting. Sighing, the scholar sank onto his simple wood-frame cot, spreading his wings and cocooning them over his head. At the warmth and change in light, the child hiccoughed and wriggled. She stilled, then opened her eyes, and Tacitus had to fight not to reel back in shock.

      Instead of the fiery amber that all sylphs had, her eyes were icy blue. Her pale skin and dark wings could have been put down to a one in a million trick of nature. But the blue eyes spoke so much more than that. Her blood-father must…but that was a question impossible to answer. Not only did their society not acknowledge such things as fathers, but her mother was dead. Tacitus pressed his lips to the child’s forehead before she could sense his alarm and start crying again. His resolve strengthened. He would take care of her. He would do his best to raise her and to teach her to be a sylph, despite whatever problems her wings gave her or how the others treated her. She would be his heart-daughter.

      “It will be alright, dear child,” Tacitus said. He scoured the records in his mind to find a suitable name, hoping it would give her strength when his own faltered. “You will be a great sylph, my Ravenna. And you are going to stand this world on its head.”

      Ravenna cooed and wriggled in his arms.
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        * * *

      

      “Dalketh is more than a means of learning how to control your limbs and your wings,” Kratos instructed, pacing back and forth before the line of sylph children. He held himself straight despite his impressive girth, his golden skin gleaming and healthy. Two sylph children of about seven cycles at the end of the line, a girl with golden colouring and a boy with the charcoal skin and golden wings, snickered between one another when the older sylph was at the other end of the line. “It’s a way to achieve the inner peace necessary to fly.”

      “He can’t even get off the ground, he’s so fat,” the boy whispered to the girl.

      She widened her eyes and shrieked in glee, earning a scolding glance from Kratos.

      “Desarra! Crispinus!” Kratos snapped, striding over to the two of them.

      Crispinus straightened, his golden-brown wings flaring out slightly.

      “Sorry, Kratos,” he said contritely, though his hands shook with suppressed laughter. “We just didn’t think Ravenna was going to make it through the Owl Swooping Down motion.”

      Ravenna, next in line to her sister and the bane of her existence, glowered at the ground. She tightened her black wings in close to her tunic and hoped that Kratos would not call her out like Crispin had. She was trying, really, but she was two years younger than Desarra and her wings were not as strong. Tacitus had told her she might not be able to keep up with the other children, but Ravenna was determined to try.

      Kratos took a breath in through the nose and let it out before shaking his head. “None of you made it through the Owl Swooping Down motion,” he informed the class. The several sylph children grumbled in annoyance. “Now do it again. The whole exercise, mind. And I want not one word between you, or I’ll assign another lesson before you can even think about flying.”

      There was a collective groan, but the children dutifully began the Dalketh exercises again. Ravenna glared at the two next to her. Desarra was having a hard time controlling her giggles as Crispin made his way through the exercises with funny faces for each new stance. At least Ravenna knew the entire set. She had even been praised once by Kratos for being able to do the movements with the proper breathing. It was the only reason they let her train with the other children, given her age.

      Ravenna took a breath from her stomach and tried to ignore the others. If she could make it through the Dalketh lessons every child had to take with the Intellecti, then she would be permitted to learn how to fly. Her wings stretched eagerly at the thought, almost throwing her off balance. Ravenna set her jaw and focused. One breath in from the stomach, step out to the side. Arms up and then down. Another breath.

      The other children were being alternately praised or scolded by Kratos, their stances corrected or observed silently. Ravenna held in a smirk when the scholar told her sister that her wings were inches away from dragging on the ground. Desarra squeaked and immediately lifted her wings, a blush tingeing her golden cheeks a ruddy orange. Ravenna received neither correction nor comment from Kratos but did not mind. She knew her stance was perfect, her wings positioned correctly. The gentle smile on the scholar’s face told her so.

      After another half-hour of Dalketh, the children were released from their exercises to go play until the adult sylphs came to fly them back to the Aerial City. Ravenna was the only one who lived in the Tower on the ground with the Intellecti, but she did not mind. She got to play with the other children when they came for their lessons and, occasionally, Tacitus flew her up to the stone aerie that was the city so she could see her grandmother, the current Chosen Queen.

      That day, the children ran from the stone courtyard to the forest with gleeful abandon. Ravenna always marked the moment her thinly clad feet moved from the moss and stone to the undergrowth of the forest. The pine trees lay down light blankets of needles and the hardwood trees covered that blanket with their leaves. A few ferns and grasses poked up from between the layers, but mostly it was clear for the young sylphs to run.

      Crispin and Desarra ran to the gully that bordered the creek separating the Tower from the path to the Aerial City.

      Ravenna, desperate to be included, followed.

      Crispin’s longer legs meant he got to the edge of the gully first, sliding to a stop, using his wings to back flap and keep him from going over the edge.

      Desarra was less graceful and stumbled towards the edge, giggling wildly as Crispin pulled her back.

      “Geez, Des, you have to be careful,” Crispin teased.

      Ravenna came up behind them, taking great lungfuls of air.

      Crispin turned and sneered at her. “Oh, look, the runt followed us.”

      “Why can’t you just stay away, Ravenna?” Desarra pouted, flaring her wings. Ravenna’s own black feathers tightened behind her. The older sylph glared at her sister. “You ruin all the fun.”

      “I just want to play,” Ravenna said.

      Crispin and Desarra exchanged a glance and the unspoken words between them seemed to amuse them both.

      Crispin stepped forwards and fisted his hands on his hips. “We weren’t going to play,” he said. He, too, flared his wings and took a few experimental flaps. “We were going to practise flying.”

      Ravenna’s jaw dropped open. “You can’t!” she protested. “Kratos says we’re not supposed to start flying until next moon!”

      Crispin tossed his head, “Yeah, well, that old bird wouldn’t be able to tell that we’re ready if we were flying right in front of him.”

      Ravenna burned inwardly at the insult to her friend and caretaker. She wished Tacitus were here to tell them off. Kratos was a good sylph, a good teacher. He was living on the ground in the Tower with the other Intellecti because he chose that life, not because his weight kept him from flying, or some sort of punishment that forced him to separate from the other sylphs, as Crispin and Desarra seemed to believe. Furious, Ravenna folded her arms. “Yeah, well, prove it.”

      Desarra faltered, looking at her friend. Crispinus laughed and folded his arms, mimicking Ravenna. “I don’t need to prove anything to a pipsqueak like you,” he said slowly. He tossed his head and the sun caught his hair, turning his streaks a copper gold. “We’re not going to do anything until you can prove that you’re worthy of practicing with us. Isn’t that right, Des?”

      Desarra nodded eagerly, grinning at Crispin. “Exactly. We don’t want you making a fool of us.”

      Ravenna bristled, “I can too practise flying!”

      Crispin stepped closer to the edge of the gully. “Oh, yeah? Prove it.”

      The black-haired sylph gulped and inched closer to the edge of the gully. It was not a sheer drop, but it was sloped enough that falling without flying would hurt. A lot. At least the rocks were covered in moss and didn’t look too sharp. But she had wings. She was a sylph. All it would take was a few powerful down strokes and she would fly gently to the bottom. Sylphs were meant to fly.

      Ravenna steeled herself and nodded. She inched closer. Her heart started hammering in her throat and a voice in the back of her mind told her, desperately, not to do this. Ravenna was just about to turn and beg that Crispin or Desarra show her how to do it when something hit her in the centre of her back, right between her wings. Hard.

      Ravenna did not have time to scream before she was falling down the gully. Her arms wheeled and her wings strained. She flapped instinctively, the muscles in her back straining as she tried to gather the air as Kratos had said. Ravenna moved into the Dalketh motion he’d said was the best for flying: Eagle Catching Prey. She angled her wings just as she did during practise. She beat the air. Once. Twice. The air caught beneath her wings. She could feel it!

      And then, it did not matter how hard Ravenna tried to fly. Her wings strained and her back ached. Still she fell. The sides of the gully were sharper than she had thought; they sliced into her fragile skin with ease. Ravenna managed to stay upright and keep from crushing her wings beneath her, but barely. All she knew was that she was falling, not flying. That she should have been catching the wind and flying gently to the ground, but she was not.

      Finally, Ravenna’s foot caught on a particularly large boulder. Her frantic wingbeats couldn’t compensate, and she tumbled head over heel, landing on her wings in the stream at the bottom of the gully. The cold water startled her into sitting upright and she let out a cry of pain. It hurt everywhere. But that was immaterial. What Ravenna could not get out of her head was that she had not flown even though she should have. Maybe Tacitus was right: she was just too young. But she knew the Dalketh!

      “Desarra?” Ravenna called, looking back up at the path she came down. Tears were starting to fall down her cheeks and she desperately tried to wipe them away. Her sister was nowhere to be seen. “Crispin?” Ravenna yelled louder. Nothing. Maybe they’d gone to get help. Tacitus would make it here in a short flight and carry Ravenna back to the Tower where they would heal her and figure out why her wings had not caught the air. No, she shook her head. Desarra or Crispin had pushed her. Why would they help her after that?

      Wincing, and rubbing more tears from her eyes with a child’s trembling fist, Ravenna pulled herself into a standing position. She stretched her wings experimentally. They were sore—as was her back—but whole. She shook the feathers to dispel the water, wishing that she could do the same thing with her linen tunic and breeches. Even her thin leather shoes were soaked through. She sniffed and finally held back her tears. Tears wouldn’t help her. Tacitus would help her.

      Ravenna managed to scramble up the creek, knowing that if she followed the bed a few hundred more metres, the gully would become a gentle bank that she could climb to get back to the Tower. She did so, flapping her wings a few times in the hope that maybe she would fly up. Maybe it was a fluke, her blind panic making her think that she was doing the Dalketh motions correctly when, really, she was not. But her wings did little more than give her an extra boost to climb the bank, just as they had always done.

      Ravenna was swallowing down more tears than she could contain. She ran towards the Tower, terror making her stumble more than once. But there! The comforting stone walls of the Tower rose just before her and the courtyard opened up to greet her.

      Tacitus, tall and proud, was standing with fury written on his features. His fiery eyes flared as he saw Ravenna. She froze in shock at Crispin, his wing held in Tacitus’ hands. The young sylph glared up at his captor and glared harder at Ravenna. “See? There she is!” he protested, struggling mightily.

      “I did not ask where she was,” Tacitus said in a calm voice, though his brows furrowed in a rare showing of anger. “I asked what you had done to her.”

      “Nothing!” Crispin shouted. “Ask Desarra!”

      “I have already done so,” Tacitus said in a low voice. Ravenna wilted, knowing full well that her heart-father was inches away from snapping. And that was never a good thing. Ravenna slid her feet forwards to approach Tacitus. He sighed as she got close enough to be just out of reach.

      “Here I am,” Ravenna murmured.

      “I can see that,” Tacitus replied. He shook Crispin. “Did he hurt you?”

      Ravenna searched the face of the older boy. He was looking at her with undisguised loathing. Ravenna knew that if she ever wanted to play with him and Desarra again, that she should say nothing. The other children would ostracise her—even more than normal—if she tattled. It was hard enough given that she lived in the Tower and not the Aerial City. And if she told the truth, then Crispin would know that her wings had not worked. If she did not, then maybe he would think she just stumbled with her landing amongst the rocks in the creek. Ravenna wanted today to be over.

      “No,” she said, looking at her water-soaked shoes. Tacitus blinked.

      “Are you certain, Ravenna?” he asked carefully. Ravenna nodded, her brilliant blue eyes hidden behind her dark hair. Tacitus released Crispin, who immediately yelled and ran off to the other end of the courtyard. The young sylph glared back at Tacitus and Ravenna and she knew, suddenly, that it wouldn’t matter whether or not she had lied to protect him. He would never want to play with her again. Him or Desarra.

      Tacitus saw the tears sprouting once more in Ravenna’s eyes and knelt next to her, his wings folding around them in a cocoon of warmth and golden light. “Ravenna, child, what happened?” Tacitus said, his hands hovering a hair’s breadth over her skin so he wouldn’t bump her bruises or cuts. She opened her mouth to speak. “And I would like the truth, please. Not whatever you were going to say to protect your sister and her friend.”

      Ravenna scuffed her shoes on the stone and hunched her shoulders. “I fell,” she said.

      “Yes, I gathered that,” Tacitus said drily, a wry smile curling the corners of his mouth. “What else.”

      “We were playing at the gully,” Ravenna said slowly, watching her heart-father from under hooded eyes. “Crispin and Des were saying that they were going to practise flying.”

      Tacitus remained silent, but his wings tightened closer around them. Ravenna was glad for the warmth and the secrecy. Her face flushed at what she had yet to say. She hoped that she would never have to say it. Maybe it was just because she was not ready, yet. Maybe in a moon…

      “Ravenna,” Tacitus reached out to brush her hair away from her face. “Look at me, child.”

      Ravenna lifted her eyes. She had expected to see the usual warmth there, surrounded by his calm expression that could soothe her no matter how bad the nightmares or her struggles with the Intellecti tomes. She saw, instead, sadness.

      “Why couldn’t I fly?” Ravenna demanded, doing her best to flare her wings threateningly. Tacitus ran his fingers over her black feathers, so different from the normal golden ones of the other sylphs. Not for the first time, Ravenna was conscious of the difference. She wished for gold.

      “Ravenna, child,” Tacitus said. “I had hoped that I was wrong.”

      “Wrong about what?”

      He closed his eyes and shook his head. “When you were born, your colouring was apparent and a shock.”

      She knew this already. No one cared about a sylph’s colouring except when it was her. Why would he not tell her what she wanted to know?

      “But there was something else. Your wings…they were smaller than they should have been. They’ve always been smaller than they should be.” Tacitus smoothed a ruffled feather and looked at Ravenna again. She pulled her wings back from his hands. “I hoped that with time, they would grow. Or, perhaps, their size wouldn’t matter as you became stronger. You already use them to help you move faster down the stairs, to climb, to run. Just like every other sylph. Even your Dalketh is impeccable. But…it seems that I was wrong.”

      Tears streamed down Ravenna’s face as she took in what Tacitus was saying. She did not want to believe it. She wanted him to be wrong. But he was so much older than her. So much wiser. Why would he be wrong about this? Ravenna waited in silence for Tacitus to finish what he was saying. He had to say it.

      “I don’t know that you will ever fly,” Tacitus murmured.

      Ravenna let out a sob.

      The older sylph opened his dark arms, so different from her own pale ones.

      Ravenna knew that she could move forwards and find comfort in them as she had before. Instead, she pulled away, pushing through Tacitus’ feathers and running as fast as she could to the woods.

      The trees loomed overhead, taunting her. Once they had seemed only to demand patience, that one day she would conquer them when she learned to fly. Now, they mocked her. She would never fly. She would never burst through the treetops and skim them with her wings. Ravenna let out a scream of defiance and rage at the trees. They merely stood there, laughing and enduring.

      Ravenna ran farther, the tears blurring her vision. She reached a clearing far from the Tower and sank to her bruised knees. The pain throbbed through her, the only truth in a world torn to pieces. “No,” Ravenna begged the sky, hoping that someone would hear her and help her. All she felt was pain.

      Her wings seemed to wrap themselves around her without her volition. Screaming again, Ravenna grabbed her feathers and tore them from the wing. If they would not help her fly, then they were worthless. She was worthless. The pain was immediate, blinding, and put a knot of satisfaction deep in her belly. Ravenna reached for another handful and tore them out, too, flinging the useless black feathers as far from her as they would go. She kept pulling, kept pushing through the pain until her tears turned to lung-wracking sobs and her head fell forwards on the bed of feathers.

      She cried herself to sleep, her throbbing, bleeding wings limp at her sides.

      Ravenna did not know how long she had slept there when she was woken by a cool hand on her burning wings. She woke with a weak cry and turned to find Tacitus standing over her, eyes wide with horror.

      “Ravenna!” he breathed. “What have you done?”

      “I wish I didn’t have wings at all!” Ravenna yelled, sitting up and pounding her small fists at Tacitus’ chest. “I wish I’d never been born!”

      Tacitus lunged forwards and pulled Ravenna to his chest, as much a hug as keeping her from struggling and doing more damage. He breathed hot, furious words into her ear, and she felt his tears brush her skin. “Don’t you ever say that again, Ravenna! You are not worthless. You are not incapable just because your wings will not hold you in the air. You can still do everything that anyone else can do. Do you think that I would have bothered putting all of my time and energy into you and your education, your life, your care—do you think I would have loved you if I thought that you were never going to be worthwhile?”

      Ravenna sniffled, burying her face in Tacitus’ linen tunic. “N-no,” she hiccoughed.

      “Then you don’t believe it, either,” Tacitus snapped. “If you cannot fly, then find a different way. If you want to live in the Aerial City, use what you can to jump, to glide, to climb. If you want to be an Intellecti, then learn. But don’t you ever, ever give up on yourself again.”

      Ravenna nodded. She did not protest when Tacitus lifted her into the air, her pain-filled wings hanging limp from her back. She glared up at the trees from Tacitus’ arms as he carried her back to the Tower. She promised them silently, defiantly, that they would not conquer her. She would conquer them.
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      Ravenna held in her sigh as she turned the page of the ancient text with the utmost care. She did not want to disturb the other Intellecti in the reading room, where nothing less than complete silence was allowed. It had been rumoured that sylphs had been removed for thinking too loudly. It was also where most of the older texts housed in the Tower were stored.

      Ravenna shifted her wings, the slight rustle of feathers garnering her a few unhappy looks from the others around her. She winced an apology and took in a breath. Stillness. Silence. She needed both to control herself. A moment later, she let the breath out just as slowly and silently and returned her attention to her book on early sylph mythology.

      Nearly one hundred generations ago, sylphs were not the winged beings we are now. Sylphs were beings of air, elemental mages who could only become corporeal in rare instances when their magic manifested itself enough. Our closest cousins were the elves, both dark and light varieties, and it was from them that the sylphs understood what it was to have a physical existence.

      Some of the sylphs craved this existence and worked their magics as best they could to bring it about. It worked well enough to allow them to couple with the elves and produce offspring that were physical in body and strong in magic. These half-breeds longed to taste the air that their pure sylph cousins drank and tried to work their air elemental magic to fly. It was only partly successful and ended up in the death of many of these half-sylphs. Those sylphs that had not given up their incorporeal form watched with disdain, scorning everything to do with these half-breed scions of their own foolish kind. So, the half-sylphs searched for a better solution, their blood becoming more diluted the more generations they were removed from their ancestors.

      Eventually, the sylphs approached Qiaseri, the great dragon who had survived the Fire Wars. He said that he would give the sylphs what they desired, but that the consequences would be great. Desperate to taste the wind again, the half-sylphs agreed to Qiaseri’s bargain, though the price was indeed greater than they could anticipate. They were given wings, the great feathered wings that we have today, but their air magic was drained in the process, leaving them both magicless and mortal. The sylphs who remained as air elementals were so horrified, they refused to even communicate with their mortal kin. These beings disappeared into the mists of history, either dying out or vanishing from living memory.

      The mortal sylphs removed themselves from the mainland to learn how to fly and live as mortals. Their progeny populated Shinalea and built the Aerial City, where sylphs live today. The Tower where the Intellecti live…

      
      Tacitus touched Ravenna’s shoulder, making her jump and sending her chair clattering backwards. Her wings flared defensively. Tacitus raised his eyebrows, a slight frown marring the corner of his mouth. Ravenna winced and bowed an apology to the other scowling scholars before replacing her tome and slipping out of the reading room. Ravenna rubbed away the blush that covered her cheeks as she closed the door behind her. Tacitus was waiting for her.

      “What had you so engrossed?” he asked wryly, leading Ravenna away from the reading room and towards the central spiral of the Tower. “I’ve never been able to sneak up on you like that. Not since you were a child.”

      “I was reading mythology,” Ravenna said, almost scoffing at the word. She had studied other mythologies, and they all talked about mystical beginnings and beings of such great power that they were called gods. The Intellecti never bothered with such trite nonsense, instead focusing on fact and knowledge as much as they could. Sometimes, though, Tacitus would tell her stories of the great battles of the past and stories that were so ridiculous they could only be true legends, like how the stars got their patterns in the sky.

      “An interesting pursuit, considering I asked you to read the Wing Cycle and map out possible sites of first settlement on Shinalea,” Tacitus said.

      Ravenna wilted a little. “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I got distracted.”

      “I can see that,” Tacitus said. He shook out his wings. “No matter. The Wing Cycle can wait. Your grandmother has asked that you come up to the Aerial City today for luncheon with her.”

      Ravenna perked up a bit. “Really? I’d better leave, then, if I want to make it up the stairs in time.”

      “Desarra will also be there,” Tacitus said casually, as if he were making observations about the weather. Ravenna bit her tongue to keep from growling in annoyance. She had burdened Tacitus for cycles with her hopeless desire to be closer to her sister. Desarra tolerated Ravenna and that was only at the request of their grandmother. Ravenna had given up on reconciling with her sister some time ago. Desarra would never be comfortable with Ravenna around. Ravenna would not burden someone else with hopes of something that would never happen, especially not someone who had been so kind and loving to her over the cycles.

      “I had still better leave, then,” Ravenna said, trying to sound cheerful. Tacitus eyed her with his amber eyes and nodded.

      “Be careful on the stair,” was all he said, turning towards a quiet corridor that led to the interior of the Tower. Ravenna turned to the great wooden door that led to the path between the Tower and the Aerial City. “Last time you went, you returned with bruises on your shins.”

      Ravenna had neglected to tell him that was because Crispinus had been waiting in the middle of the stair to trip her. He had soared out of the window in the stair before Ravenna could do more than gasp and fall to her shins. Even grown up, Crispin did his best
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