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FLYING, AT LAST
by Hazel J. Hall

I used to have dreams of dancing in it, of twirling around in the tears of the dead as the
spirits cried from the stars above, pitying the living as life fades into obscurity, as skin decays
into bone. Legend says that their tears once fell like rain, gracing this forsaken world with water.

And yet, I stand here, the ashes of a fire that used to burn, burnt out. Trees empty from
leaves with no water to quench their thirst. No answer to our problems; we are plagued only by
ourselves.

I can see the lake, just thirty feet in front of me. It's plentiful, but I can't have any of the
water, not with those monsters infesting it. For days I have begged them, creatures just like me,
for just a drink but every day I leave empty-handed. And still I plead, knowing well they won't
give me any water, can't. Because they have a system of power to uphold. My life would merely
be a sacrifice to everything that they are.

I approach a guard standing by the gate, looking at the creature with disdain. He looks
just like me, with gray feathers covering his entire body and wings extending off of his back. The
glowing ink from the constellation tattoos on his skin shine through his feathers, bringing a
certain darkness to his face, a darkness found only in the space between the stars.

"Please, sir," I beg the guard, walking closer. "I just want some water. Only a drop."
"You know the rules." The guard barks, not meeting my face so as not to see me as living

quite the same. "No water without a ticket."
"Tickets cost more money than I've ever seen in my entire life!" I protest. "Please, sir,

help me. My sister is dying."
"We have all had to sacrifice much… for the cause." The guard responds, giving away

more emotion than any other guard has in the fifty-nine days that I have begged. I look into his
eyes, steeled over, cold. I hate him, for his ability to turn me away. But he is just another spirit
too. My problem is not with him. It's with those monsters, in the lake.

I sigh, turning away from the guard.
"Thank you anyway," I mutter before turning back to the forest trail. I wander dejectedly

through the quiet woods. The treetops have been cursed by silence ever since the drought began
and that lake became the only source of water. Sometimes when the village elite are feeling
charitable, they will bottle the lake water and the lucky ones will get a sip.

But as time goes on and no rain comes, more doors have closed. Water is a luxury unless
you have the money to avoid the consequences.

I stop in my tracks, collapsing against the weak bark of a tree dead by many moons as my
body heaves. I struggle to catch my breath. The distance from the lake to the village is too much.
I can't do it anymore, won't.

Over and over again, I gasp. There is a tiredness in me that cannot be soothed. My wings
flap at my sides as I desperately struggle for air. They're useless, my body too weak to even
support itself. If I could have, I would have. I would have left. But I don't move, can't.

I am given the worst of everything--always. The worst home, the smallest piece, the least
chance to survive. Even knowing that everything that I have suffered through, everyone who has
died for me has been to get me to this moment, my head says that none of it matters. Because I
want to get up but I don't move, can't. I want to keep going, but imagine my sister and know I
can't look her in the face again. Because I can't go another day without knowing whether or not
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she's going to make it, when surely the only reason that I am still here is because we have gotten
through it together.

I fall against the dirt path, righting myself only as I put all of my energy into my hands.
I will make one final stand tonight. I'll keep going. Because I'm not going to be one of

those bodies they pull in from the road that died before they could make it home.
Staggering, I stumble through the forest. Stumbling to make it home to her, my sister. My

sister with her pale, feverish lips and tired, heavy eyes that don't stay open anymore, even though
I know that she is still in there, still awake, still not done yet. Because surely our story can't end
here when we were just getting started? Surely if she is to die it won't be like this, not when she
doesn't have to leave. What would she get from going anyway? Why would she even think of
leaving at all?

After an eternity of teetering, endless tottering, I arrive back at the village for her. The
streets are silent, filled with spirits sick and tired. Those who are not sick are diseased too, and
all they have is money to show for it.

I stumble past clay homes collapsing upon themselves until I finally reach the house that
my parents built. Is this what they dreamed, for us? Is this what their parents wanted for their
children's children? Because how can we do this? How can we end the world for nothing, go
through death and then wish it on our children by not doing everything that we can for each
other? Because surely the only reason that I am still here is because we have gotten through it
together?

"Sage!" I call, walking, tripping really, into our inherited home. It's silent and I hold my
breath with the walls of quiet clay, as I do every time I enter our house. Because what am I
supposed to do if she died and I wasn't there for her?

"Sage! Sage!" I yell again, knowing just how lucky I've been that we two have survived
as long as we have. We have survived this long in a world not meant for us. I call that a miracle.
Because we are Luck's children. Not meant to be here, and yet here we are, together.

Together again because now I see Sage's form, hunched over her bed as she sobs, her
form heaving with every pained breath that she takes. Her body shakes, over and over again as
her cries cut through the air.

I walk delicately over to my sister, creeping up to her side and placing a gentle hand upon
her shoulder. For a minute she doesn't react, can't. But then, she finally turns to face me, her eyes
welded shut from a lack of tears, wishing they could cry.

"Syn…" Sage murmurs, gasping as she continues to sob, a child without parents, a free
spirit in a cage of our own making. The key is locked in that lake.

"Sage, what's wrong?" I ask, sitting down beside my sister. Sage looks away, continuing
to cry without reason, without tears. Her body has nothing left in it, not even tears. I don't speak,
can't. There are no words left.

Eventually, Sage meets my eyes, brushing her forearm against her face, clearing nothing.
"Syn, what are we even doing here?" She sobs, her voice cracking, having gone unused

for too long. "I mean, wasn't it always our dream--to be heroes? But what now… what now can
we do? Everyone is dying around us all the time, and we're dying, too. It's not like we'll ever get
water, not from those pigs at the lake. Nothing will ever change, that's for certain."

"Things will change, you'll see. There's so much to be fighting for." I promise. Sage
knows I'm lying, too. Because how can I tell her the truth? I don't tell it to her, not ever. Because
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I love her. I would promise her the stars. I will never reach them, not with these wings. But still, I
would get them, for her.

"What has ever changed?" Sage cries. "I don't want to die like this, not from dehydration.
I'm so scared. What am I supposed to do? I don't even know where to start."

"It's like… flying," I tell her, looking into my sister's face. She stares back at me,
unseeing and unknowing. Even I don't know the words I'm saying before they even hit the air,
but I will feign my confidence for her. It is all for her.

"What do you mean?" Sage murmurs. "I was born with the power to fly, with my wings. I
know how to fly. But I don't have the power to do this, to survive this."

"Well, all I mean is, when you're flying, you just open your wings and the breeze takes
you. This is going to be just like that. You start and then in the next moment, you're flying."

Sage whimpers. "The breeze… Syn, what if it doesn't take me?"
"It will."
"But what if… after all of this time, the breeze just, stops blowing?" Sage cries, tossing

her head back and looking towards the ceiling. Perhaps she is imagining the stars.
"If you ever open your wings and they don't work," I murmur. "I will catch you."
Sage's face is illuminated by the light of the noon sun. Her tattoos of constellations show

through her feathers, dancing in a slow sway on her body, a funeral march brought to life. The
first tear finally falls from Sage's eyes as her voice breaks.

"Syn, what if I fall?" She wails, crying everything she has left.
"You won't fall."
But Sage shakes her head. "No, you don't understand! Syn, every time that I close my

eyes I'm dropping so fast and the world is collapsing on top of me and I can't do anything to stop
it. Please, Syn, just tell me what I'm supposed to do!" Sage sobs, weeping into the dead air of the
day.

I reach out and take hold of my sister's hand. She doesn't jump as I grab it, gently. I hold
it delicately between my fingers, remembering all at once running through the village, together.
Being young and playing games that only we two understood. Not having a fear of the world
because we were going to conquer it together. Things had been different once.

"It's alright, Sage," I say, my voice husky and pained as it leaves my body. "You may
think you're falling right now, but it won't be like that forever. The feeling will go away."

Reaching for Sage's other hand, I grab my sister and pull her into my arms.
"You might have been falling before, but look: you've already landed. You're here. You're

right here. And I'm here. Right here. And I'm never going to leave you. Nothing could take me
away."

There is no noise as Sage shakes in my arms. But then, she begins to cry into my
shoulder, hugging me tightly. Wails rise up from the center of the town square, echoing her in the
distance. Another day. Another death. But not me or my sister. We aren't leaving yet. Not now.
Nothing can take us away. Can't, won't.

"Sage," I whisper into my sister's ear as the sobs die down and silence falls over the
village. "We should make our way to the lake. You need water. Maybe… they will finally listen
to me if only they see us together."

No response.
"Sage?" I murmur again. Her body feels limp as I nudge her, her shoulders cold. I can't
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even breathe as I look down at my sister, struggling to find a pulse in her limbs. On her wrist, I
feel a heartbeat. But it's faint.

Struggling to my feet, I pull my sister's body up within my arms, holding onto her tightly,
so tight that I'll never let go, that her spirit won't ever leave because she can't. Because I can
never go a day without loving her, without being loved by her, because we are the same. Because
how am I supposed to keep going when surely the only reason that we have made it this far is
because we have gone through it all together?

I look down at Sage again. Her body barely stirs anymore. Her breathing is nearly silent.
And her heart is almost gone.

I huddle over her body, struggling to walk as I shield her lifeless body from the prying
eyes of the villagers as I stagger once more into the dead forest. I will make it to the lake. I'll
keep going. Because I'm not going to let her die. Not when there was still so much time left.

I walk through the forest, tripping over my own feet as pain cuts through my body. Pain
so bad that it bulges my eyes, cuts at my neck. Pain in my head, heart, and stomach. Pain so bad
that I'm retching with every step and pain so horrible that my knees buckle at every bend in the
path. But never enough pain to make me stop.

There's another spirit in front of me, struggling, too. She's hobbling forward, slower than
me. She has an empty jug in her arms, an empty look on her face. Lonely. She is lonely. Because
the jug was supposed to save someone's life and yet that life was not equivalent to the price of a
drink, so now the jug is empty. They're all sick up there at the lake, too, the guards and the lot.
Sick, more sick than Sage. It's killing them, killing the world. They will care one day. When they
start dying too.

"Don't worry, Sage," I whisper to my sister, looking down at her. "That's not our fate. Not
now. Not yet. It can't be. Won't be. I promise." I hope.

The spirit in front of me stops walking. I brush past her, her feathers deathly hot as I
stumble forward. I'll make it to the lake. I'll make it. I think. Because Sage isn't going to die. Not
like her. Not like this spirit, falling. Falling onto the ground, collapsing there, dying there.

"Help me…" The spirit begs, spit foaming at her lips as she looks up at me. I look away,
down at Sage.

Oh Sage, what should I do? Because how can I help her when I don't have any water
myself? What words can I say when I hardly know what to tell you? Oh Sage, what would you
do?

But surely there is no universe in which you would want me to walk away, to let this spirit
die alone? Because even though I have such little energy left, this never could have been the
dreams that you had every time that you closed your eyes?

I put one foot towards the spirit.
Is this what you wanted, for us? Is this what our parents would have wanted? It must be.

Because how can I leave her to die here like it's nothing, make her go through death and then not
wish it on you? Because if we survive this how am I supposed to live knowing that I failed to do
everything that I could for each other? Because surely the only reason that I am still here is
because we have gotten through it together.

I kneel down, at the spirit's side. I place Sage's body beside her on the ground. I place
another hand on the dying spirit's back, which shakes as she coughs violently.

"You asked for help. How can I?" I murmur to her, pressing another hand into hers.
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"Just be here." She answers, her voice cracking, her eyes widening. She is seeing into the
afterlife now. The jug, once cradled in her arms, crashes into the dirt and lays there, broken as its
owner dies.

"What's your name?" I ask her quietly.
"Dande." She answers softly. "The love of my life called me Dande."
"Is that who the jug was for? Water for them?"
Dande nods. "But it's okay. I see them now."
"You see them?" I murmur, looking into her face carefully.
"Oh, yes. They look happy. Like we both used to. Before the drought."
"Before the drought…" I say the words and reminisce. For a moment, I see my parents.

But then I blink, and they are gone.
"I think I will rest here," Dande tells me softly. "I am too tired."
"No, Dande, you don't want to die here!" I urge her. "Let's get out of the way. Why don't

you move off the path? You could make it. I know you can. For someone living through this
drought you look almost healthy."

"Maybe," Dande responds, staring off into the stars. "But I am tired. My eyes are closing.
And I can't keep them open any longer."

"Just stay awake," I beg her, looking back down at Sage. "Please, let's not die here. We
can make it. Just a little bit further."

"I don't think you can help me, young one."
"No, I could! You just don't want me to!" I howl at her, a tear falling down my cheek as I

look into her unblinking eyes. "Just snap out of it, please! Come back to the real world. You don't
have to die."

Dande shakes her head, crying now too as she stares forward, her body slumping more
and more in every second. I am powerless to stop her.

"Thank you, young one. For showing me mercy, especially now. When there is no longer
enough love in the world anymore."

"What do you mean 'thank you'?" I ask, my voice pinched up many pitches higher. "You
aren't going to die. Not here. Not now."

"It's okay." Dande murmurs, collapsing to the ground. Her tears hit the earth. "It's okay."
I blink, looking down at Dande, who is frozen. I shake her. No response. I call out to her.

But no one answers. Her pulse is gone. Everything about her is still, but her eyes, which spill out
tears, slowly. One by one they pour out, forming a pool at my very feet.

I blink again, but the water does not disappear.
Is it my turn to die? Am I imagining this? I wonder. But when my mortal pain does not

fade away, I straighten up, looking at the small spring forming at Dande's body. Slowly, I begin
to lap at the water, crystal clear without even a hint of salt or sadness.

Sage lets out a soft groan and I look up from the water, remembering all at once. I stand
up, carefully pulling her body into the water, hoping just hoping. Because what else am I
supposed to do? Surely it is hope that has gotten me this far. Hope that we were always going to
make it through, together.

Because on my worst days Sage pulled me from the darkness. She called out to me and
took my hand. She pulled me into the light of a golden valley so that we could watch the sun rise
and set, together.
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I sit beside Sage's broken body, watching as the universe tries to steal the breath within
her lungs, the drum within her heart, the life within her soul.

But they can not have her! She's not ready yet, not my sister, not Sage. Sage who still
needs to see the world and save it too. Hero Sage. Sage who is going to fix everything. Sage who
always makes it okay.

Every second my own eyes threaten to close out the world, tired, so tired, but I force my
mind to focus, focus on the light. I watch as the starry markings on Sage's feathery body
brighten, like a spirit clutching top the physical container of its body. Like a sun gleaming from
somewhere far away.

And then, Sage's eyes flutter.
It is so brief that I could have imagined it. But then I see her hand twitch and I

instinctively reach for it, trying to find my sister's safety.
"Sage?" I beg. "Sage, are you there?"
Silence.
"Sage?" I repeat. "Sage, please don't leave me."
A blinking of eyes and then a voice. "Syn…?"
"Sage?" I echo again, looking downwards into my sister's face, revived.
"I thought I was dead for sure," Sage murmurs, looking down at her own hands in

disbelief. "I thought I was gone."
"No, of course not. I was never going to let you leave. Not while I was still here."
Sage blinks up at me, having no words. Because surely all that matters is that we are still

together.
Her eyes finally open, Sage looks around the forest. She gasps, catching sight of Dande's

body. She points to the lifeless form, which still cries, forming a bog on the forest path. "What
happened to her?" Sage asks quietly.

My voice breaks. "I showed her mercy. And she gave me a chance."
"A chance at what?" Sage asks, struggling to her feet and standing by my side as she

looks out over more water than either of us have seen in a lifetime.
"To start something beautiful," I tell my sister, smiling. Broken bonds, mended, and

wounds healed as I look upon our own spring, free from guards, free from tickets. Water. Just
water, free at last.


