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Chapter 1: The Feather and the Flame
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Ace sat alone on the highest rafter of the loft, watching moonlight spill across the wooden floor like an old photograph come to life.

The loft had once been full of purpose. It used to hum—no, thrum—with life. Coos and flutters, officers barking orders, boots clomping in like thunder, the rustle of flight charts, the rattle of wire mesh cages swinging in the tropical breeze. There’d been the steady clink of feeding trays and the not-so-steady splat of droppings hitting uniforms. Even the smell was a memory—grain and grease and hot metal, all baked into the wood like an old secret.

Now it was just... quiet.

Too quiet.

A breeze creaked through the warped boards. Dust danced like ghost feathers in the moonlight. And somewhere outside, the jungle whispered—soft, slow, like it was trying not to wake the past.

Ace shifted his weight on his one good leg. His other one, missing, still smarted with phantom pain when the air was damp. He let out a soft coo that echoed louder than he meant it to. How could a leg that wasn’t there even hurt? Yet, it did.

No one cooed back.

“Figures,” he muttered to himself, his voice gravelly from years of silence. “Even the bats gave up on this place.”

He glanced down at the floor below—where once rows of cages lined the walls, now only broken wood and rusted nails remained. His favorite perch—third cage from the left, just above the grain bin—had long since collapsed into a pile of splinters. All that was left was a nest of memories.

He closed his eyes for a moment and let the silence take him back.

Henderson Field.

It had been just before dawn, the jungle still black with night and tension thick in the air like fog. The Americans had barely held the field for weeks, and now everything was crumbling. Radios were jammed. The last runner hadn’t made it. Word from command? Dead silent.

And the enemy?

Getting closer.

They’d strapped the tiny metal tube to his leg, as they always did, but this time... it was different. This one carried a full SITREP, a situation report, with coordinates and even a request for naval fire support. A message that needed to make it through or everything—everyone—could be lost.

A tired-looking sergeant had knelt beside his perch and looked him straight in the eye.

“It’s all you now, buddy.”

No bugles. No crowd. No band.

Just one bird.

And a sky full of war.

They tossed him up like a baseball, and Ace did what he always did...he flew.

The air hit him hard, thick and hot and heavy with gunpowder. He pumped his wings, rising fast, higher than the trees, above the gunfire, above the smoke curling up from burning tents and shattered vehicles. He’d flown in worse weather, sure, but never into a sky so angry.

Tracer rounds zipped past like angry fireflies. Somewhere behind him, a shell exploded—thud-boom—and the heat slapped his tail feathers.

He flinched but didn’t waver.

Not today.

Below him soldiers ran through trenches. Palm trees toppled. Shadows moved fast—too fast—in the jungle beyond. He banked right, then dipped low, almost brushing a canopy of trees. One branch nicked his wing. He winced, feathers bent. A bullet whined past and something seared his side.

Blood.

He didn’t look back.

He couldn’t.

The mission was forward. Always forward.

He remembered the sound of his own wings beating like drums in his ears, the burn in his chest; the metal of the message tube bouncing against his leg in rhythm with his heartbeat. He kept climbing, diving, dodging, weaving through smoke like he was part of it.

Hours passed.

Or maybe just minutes.

Time warped when you were flying for your life.

And then, through the haze, a cliffside outpost. Just a few soldiers. A lookout tower. One helmeted man raised binoculars, squinting into the light.

Ace flared his wings, dropped like a stone, and crash-landed with all the grace of a coconut falling out of a tree.

He hit the dirt. Hard.

His wing folded under him. One leg missing.

But the message tube was still there.

The medics found him slumped beside the radio table, feathers scorched, panting. They peeled off the tube, read the contents, and immediately shouted for artillery support.

The reinforcements arrived just in time.

The base held.

Hundreds lived.

Ace’s eyes opened. He took a slow breath and looked around the loft again.

The perch he’d landed on that day—splintered. The Purple Heart they gave him afterward—still pinned to the wall, the frame cracked, the glass long since fogged. His name was scratched into the wood beneath it, barely legible: ACE, 1942.

He tilted his head and stared at it.

A part of him still felt the sting of pride. But mostly... he just felt tired.

“Does anyone even remember what we did here?” he asked the darkness.

Silence answered.

Pigeons weren’t heroes anymore. That was for the past. These days, humans had satellites and drones and radios the size of pencils. They didn’t need little birds with strong wings and stronger hearts. Not when they had buttons and screens and beeping things that talked in code.

He was a relic. A dusty feather in an old history book nobody read.

But still... he stayed.

Not because he had to.

Because someone had to remember.

Because stories didn’t survive on their own.

Because legacies fade when no one guards them.

He ruffled his feathers and closed his eyes. Just for a moment. Just to pretend.

He could hear the voices again—the shouts, the clatter, the flapping of wings and stomping of boots. He could feel the warm sun on his back, the weight of the message tube, the lift of the wind under his feathers.

He was fast.

He was brave.

He mattered.

And he wasn’t just part of history.

He was history.

Then the wind changed.

It wasn’t a normal breeze. Not the kind that snuck through broken boards or whispered down jungle trees. No—this one rolled through the loft like it had a purpose. Like it had been waiting. It carried the scent of something ancient and electric, like storm clouds wrapped in sunlight.

It hit Ace square in the chest, and he jolted awake.

His feathers bristled. His wings twitched.

That... was new.

Down below, something shifted. A low creak echoed through the empty loft. One of the old ammo crates in the corner rattled once—twice—then slowly popped open with a thud.

Ace narrowed his eyes.

No one was there.

No boots. No footsteps. No breeze strong enough to explain it.

Just silence... and something glowing inside the crate.

With the grace of a bird half his age, Ace dropped from the rafter. He didn’t flap, just glided down like a shadow and landed, soft as a whisper, on the crate’s edge. He leaned over cautiously, peering inside.

And there it was.

A feather.

But not his kind of feather. Not from any pigeon or hawk or dove he’d ever met. This one shimmered gold—no, not just gold—alive, like a flame had learned to fly. It floated up so it was just above the wooden crate, spinning slowly in midair, casting a warm glow that lit the dark like a lantern.

Ace blinked.

Once.

Twice.

Then tilted his head.

“That’s... definitely not normal,” he muttered.

The feather rose, drifting toward him. It stopped inches from his beak, suspended in the air like it was breathing.

And then—

It spoke.

Not with a voice. Not in English. Not even in coos and chirps. It poured into him—feeling, memory, light. Ace’s eyes widened as visions exploded in his mind like sunbursts.

He saw books crumbling to dust. Photos curling into smoke. Footsteps in the snow erased by wind. Soldiers forgotten—faces blurred, names lost, courage turned invisible.

Something—someone—was unraveling the past, tearing out the threads of memory. If no one stopped it, those moments would vanish. Forever. Like they had never happened at all.

He had already saved one moment in his own day. The mission he had lost his leg. It was for this that this first feather had come to him now...but there were more 

Twelve more of them.

Twelve more turning points in history.

Twelve times where Army Aviation had helped change the course of time—missions that had saved lives, turned tides, shaped nations.

All of them...

In danger.

Ace’s beak clenched. The fire stirred in his chest again—the old fire. The one that once burned bright when skies were dangerous and every mission felt like flying into the heart of lightning.

He knew that feeling.

Because he’d lived it.

But before he could react, the light in his mind dimmed. A new shape took its place. A shadow.

It had wings.

Talons.

Eyes like slick, black oil that didn’t reflect light but ate it.

The feather’s warmth turned cold.

Ace recoiled slightly, but the vision stayed, burned into his thoughts. The bird in the dark. The one hunting history like prey.

Vrax.

Ace didn’t know how he knew the name. But he knew it. The way a storm knows lightning. A bird like him...but twisted. Rotten feathers. A sneer behind his beak. A ghost of war who didn’t want to protect history...

He wanted to erase it.

Ace shivered. Not from fear, but from rage.

No. Not on his watch.

The golden feather pulsed brighter now. The question burned, not in sound, but in his heart:

Will you fly again? Will you protect them the other 12 moments as you did the first all those years ago? Will you remember—so the world never forgets?

Ace looked around the old loft.

The medal still on the wall.

The perch where he'd first launched into battle.

The silence.

And yet... something stirred in him. Something he thought was long gone.

He stood taller.

Stronger.

The answer was already there.

He nodded.

And the feather shot forward—straight into his chest, the first of thirteen in all.

Ace gasped, but there was no pain. Just light; warm, fierce, and full of purpose. It wrapped around his heart like armor. His feathers shimmered, flickering between gold and silver and bronze. His old war scars glowed—his missing leg stopped aching. His wing stretched, stronger than ever.

It didn’t make him young.

It made him ready.

He looked down at his talons, then up at the rafters as wind began to whip around the room. The walls trembled. The jungle outside rustled like it knew something magical was happening inside.

Maps fluttered. Dust scattered.

And Ace, once just an old war bird, spread his wings wide.

Outside, the stars blinked, then brightened; forming shapes in the sky. Compass roses. Propellers. Cloudy trails of flight paths woven into constellations.

The loft didn’t just tremble, it faded.

Wood turned to vapor. The jungle to light. The roof opened like a book and the world peeled away around him.

And then he was flying.

Not through air.

Through time.

Blueprints and blue skies. Storms and maps. Machines with wings. Soldiers looking up in awe. He soared through a stream of history so vast, it hummed like a living thing beneath his wings.

And somewhere in that stream, he felt them.

The twelve moments that still needed to be saved.

Waiting.

Calling.

Needing him.

Light flared up ahead and the world took shape again.

Sky.

Smoke.

Balloon.

A massive hot-air balloon rising above a Civil War battlefield; the stars and stripes barely visible through the haze. Below, Union troops scrambled to reload cannons. Confederate lines stirred in the distance. Horses whinnied. Drums pounded. The world smelled like black powder and urgency.

Ace banked into the wind, locking his eyes on the man in the balloon’s basket.

Thin frame. Round glasses. Gloves gripping a rope.

Thaddeus Lowe.

The balloon pioneer, 1861.

The very beginning of military flight.
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