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To Anne Marie, my personal Queen Sparrow.

1

We flew across purple skies as the sun sank behind the field below. I veered south, my queen at my side, my captain and squire close behind. The winter wind whipped the tips of our tail feathers.

“King Sparrow, when might we stop to rest?” called Captain Sparrow. “Look at our host. See how they whisper to each other? If we don’t rest soon, we’ll have a mutiny on our hands before we get as far as the great mountain.”

I looked back. My loyal subjects… My host… Flew behind me, chests puffed out and beaks turned up. Their eyes betrayed their weary resentment. I nodded to Captain Sparrow. “Agreed. Fly on ahead and find us a safe place to sleep. Give a whistle and we’ll join you at once.”

Captain Sparrow chuckled, which was concerning. In the years he’d been my second-in-command I’d never once heard him laugh. Captain Sparrow was a solemn bird. He spent his time watching over us and only spoke when he had something important to say. It’s what made him a good captain, and it’s why his laugh struck me as odd.

As if she could read my mind, my queen chimed in. “Captain Sparrow! Who knew you felt happiness? Are you broken? Who taught you how to laugh?”

She glanced at me to see if I found her clever. I did.

Captain Sparrow banked his wings, drifting too close to Queen Sparrow. “Were you to address me more often, my queen, I might never feel sad again.”

Queen Sparrow dipped in the air, shocked by the captain’s forward nature. I was concerned, but long journeys make birds do outrageous things. A rude comment was tame. I’ve seen a sparrow rip out his brother’s throat over a decayed worm cooked in the desert sun.

“Go now, captain,” Queen Sparrow said, “before my king forgets his manners.”

“Of course, your highness. No offense intended, my king,” Captain Sparrow said, bowing his head before diving down to the field.

“I will not miss him,” Queen Sparrow said as she glided up next to me. I brushed my wing against hers and felt the jolt in my chest I felt every time we touched.

“Captain Sparrow is tired. Once we arrive at our winter home he’ll be better.”

“What if he isn’t?” she asked.

“Then we’ll execute him and replace him before flying home. I already have a bird in mind who couldn’t bother you if he tried.” I glanced back and realized the bird I was praising wasn’t where he was supposed to be. “Squire,” I shouted, “do your duty.”

Squire Sparrow came up beside us. When the captain ran off on a mission Squire Sparrow stayed close by, ready to fetch him at the first sign of danger. Don’t misunderstand. I’m a capable fighter. More than able to fend off an eagle by myself. The captain happened to be a better one.

The sun disappeared, but the moon shone bright enough to glance my queen’s eyes as we flew. 

“Sir? Your majesty?” Squire Sparrow asked.

“Yes?” I said.

“How old were you when you became a king?”

“I became king when my father, the old king, died. So I was one year old.”

“I’m already one. I’m so much smaller than you are. Will I ever be big enough to be a king like you?”

I smiled at him. Would that I could ask such a stupid question with such earnest curiosity. Those days were long past. “One day, but big wings don’t make you strong like a king. A spider’s web can catch a sparrow because he takes care with every strand not because his spinnerets are big.”

A whistle from down below. Captain Sparrow’s call.

“Stay high. Nobody go down until I make sure it’s safe,” I ordered my host. As I banked down, I saw him low to the ground. It appeared the captain was having a discussion with the tall grass, but when he noticed me, he snapped to full attention. Was he talking to himself? Had years of conscription driven him mad? Too soon to say, but I grew less confident he’d return with us in the spring.

“Here, my king. Nobody around for miles here,” Captain Sparrow said, although he looked around as if he expected somebody any moment.

As I reached his side, he tossed a hasty glance over his shoulder. “Wait. I think I hear a beast in the brush over yonder.” He flew off to investigate, leaving me flapping in the breeze.

I flew in a circle a foot above the grass while I waited. After a time, Squire Sparrow flew down to check on me at the queen’s behest. After scolding him for disobeying me, I sent him back with the others. I waved a wing to my queen, who spun around in the air as she blew me a kiss. We were so in love. Maybe more than we ever realized considering what happened next.

A biting wind blew through the grass, exposing the dirt underneath. Flurries started falling down around me. It was too early, wasn’t it? For snow? Rest we must, but if winter was rolling in, we needed to rest quick then get back in the air. 

My father once told me about an entire generation who died because his father decided to wait out the snow. The cold was harsh, but the snow driving the worms underground and covering any seeds is what killed them. Few survived. By the time he inherited the crown, our host was only a few sparrows strong. In time, he recruited new birds into the fold and made the birds already with him pair off to restore the host.

Something shifted in the grass below me. I spotted a glint of red through the greens. A sound like cicadas playing their song. It shot down my back like a drop of cold water. My wings grew stiff. Then I heard breathing; like a stupid mammal, all phlegm and wet. Heavy and labored. Whatever the beast was he was horny or hungry.

“Captain! Snap to it,” I whistled out. I prayed the beast below didn’t speak our language. Some animals were smart enough to speak several languages, but mammals tended to dig their heels in and refuse to learn any language besides their own. A frustrating mindset, particularly when trying to negotiate territory in the forest. My friend Learned Owl was invaluable in such situations. Learned wasn’t with us though. He’d stayed behind like he did every year. Even claimed to enjoy the cold if you can believe it.

No sign of Captain Sparrow, so I went in closer for a better look. The smart decision was to wait for him to return. The kingly decision, meaning the one that serves a royal ego best, was to dive in head first and solve the problem.

Guess which option I chose?

The blades of grass grazed my belly. A dark form burst out from the brush. It must’ve smacked me, but I don’t remember it. I remember seeing motion (a paw covered in black fur with gray pads and sharp claws). Before I could react, I was on the ground, looking up at the snowflakes floating down. Or was it the stars? Who could say?

The pain started, first in my flank, then down my whole right side. The paw did its damage. Where was the beast? I turned my head around to look. It was dark now. Pitch black. The moonlight leaking down through the grass didn’t illuminate a thing. I saw familiar birds in the sky. My host, my queen, and my squire flew around like leaves in the wind. Leaderless. Directionless. Afraid. It broke my heart. Here I was, meant to see them safe through the journey, injured on the ground with monsters ready to devour him.

Captain Sparrow flew up beside them, ordering the rabble to fall back into formation. I whistled to him, but with the pain in my side, the best I could push out was a sorry PFFT.

He flew south. The others followed save the queen. She circled the field, looking down through the grass for me. I’d expect nothing less, but I hoped she had sense enough to stay back lest the beast strike her as well.

Captain Sparrow came back after her. He shouted then flicked her with his wing. I couldn’t believe it. My own captain striking my queen. I couldn’t let this stand. I flipped over, swaying on my legs as I found my balance, then off into the air to save her.

Or not. Only one wing would move. The other hung heavy on my shoulder. I tried again. No use. I pooled all my anger into a
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