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Dream Flight

by Douglas Smith

 

A Heroka story

 

Lilith Hoyl is a Heroka of the bird totem—a shapeshifter who hates the humans who killed her mate and hunt her kind. But when she meets a young girl awaiting a critical operation, their mutual love for birds brings joy back into both their lives.

~~

“One expects magic with this set-up, and magic does, indeed, follow, but pain cannot be forever vanquished, for either the girl or the Hoyl. The story charms as well as pains. In other hands, it would be mawkish, but Smith avoids all the pitfalls and gives us something bittersweet instead.”

—Fantasy Literature


Table of Contents

DESCRIPTION

 

DREAM FLIGHT

 

ABOUT THE STORY

A REQUEST

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

ALSO BY DOUGLAS SMITH

THE WOLF AT THE END OF THE WORLD

THE HOLLOW BOYS

COPYRIGHT PAGE


DREAM FLIGHT

A CRYSTAL SHADOW soared unnoticed over steel-glass city cliffs, flickering through visibility in a summer sun. As it passed the towers, a tremor rippled its length, breaking the rhythm of great wings. The change had begun.

Fear rising, it scanned rooftops for the nearest landing spot then swerved toward a building marked by a white “H” on a blue square. The roof rushed closer as it flailed at humid air. Its talons caught on the roof edge, and a scream like breaking glass escaped it. Tripping, it ploughed across the roof, diamond-edged plumage slashing deep gouges. A small duffel bag held in a claw flew free.

An air vent at the far side finally stopped it. Its faceted body faded again from visibility, reappeared for a wing beat, then shifted into a smaller, more recognizable shape. Lean but muscular, the naked body of a young woman lay in the creature’s place. Raven-black hair scattered over pale shoulders as she struggled to rise, only to collapse again, darkness taking her.

~~

LILITH HOYL AWOKE shivering, a smell of tar in her nose and the setting sun in her eyes. Slumped against the exhaust vent, she picked at the pebbles and dirt imbedded in her skin. Nice landing, Hoyl, she thought. Real smooth.

She rose, scouring the roof until she spotted the bag. Removing briefs, bra, jeans, a Tragically Hip T-shirt, and Teva sandals, she dressed.

Once more, she had flown too long, flown past the point of exhaustion. That had been stupid. But in bird form, her human memories grew dim. As the Hoyl, the Crystal Angel of the Heroka, she could beat this world away with her wings. Beat away his memory. Forget what they had done to him. Forget that she was alone—again.

Chirping broke through her melancholy. She looked up to see a feathered temple of life spiraling above her. Smiling, she raised her arms, and they fluttered to her hands and shoulders and around her feet. Birds of all kinds and sizes and colors, predators and prey, singing her praise. She smiled. “Thank you, my little ones. Today I need some friends.”

The cacophony dropped. A lone sparrow’s voice made her look down. It hopped away, then looked back.

Lilith reached with her mind. What is it, child? An image flowed back, flavored with pain and fear. She projected calm. All right. Take me to her.

On the far side of the roof, a female sparrow lay quivering, wings spread, head twisted. Lilith stilled its fear with her mind, then picked it up, smoothing the layered softness of its feathers. Entering its mind, she shared its memory and agony, flew with it between city towers, felt its confusion, the impact against the window, its struggle like her own to reach this roof.

She directed the functions of its body to start the healing process as best she could. Removing a sweatshirt from her bag, she gently placed the bird on it, folding a sleeve over it for warmth. She filled a Styrofoam cup with water from a puddle, so the bird’s mate could feed her.

The mate perched on her shoulder. She projected hope to it, and he nipped at her ear lobe, making her laugh. Hopping down, he settled on the edge of the sweatshirt and closed his eyes.

May not make it, she thought. The damn cities confused them, all the lights and glass. Sometimes it was a window. Sometimes they just flew and flew between the towers, lost and disoriented until they fell to the hard streets below. Damn humans. They’d killed her mate too. Curse them all.

She walked slow circuits of the roof. Looking down at the streetlights winking like urban fireflies, her anger faded. Not knowing what else to do, she kept walking. On her third circuit, she felt something. It was stronger on one side of the building. Lying on her stomach, she looked over the edge. Three stories below, a mourning dove perched on a window ledge, above a terrace containing a children’s playground. The sensation flowed like a fuzzy TV signal from it. She reached into the mind of the dove.

And reeled back from a flood of images and emotions.

A mother’s face smiling behind tears—a black V of geese frozen against a gray sky—a father, his face buried in his hands—the swoop of a roller-coaster—a sky so blue it made Lilith ache—a dog she wanted to hug and hug—a stuffed bear lost forever. And through it all, the pain, so real, so deep it cut through faces and geese and roller-coasters and dogs and stuffed bears and hopes and dreams and love to something dark and cold and final.

Lilith cried out and pushed back, breaking contact. She lay on the roof, gasping, shaking. That could not have come from the dove. Yet her mind link with the bird had been the source. She leaned out again. The bird sat looking into the window. She again made the link. But this time she stayed in the background, letting images wash over her, a spectator, not trying to control.

Then she understood. She projected her control onto the bird again. It yielded. A moment of vertigo, a sensation of falling, then she was on the ledge, looking through the bird’s eyes into the room.

In the room, a little girl lay in bed, so thin she seemed to hover over the sheets. A doctor talked to an adult man and woman. The girl’s parents? The dove could hear nothing through the window. The doctor motioned the parents into the hall. As the door closed, the child turned to the window, immediately fixing on the dove. A smile transformed her pale face. Her lips moved, and a voice sounded in Lilith’s head.

Still here? Good! I was afraid they’d scare you away.

Lilith almost broke the link before she realized that the girl was speaking to the bird, unaware of her presence. Lilith was puzzled. The voices of the adults had been inaudible, yet she could hear every word of the girl.

I wonder? she thought. She projected a greeting from the bird. Hello. My name is Lilith. What’s yours?

Jagged terror from the child slashed through her control of the dove. The bird left the ledge in an explosion of wings. Lilith tugged at its mind as it fled, pouring streams of calm into it, finally coaxing it to return to settle beside her on the roof. Picking up the dove, she stroked it as she mused.

The child had heard her. The bird had reacted to fear shot back from the girl. As far as Lilith knew, only the Heroka could hear such thoughts. Yet this child was human.

Entering the dove again, she took complete control. Seeing through the bird’s eyes, she flew as the dove from her own hands back to the window. The child now huddled under the covers. Lilith flew the dove to the partly open terrace door leading to the hall. She could hear the doctor speaking to the parents. “...all we can do. I’m sorry.”

The mother shook her head. “I always thought she’d take one last trip there again.” Her voice was a monotone, an actor in a too familiar scene. Fatigue and resignation seemed to mix with bitterness. “Now there’s no time.” She turned and walked down the hall. The husband glanced at the doctor, then followed.

Releasing the bird, Lilith pulled her mind back to where she sat on the roof. She stared at the city lights, thinking, then rose and walked to the stairway door leading to the floors below.

~~

ON THE TENTH floor, she followed halls to the side of the building where she’d sat on a window ledge in the mind of a dove. She stopped before closed doors marked “Ward 10F—ACU.” The girl’s room should be to the left, she thought. End of the hall.

A stern-faced nurse looked up as Lilith pushed open the doors. “Visiting hours are almost over, Miss,” the nurse said.

Lilith just nodded and kept walking. She stopped at the last door. That should be the one. She stepped inside.

It did not resemble a hospital room. Stuffed animals and books covered tables and cabinets. A metal arm extended from the wall beside the bed, holding a television and a Nintendo unit. Posters and pictures of birds covered the walls. Birds in flight. Birds floating on green rivers. Birds perched on trees and wires and hands. One picture, a “V” of Canada geese against a clouded autumn sky, recalled an image from the dove.

Several copies of one poster covered the ceiling. In it, the outline of a bird shifted in stages to an old biplane, then to a jet. Scenes from around the world against a blue sky formed the background. The words, “Dream Flight” ran across the top.

“Hello.”

The voice startled her, quiet though it was. She turned. The child lay in the bed, her head on the pillow but eyes open. Seven, maybe eight years old, Lilith thought. “Hello,” she replied. “What’s your name?”

A pause, then the child spoke. “Odette. Who’re you?”

Here goes, she thought. “Odette, my name is Lilith.”

Odette’s eyes widened, and she hugged a green stuffed parrot tighter. Lilith stepped closer. “I think we share a friend,” she whispered. “A pretty mourning dove that visits you outside your window.”

Curiosity battled fear in the child’s eyes. Lilith pulled a chair to the bed. “You see, Odette, I love birds too. I have a special thing that I can do. I can talk to birds and hear what they say. And if I try hard, I can see what they see, hear what they hear. Birds listen to me and help me.”

Odette pulled the parrot down, letting Lilith see all of her face. Cute, but so pale, so thin, she thought. “Today, I was on the roof and heard the thoughts you were sending to the dove. That’s very special. Not many people can do that. So I asked the dove to show me who was talking to it.”

“You were inside the dove?” a little munchkin voice said.

“Kind of. Since I could hear you, I wondered if you would hear me. So I said hello. Do you remember what else I said?”

“You said your name and asked mine. Then I got scared.”

She had heard. “Yes! I’m sorry. That was silly of me. I would’ve been scared too.”

A smile peeked from behind the parrot. “Really?”

Lilith nodded. Footsteps approached. A nurse walked in. “Visiting hours are over, miss.” The child’s face fell.

She bent close to kiss Odette on the cheek. “I’ll send the dove to your window tomorrow,” she whispered, “and we’ll talk that way again. Only you won’t be scared this time, will you?”

Odette grinned and shook her head. As Lilith walked to the door, Odette called out, “Goodnight, Aunt Lilith!”

Walking away, Lilith Hoyl was thinking that it felt good to smile again.

~~

SHE SLEPT ON the roof, warmed by a blanket and her birds. A shift to the Hoyl would have made the asphalt more bearable but she was still tired from the previous day and needed her reserves for what she had planned. In the morning, she grabbed a bite in the cafeteria and rushed back to the roof. Calling for the dove, she sent it to Odette’s window. Contact was immediate.

Good morning! I’ve been waiting and waiting, Odette said.

Sorry. I ate first. So, what should we talk about?

For the rest of the morning, they talked. And talked. Interruptions for various tests on Odette gave Lilith a chance to rest both herself and the dove. As the day wore
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