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    For every soul by storms once scattered,Every heart by winds left tattered.For those who build on foreign ground,A new life from old loss found.May you find your flock, your tree, your shore—And know you are lost no more.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "A flock follows the stars, but a single feather rides the storm—and in its fall, a forest may take root." 
— A saying among the birds of the Banyan Tree
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1: The Flock’s Flight
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The sky was a river, and the flock was its current.

A thousand wings beat not as individual efforts, but as a single, pulsing entity, a great, breathing tapestry woven against the vast canvas of the heavens. The sound was a rhythmic whisper-hush, whisper-hush, a hymn sung on the wind, so constant it became the very soundtrack of existence. Below, the ocean stretched to forever, a rolling plain of deepest sapphire, its white-capped waves like distant, crumbling mountains.

Ari rode the air currents, his body performing the ancient dance of migration on pure, ingrained instinct. His position was towards the rear of the great, flowing ribbon, tucked safely among the other juveniles. His wings, strong and deepening from the soft grey of fledglinghood to the starlit silver of an adult, rose and fell in perfect time. But if his body was in formation, his mind was a world away.

His gaze, a sharp, intelligent gold, never settled. It drank in the world with a desperate thirst. He watched the way the late afternoon sun caught the crest of a wave, transforming it for a breathtaking second into a shard of liquid topaz. He traced the slow, majestic path of a cumulus cloud, imagining it as a floating island, its peaks and valleys home to unknown creatures. As the day bled away and the first, brave stars pricked the violet expanse above, he found himself wondering not where they were going, but why.

The elders said it was instinct. A pull in the blood, a map written in the stars. But as Ari stared at the constellation of the Great Tern, its sharp-winged shape blazing in the zenith, he couldn’t silence the question that had become a constant companion in his mind: How do the stars know? Who told them this was the only path?

The wind shifted. A new current, warm and laced with the salty scent of a different sea, slid past the main formation. It was a subtle thing, a mere sigh of difference, but to Ari, it was a siren’s call. Without conscious thought, his wings tilted a fraction. He drifted just a foot, then two, out of the perfect, flowing line, seeking that new current.

The moment his primary feathers caught it, a jolt of pure, unadulterated joy shot through him. It was exhilarating. This wind was smoother, richer, and it lifted him with a gentle, insistent pressure that felt like an invitation. For a glorious, ten-second span, he was no longer just a part of the flock; he was Ari, alone with the sky, riding a river of air that was his and his alone. He let out a soft, chirping breath, a sound of pure wonder.

It was cut short by a voice like grinding granite.

“Ari!”

The sound was a physical blow, snapping the thread of his reverie. Elder Rauk descended from above, his vast, weathered wings blotting out the stars for a moment. His plumage was the colour of storm clouds and granite, etched with the scars of a hundred migrations. His eyes, dark and piercing, held no room for wonder, only the unyielding weight of tradition.

“Your line,” Rauk said, his voice low but carrying to every young bird in earshot. “You drift, you create drag. You break the rhythm. The rhythm is what carries us. The rhythm is what keeps us alive.”

Ari dipped his head, a flush of heat warming his neck beneath his feathers. “The current was stronger there, Elder. It lifted without effort.”

“The current is a temptation,” Rauk corrected, his gaze sweeping over Ari to include the other young birds who were now carefully avoiding looking their way. “It promises ease but leads to chaos. Our path is etched by those who flew before us. It is proven. It is safe. To question it is to question their wisdom, and their sacrifice.”

The words were a familiar mantra. Tradition was the sacred text of the flock, its laws immutable. Young birds stayed in line. They followed the rhythm. They did not question what had always been. They did not yearn for what was not theirs to seek.

Ari fell back into his precise place, the muscle memory of a thousand flight hours taking over. But as he did, a single, downy feather, loosened by his brief rebellion, slipped from his wing and was snatched away by the very wind he’d been exploring. He watched it tumble into the deepening gloom below, a tiny, white speck swallowed by the immensity. The feeling of it, a nagging, persistent itch of curiosity, remained trapped beneath his wing, a constant, physical reminder of his transgression.

Hours later, as the last light bled from the sky and the stars emerged in their full, brilliant legions, the signal came—a series of sharp, melodic calls from the flight leaders at the head of the formation. The great ribbon began a slow, graceful descent towards a massive, dark shape that resolved itself out of the ocean’s expanse: a colossal cliff, rising from the sea like a broken tooth, its face pitted with ledges and caves.

The flock settled with a rustling cacophony that slowly subsided into the soft clatter of claws on rock and the quiet preening of tired feathers. The air was thick with the scent of salt, guano, and the unique, musky odour of a million birds nestled together for the night.

Ari found a small, secluded niche overlooking the sea, tucked away from the main clusters. He was just beginning to smooth his flight-ruffled plumage when the elders gathered on a broad, flat promontory a little way above. It was time for the evening’s stories. These were not mere tales; they were lessons, histories, and warnings, passed down through generations.

Elder Rauk stood at the centre, his silhouette imposing against the star-dusted sky. Tonight, he spoke of storms.

His voice, usually so sharp and commanding, took on a deeper, more resonant tone, one that spoke of ancient fears and hard-won respect. He spoke of the Sky-Tides, tempests that could tear the very air apart. He described winds that didn't blow but screamed, winds with fingers strong enough to pluck a bird from the heart of the formation and hurl it into oblivion.

“The great danger is not the fury,” Rauk intoned, his eyes scanning the faces of the young birds, who listened, utterly rapt. “The great danger is the Scattering. The flock is your strength. Alone, you are a twig in a hurricane. The wind fills your ears, deafening you to the calls of your kin. The rain blinds you to the shape of the world. You are unmade.”

A young bird near Ari shivered visibly.

“But,” another elder, a graceful tern named Kaela, interjected, her voice softer but no less compelling, “the storms are also agents of change. They are the great sculptors of the world. They carve new coastlines, they bring rain to parched lands, and they stir the deep, cold waters, raising life to the surface.”

Rauk gave a grudging nod. “This is true. And sometimes... sometimes, a bird who is Scattered does not perish.”

A ripple of whispers went through the youngsters.

“They are the Lost Ones,” Kaela said. “And the ones who survive... they are never the same. They see things. They learn paths that are not on the star-maps. They come back... changed.” She paused, letting the word hang in the salty air. “If they come back at all.”

Ari felt a thrill that was entirely different from the fear of his companions. Changed. The word echoed in him, resonating with the restless feeling in his own soul. To be unmade... and then remade into something new? The thought was terrifying, yes, a cold knot of dread in his stomach. But beneath the fear, like a seed buried in dark soil, was a flicker of something else—a desperate, fascinated hope.

He thought of the different current of wind. He thought of the drifting feather. He thought of the unanswerable questions about the stars.

What if, a voice inside him whispered, a voice that was becoming increasingly difficult to ignore, what if being Scattered isn’t an ending? What if it is a beginning?

He looked out from the cliff, past the safe, solid mass of his flock, to the endless, dark ocean and the glittering, indifferent stars. The world was so vast, so unimaginably huge. The flock’s path, which had always seemed like the entire world, now felt like a single, finely drawn thread across an infinite tapestry.

Elder Rauk’s final words cut through his thoughts, solemn and heavy as stone. “So we fly the proven path. We keep the rhythm. We honour the formation. For the storm does not care for your curiosity. It does not care for your dreams. It only cares that you are alone.”

The gathering broke up, the young birds returning to their parents and age-mates, their chatter filled with the nervous excitement of the story. Ari remained in his niche, the cold stone seeping into his feet.

He was still staring into the darkness when a shadow fell over him. It was Lyra, his closest age-mate. Her plumage was a shade darker than his, with subtle, speckled patterns that shimmered in the starlight. She was the most skilled flier of their generation, her movements always precise, her instincts flawless.

“You drifted again,” she said, not as an accusation, but as a simple statement of fact. She settled beside him, their wings almost touching.

“The current was there,” Ari replied, his voice quiet. “It was real, Lyra. It was... better.”

“Better isn’t the point,” she said, echoing the elders’ teachings with a frustrating practicality. “The point is the same. The same is safe. Why do you always have to look for something else?”

He turned to her, his golden eyes earnest. “Did you listen to them? The Lost Ones? They see new things. They learn new paths. Don’t you ever wonder what’s out there? Beyond the stars we follow? Beyond the next stretch of sea?”

Lyra followed his gaze out to the horizon. For a moment, he saw a flicker of something in her dark eyes—a brief, fleeting curiosity. But it was quickly banked, like a fire smothered by damp wood. “I wonder if we’ll find enough krill in the next bay,” she said, her tone gently teasing but with an edge of seriousness. “I wonder if the air currents over the Spire Peaks will be kind. That’s what I wonder, Ari. Wondering about the rest... it’s like trying to drink the ocean. You’ll only drown.”

She nudged him with her shoulder, a familiar, affectionate gesture. “Get some sleep. The dawn flight comes early, and you’ll need your strength to keep formation.” She hopped away, leaving him alone with his thoughts.

Her words were meant to comfort, to ground him. But they only made him feel the distance between them more acutely. He was here, on the cliff, but a part of him was already out there, riding the strange current, seeking the horizon.

He looked down at his own wings, at the faint, silvery tracings that were unique to him. He thought of the stories of the changed birds, the survivors. The idea of being utterly alone in the vastness of a storm still sent a primal shiver of terror through him. But the alternative—a lifetime of flying the same unbroken line, of never knowing what lay beyond the rhythm—now felt like a different kind of terror. A slower, quieter one.

The breeze picked up, sliding over the cliff face. It carried a new scent, one that hadn't been there before. It was faint, a mere ghost on the air, but it was unmistakable to a bird whose life was read in the wind. It was the sour, electric tang of ozone.

Ari’s head snapped up. He scanned the southern horizon. The stars there were just as bright, the sky just as clear. But the smell was a promise. A threat. A beginning.

Something was coming.

He settled onto the stone, tucking his head under his wing, but sleep was a long time in coming. The whisper-hush of the waves below seemed to chant a new rhythm, one that only he could hear. It sounded like, what-if, what-if, what-if.

And high above, the indifferent stars continued their slow, eternal wheel, holding their secrets close.
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2: Whispers of the Wind



[image: ]


Dawn did not break so much as it seeped into the world, a slow, grey stain spreading across the eastern horizon, leaching the stars of their fire. The cliff face, which had been a symphony of soft, nocturnal rustles and sleepy chirps, erupted into the cacophony of a thousand birds greeting the day. Wings stretched, preening began, and the air grew thick with the chatter of empty stomachs and the anticipation of the day’s flight.

But for Ari, who had slept only in fitful bursts, the morning felt wrong.

It was in the texture of the air itself. Yesterday’s winds had been clean, carrying the simple, vast scents of the open ocean—salt, cold depth, and the distant, fishy promise of krill shoals. This morning, the breeze was... nervous. It hiccupped and shifted, sliding over his feathers with a greasy, unsettled feel. It carried a cocktail of alien smells: the sour, metallic tang of ozone, the heavy, wet blanket scent of distant rain, and beneath it all, something else—a coppery sharpness, like blood on the tongue, that made the tiny muscles at the base of his feathers contract involuntarily.

He saw the signs everywhere, if one knew how to look. Below the cliff, a flock of terns—usually meticulous divers who hovered and scanned before plunging—were frantically dive-bombing the water in a chaotic, desperate frenzy, their sharp cries sounding more like panic than communication. High above, so high they were mere black specks against the woolly grey sky, a group of frigatebirds circled. But their flight was wrong. They were the masters of the air, creatures of effortless, graceful arcs. Today, they sliced through the atmosphere with sharp, jerky, almost aggressive sweeps, riding thermal currents that had no business being there at this time of year, in this place. They were sailing winds from a different, angrier part of the world.

The flock, sensing the collective unease, gathered in a tight, murmuring cluster on the broadest ledge of the cliff. The air, usually filled with the practical chatter of navigation and foraging, was now a low hum of anxiety. It was a sound felt more than heard, a vibration that passed from breast to breast.

At the center of the gathering, the elders had convened. Elder Rauk stood, his broad chest a wall of storm-grey feathers, his gaze sweeping over the assembled birds. Flanking him were Kaela, the graceful tern, and an ancient, haggard albatross named Paxon, whose wings were so long they scraped the rock when he walked. Paxon had seen more migrations than any of them; his eyes were milky with age, but they saw things others could not.

“The wind speaks of a disagreement in the sky,” Paxon croaked, his voice like waves receding over a pebble beach. “It carries the breath of a fevered giant, sleeping far to the south, but stirring in its dreams.”

“We are behind schedule,” Rauk countered, his voice cutting through the old bird’s poetry. “The northern nesting grounds await. Every day we delay, the best sites are taken by others. This is a squall, nothing more. The signs are weak. We push on.”

Kaela shook her elegant head, her sharp black eyes narrowed. “Weak signs are the most deceptive, Rauk. The greatest storms often pretend to sleep, lulling the foolish into their embrace before revealing their true fury. I feel it in the twitch of my primary feathers. This is no squall. We should turn back, seek the shelter of the Atoll Isles.”

“The Atoll Isles are a week behind us!” Rauk’s voice rose, a note of frustration bleeding through. “To turn back now would mean starvation for the fledglings, exhaustion for the brooders. We would miss the window. The risk of a storm is lesser than the certainty of a failed migration.”

The debate raged, a tense tennis match of fear and pragmatism. Ari listened, his head cocked, his entire being focused not on the words, but on the language of the world around him. He filtered the elders’ arguments through the evidence of his own senses. The frantic terns, the angry frigatebirds, the coppery taste on the wind—they weren’t weak signs to him. They were a scream in a language the elders had forgotten how to speak.

His heart hammered against his ribs, a frantic drumbeat. He knew his place. He was a juvenile. His role was to listen and obey. But the certainty burning in his breast felt like a
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