Reincarnated with a Pigeon





	
	It was a perfectly normal day. Birds were singing, dogs were barking - and the ever-present din of traffic was almost loud enough to drown out the city’s ever-present construction work. Yeah, it sounded pretty bad, but Wren didn’t particularly mind. New York had been this way for as long as he could remember, and if he hadn’t learned to tune it out he’d have gone crazy years ago. Besides…he couldn’t go letting a little thing like noise bother him when he was on his way to the roost.
	“You excited to see your other friends, buddy?” Wren asked, as he stepped into the apartment building he’d set up shop in and headed for the stairs. The large, slightly overweight pigeon on his shoulder cooed at him, almost answering properly, as the bird fluttered his injured right wing. 
Wren laughed brightly as he took the stairs up two at a time, heading straight to the top of the building. “Hey, look at that! You can move that wing, now! You’ll be back in the sky in no time.”
	With a loud metal squeal, Wren threw open the rooftop access door at the top of the apartment’s stairwell. The roof outside was dirty, as usual; there was a pile of cigarette butts right by the door, and several discarded cans of beer and energy drinks had been scattered around, too. Some of the tenants came up here to relax - or more like, blow off steam. Fortunately none of them were intrepid enough to cross over the concrete divider at the end of the rooftop area, and descend to the lower, hidden rooftop on the other side. 
	Wren smiled ear to ear as he climbed down the rope he’d set up on the edge of the roof, and stepped down onto the much cleaner lower rooftop. There was nothing there but a bunch of huge HVAC units…and a small, hand-built wooden aviary. He could already hear the excited cooing coming from within, as he walked over to it.
	“Were you all worried without me?” Wren asked, brightly, as he stood over the aviary and the half dozen pigeons inside. They flapped their wings and hopped around excitedly, as he loomed over them. “Rest easy! There’s no way I, Wren Vogel Starling, would ever abandon you!”
	He pounded a fist into his chest and let out a deep, confident laugh - and nearly doubled over chuckling right after. It was so silly introducing himself like that, but his beloved pigeons all looked so happy whenever he did it! He’d done it the first time as a reference to that one superhero movie, but now he couldn’t avoid doing it every time he visited or they’d be upset! 
	With a few lingering laughs, he unpacked the food he’d collected for his pets, and started tending to his secret flock of pigeons. They hopped out of their cages and danced around him, energetically snapping up whatever he handed out for the birds to enjoy. He didn’t neglect the little black-winged pigeon on his shoulder, either - carefully hand-feeding the bird bits of old hot dog and bread. “You too, Karas! Ha! You didn’t think I’d forgotten you, right? Hehe!”
	He sat down with his birds as he worked on changing out the water in their cages, and as a group, they piled onto his knees and into his lap, cooing and ruffling their feathers as they settled in. This was a daily ritual for them. He petted the birds as he tended to everything they needed, and carefully checked them over for anything that might be wrong. They were usually let out in the morning and allowed to fly around wherever they wanted, but always came back to their coops when Wren was due to show up.
	“There we go!” Wren laughed as he finished setting up the last cage, and stood with his hands proudly on his hips and pigeons laden all over his shoulders. He was a big guy, and that meant he had plenty of perches on him! The little black-winged pigeon he’d been tending to had the best one, though, since he’d hopped up to rest on Wren’s head when the other pigeons crowded him. “Ah! This is the best! It’s really nice to relax with my birds after a long day, man!”
	Wren grinned to himself as he stroked one of his pigeons’ on the back, and then something odd caught his eye. Nobody else ever came down onto his hidden roost, and yet…there was a black carrying case, laid out near the rooftop’s edge. He hadn’t spotted it at first because his pigeon coop was mostly blocking his view of it, but he could clearly see it now that his bird-crazed-affection had settled down a little.
	Frowning, Wren turned towards the case. Most of his pigeons hopped off curiously as he walked slowly around the coop, his usually relaxed body suddenly tense. The case was weird. Long…too long for files or even for most musical instruments. It was hardened, too, with heavy locking latches. It almost looked like the kind of case he’d seen on TV, being used to carry sniper rifles. Something was…wrong.
	Suddenly there was a quiet crackle of gravel underfoot, and almost too late, Wren jerked around to face it. He barely had a moment to register a blonde-haired woman lunging towards him, and then there was a sickening thud in his side as a knife plunged between his ribs. On reflex Wren shoved out, knocking the woman off of him - and ripping the knife she’d stabbed into him free in a spray of bright red blood.
	He staggered, his eyes wide as he took in the black catsuit, beanie, and fitted black gloves the woman was wearing. The knife in her hand, the professional tightness in her eyes…and the huge, heavy rifle hastily stowed behind his pigeon coop. Had he walked in on a assassin, in the middle of a job? 
	Whoever she was, she didn’t say a word as she flipped her knife around, and moved back in to finish what she’d started. Her knife shot up towards his neck, much too fast for an old, slow bricklayer to react to - but just before the knife would have struck him, the pigeon nestled on Wren’s head leapt forwards, and squawked as it raked at the woman’s face with its feet!
	“Ah!” She gasped, actually flinching as the bird suddenly got in her way. There was no doubt about it; this woman was here to kill people! Wasn’t there some big politician giving a speech in the park down at the end of the street? His private roost had a perfect view of that park, and it was hidden away enough that a security detail might have overlooked it! If he didn’t stop her, right now, then somebody was going to die!
	Wren gritted his teeth, ignoring the alarming amount of heat running down his side and the pain radiating out from where she’d stabbed him. He reached out to tackle her to the ground-
	“Damn flying rat!” The woman snapped, as she plunged her knife into Karas the pigeon’s chest. Wren’s eyes stretched so wide open that they went bloodshot, as she grabbed his beloved dying bird, and threw Karas’s limp body at him. The bird thudded into Wren’s chest, his little eyes still liquid with life…but it was clearly too late.
	The bird was dying.
	For the first time in years, Wren got mad. He clutched Karas to his chest with one hand, and let out a strangled, enraged scream, as he lunged with all of his bulk towards the woman! She yelled as he rammed into her, and Wren suddenly felt the same hot, severing pain from his side cut deep into his throat. He was going to die. Her knife…she’d stuck it pretty deep into his neck. He already couldn’t breathe, anymore.
	Wren’s vision went black, as he tumbled over the edge of the building with Karas still clutched to his chest. He felt the wind on his face as he rushed down, down towards the ground…and then with a final wet thud, everything ended.
	Wren Vogel Starling’s corpse lay on the pavement in a spreading pool of blood, with Karas the pigeon’s body still clutched to his chest. A woman screamed in horror nearby, and a man yelled for somebody to call the cops…but Wren wasn’t there anymore, to hear them.
	All he’d ever wanted to do…was take care of a few birds.



	It was bright. Painfully bright, even though Wren’s eyes were still shut. He grunted, his eyelids twitching. He was still alive, somehow. He didn’t want to open his eyes, with that intense light out there…but he had to see.
	Blinded and struggling, Wren pried his eyes open against the incredible brilliance before him, and slowly focused through the shimmering golden light that seemed to dominate his sight. He was alive, alright, but he sure was different! When he looked down at himself, he didn’t see the bulky frame and small potbelly that he was used to. Instead, he was staring down a set of defined pecs, and a row of weird, bulging muscles that caught the light just right to glisten. Were those abs? He’d never had abs, before.
	His arms were about as big as before, but all their brutish, doughy bulk had been replaced with toned, bronze-skinned definition. Biceps, triceps, deltoids - every muscle group stood out like someone had painstakingly sculpted them from marble! He blinked, hugely, and stared at his hands. They should have been covered in old torn-up callouses, ugly scars, and worn ragged from ill-treatment in dry air, but instead his fingers were pristine - like he’d never worked a day in his life! He had mixed feelings about that, but not feeling every knuckle grind painfully against the others when he closed his fists sure was nice!
	What had happened to him? Wren frowned down at his hands curiously. He’d never been built like this before, and his skin hadn’t been so clear even when he was a kid. How-
	“Wren.” A voice boomed out of the golden light before him, its volume so overwhelmingly intense that his ears hurt - and yet, the voice’s tone was soft, and gentle. It sounded nice and sweet,  like some saintly woman calling out to him! He scrunched up his eyes, staring into the golden light that’d been half-blinding him the whole time, and bit by bit the light resolved into the shape of…of…a huge bird!
	Wren’s eyes lit up with excitement. It was a crazy massive bird, easily over fifty feet tall and with four massive, burning wings on its back that were more than three times that wide! Its beak was elegantly long, matching its delicate eyes and the vast, fire-like crest of orange, red, and white feathers atop its head. The rest of its body shimmered gold, each feather glowing like a small sun! It was the most amazing bird he’d ever seen!
	“Ah! Have I gone to heaven?” Tears welled up in his eyes at the sheer beauty of the glorious fiery bird before him. It was only then, when he wiped his tears away so they wouldn’t blur his vision(of the bird), that he realized he was sitting in a massive nest. Whole trees had been woven into its edges, and massive gemstones had been embedded in its lining. The floor was all of golden down - the same as the down on the massive bird, but without the brilliant light that emanated from the feathers still affixed to the bird’s body.
	“No, Wren. This is not heaven.” The bird answered him without moving her mouth, her voice emanating from what felt like her entire being rather than from her beak or throat. Her beak remained resolutely still, as she leaned forwards enough to gaze directly into his eyes. “In recognition for your great love of birds, I chose to have you be reborn. At the moment of your death, I pulled your soul from your homeland and brought it here, to my nest - to be reborn as one of my children.”
	“Ch…children?” Wren blinked, and looked himself over again. Yep, still a huge, muscular guy. He even lifted the small pile of feathers in lap to check the whole package. DEFINITELY an adult, and DEFINITELY a guy! Good grief, was he ever! He shoved the feathers back into place in a hurry.
	“Yes, my child. Though you emerged as an adult, there is no mistake that you were just now born from one of my eggs.” The bird raised its head once more, and a gentle, pervading warmth washed over Wren. “For you see, I am the Phoenix. It is no difficult thing for a goddess such as I to allow her children to spring forth full grown.”
	“W-wait, wait!” Wren flung up his hands defensively, sending ripples of power down his heavily muscled back and across his massive shoulders. “But I’m clearly human! Shouldn’t I be a bird, if I’m one of your kids?”
	“Ah, so that is your confusion? Worry not, for you are not human, however much you may resemble one.” The phoenix reached down with a flaming wing tip, and her fire seemed to wrap around a particularly large, flat jewel set into her nest’s walls. She pulled it free, and it levitated over to hang in the air in front of Wren. “See the truth in my words with your own eyes.”
	Wren stared into the mirror. He was, mostly, human. He had weird pointed ears that came to almost wing-like fanned tips, and six long, delicate feathers jutted up out of his hair and hung down almost to his ankles across his back. He could flex them, moving them around and ruffling them at will like a dancer’s streamers, but they were still rigid enough that they didn’t touch his back at all even when he was sitting down. These inhuman details weren’t the most shocking element of his new body, however.
	No, what shocked Wren was everything else. He was gorgeous, like some kind of actual hot guy! His body was proportioned like an Adonis, and his blue-eyed face was beautiful in a deeply masculine sort of way. He had a huge amount of bright white hair, so much of it that it looked more like a lion’s mane spilling down his back, and his dark bronze skin was practically glowing with health! He’d never even imagined looking this good! It actually made him feel kind of uneasy - like if he walked around down town looking like this, he’d for sure get dirty looks for showing off.
	“All of my offspring are a mixture of avian and humanoid.” The Phoenix's voice boomed, and Wren turned his new eyes upwards towards her. “It is the soul within them that determines how far towards one or the other their form shifts. In your case, your form is almost entirely human. Your new brother, however, is very much different.”
	“Brother?” The former bricklayer blinked, as the Phoenix nodded her head down to his right. He turned - and jerked in shock, for there, lying just by his side, was a small, large-winged black bird. It hardly looked at all like a pigeon, but somehow Wren knew just by looking at it that the bird next to him was Karas! His eyes shimmered with excitement, as he reached out, and gently shook the bird awake.
	“Bhlhk…ugh…so bright.” A strange, slightly squawk-y voice issued forth from the bird as it stirred. It covered its face with a wing, blocking out the Phoenix’s glow. “Where am I? What…wait. I can TALK?”
	“I can THINK! I know English? I understand more than just fly, coo, and eat! What’s going on?” The bird leapt up, its beak gaping open in shock. Karas did not, generally, look much like he used to. His tiny bird body had the rough proportions of a pigeon, still, but his wings were far larger and seemed to flex and twist at the tips, like there were fingers hidden inside of them. His feathers were all black, gleaming and shimmering in an unruly crest atop his head, but the bird’s eyes were a brilliant green - and shockingly human. “What happened?”
	“Karas!” Wren cried, as he scooped the bird up and hugged him, much to Karas’s sudden cries of alarm. The bird stared up at him, and then, all of a sudden, tears started to pour from his eyes.
	“Wren!” The bird hugged his former owner, wrapping his wings as far around the huge man’s shoulders as he could[footnoteRef:0], as they tearfully embraced. “We’re alive! I thought for sure that horrible woman on the roof had-” [0:  This was not very far. He didn’t actually even reach his shoulders, so much as just reach towards them.] 

	“Oh, no, she totally killed us.” Wren drew back, and smiled as he held up a finger. Karas’s beak froze mid-sentence. “Yep, we died. But it’s okay! The Phoenix resurrected us!”
	Wren pointed, and Karas’s beak dropped half a foot open in shock as he saw the massive, gleaming fire bird looming over them. The Phoenix chuckled, and cocked her head to one side. “Indeed, you have been reborn as my sons. You boys can call me ‘mommy’, if you’d like.”
	Karas and Wren stared up at the massive bird above them as the Phoenix folded a set of her wings before her, wafting gentle winds over the new brothers. “I invite you to make the most of your new lives - especially since you are, in truth, royalty. Here on the Isle of Averius, in the Kingdom of Birds, I reign as queen. I welcome both of you, as my new little princes.”
	The man and the bird exchanged glances, and then Wren squeezed his eyes shut, and Karas gripped his chin with a feathery hand. The bird hummed to himself. “It’s a bit strange, calling something so huge and powerful ‘mommy’. Right?”
	The Phoenix twitched, her beak opening in shock, as Wren nodded. “I still remember my mom from back home, too. I might have died, but she ain’t dead. I can’t really see myself calling anybody else ‘ma’.”
	“Ooh, my sweet princes!” The Phoenix groaned, as she slowly let her head fall forwards. Wren and Karas stared, transfixed, as the great, gleaming golden bird sank down, and rested her head on the downy floor of her nest, beside them. “I understand. You will need time to come to know me as your ‘mommy’. But, drawing your souls to me from another world has taxed me, my young ones. I must rest a while, and then, perhaps, you will come to regard me differently.”
	The Phoenix’s eyelids, each as large as an entire woman, began to droop. She shifted her head, and her eyes focused beyond Wren and Karas, to a gap in the edge of her nest. “You will look after them for me, won’t you, Garuda?”
	A figure stepped into the gap in the Phoenix’s nest, and Karas and Wren both did a double take. It was a huge, four-armed guy with wings on his back, and the head of an eagle! He was massive, easily ten feet tall, and even more muscular than Wren! The enormous bird-man bowed formally to the Phoenix, and clapped a hand over his heart. “Rest easy. I shall take close watch over the Princes, my Queen.”
	“Thank you, Garuda.” The Phoenix whispered, her voice fading as she slumped forwards - and went still. To Wren’s eyes, she didn’t look to merely be sleeping - but he wasn’t given time to look her over. Instead, Garuda flew over to land behind him and Karas, and stiffly marched them down out of the nest and onto a long, winding stone staircase that descended from the top of a huge mountain!
	Neither of the new bird princes wanted to say no to the giant slab of bird-brawn looming behind them, so they hurried forwards as Garuda walked them down. As they walked, the full scope of the land they’d been reborn into became clear to the brothers - for from their mountaintop view, they could see a vast, roughly triangular island stretching out below them. Two sides of the island were dominated by beaches, one rocky and one sandy, while the third was a mess of high cliffs topped with old, moss-covered trees.
	At each extreme of the island, a mountain rose sharply from the earth, creating a deep valley at the center of the island where lush jungle life flourished. To Wren’s shock, he realized that he could see each of the mountains clearly enough to make out staircases ascending them, despite being miles distant from either mount. His eyesight was staggeringly good!
	Freshwater streams flowed down from two of the mountains to form a small lake at the center of the isle, which in turn fed the lush plant life that dominated much of the land. More importantly to Wren, he could see thousands of birds! Brightly colored ones, dark ones, gray ones, huge ones, small ones, round ones and tall ones! Flightless and soaring, jumping and pecking - the island was covered with birds, of thousands of kinds he’d never even read about before! It was heaven!
	“Before you are set loose on the island,” Garuda suddenly spoke up, snapping Wren and Karas out of their momentary fascination. “You should be aware of a few things. Firstly, as princes, you will have free reign to go where you please on Averius - but do not climb the other two mountains to their peaks.”
	“I must also inform you of our laws.” Garuda raised one of his hands, and began to count on his fingers carefully, as if trying to impress on Wren and Karas how important each law was. “Firstly, killing birds is a crime.”
	“I agree wholeheartedly!” Wren jerked his fists up, his eyes suddenly blazing. “Punishable by death!”
	Sweat beaded on Garuda’s body. “Well, not by death, but…the punishment would be very severe.”
	“Death!” Wren pumped a fist into the air, his eyes sparkling - completely ignoring Garuda’s correction. The massive bird man’s shoulders sagged slightly. Why had his queen grabbed this mortal to be her son? He was more bird-focused than actual birds were!
	Garuda cleared his throat. “Ahem. Secondly, when a bird perishes of natural causes, their flesh is to be consumed.” 
	Wren stopped dead, and Garuda nearly lost his footing as he walked straight into the man’s back. He was shockingly sturdy, not even budging despite Garuda being far larger and heavier than him! “What was that…about eating birds?”
	With an indignant ruffle of his wings, Garuda clarified. “It is a sign of respect. We do not bury our dead, but nor do we allow other beings to consume them. To birds, which are herbivorous as well as carnivorous depending on species, this is a natural cycle. It is only for birds to consume other birds, here on Averius.”
	A little bit of the tension left Wren’s shoulders. “I’m fine with eating cows, pigs, fish, and even bugs…but bird meat. I-if it’s the law, then…I’ll abide by it. But I’m not happy about it.”
	This had long since become the strangest conversation Garuda had experienced in decades, and he’d spoken to an ant a week before Wren’s arrival. He sighed. “The third law is to avoid angering the three Royals - the Great Phoenix, Magnificent Roc, and Soaring Thunderbird. Angering them can have dire consequences for all life on Averius, so they must never be disturbed without dire reason. The Phoenix may make an exception for her sons, however.”
	“Got it. That one sounds reasonable.” Karas said, answering for Wren before his new brother could complain about wanting to see the Roc and Thunderbird. Wren just folded his arms grumpily, and started walking down the mountain again. “Is there anything else we should know?”
	“I will not be leaving your sides, so there is much I can tell you as you settle in.” Garuda answered. “But I suppose if there is one thing you must be aware of before we descend, it is that while many of the birds on Averius are intelligent as we are, there are many others who are not. Be kind to them all equally, and you may find many friends among both our intelligent and unintelligent kin.”
	“Hoh.” Wren’s eyes lit up with that special, almost fanatical excitement again, and Karas’s brow twitched with concern. The little black bird yelped and held onto Wren’s shoulder for dear life, as the man took off sprinting straight down the mountain, ignoring the stairs entirely! 
“We’re going to make so many new bird friends!”



Six months went by in the blink of an eye. Life on Averius really was like heaven, to Wren. He spent his days with the birds, learning about their various species, habits, favorite foods, and nesting preferences. Almost by accident, he also learned a great deal about his new world’s plant life, as this was, principally, what the birds of the isle survived on. He learned about the various gourds, fruits, and nuts that the intelligent bird species of the island cultivated, as well as what natural herbs could be used to treat various injuries and maladies - of course, only as they pertained to birds.
He made plenty of friends, too, but to his own surprise, not all of them were birds. Most were, of course. Almost all, really, to the point where he had a whole entourage of avians following him around the island…but he did learn about the local species of canines, ursines, dolphins, and crabs. He got along well for what passed for ‘dogs’ on the island. They were massive, short-haired monsters with teeth as long as a man’s hand, but Wren had figured out just how to rub their bellies to leave them in tail-wagging heaps afterwards. They’d started leaving him gifts of fish and boarworm meat, after that[footnoteRef:1]. [1: The boarworms had NOT wanted to be friends.] 

	It was a wonderland for Wren, where every day was full of new bird friends who were always eager to get along with him. It was a wonderland for Karas, too, but of a very different nature; in contrast to the white prince, the black prince spent a great deal of his time pouring over the books Garuda and the island’s angels maintained. Of course, he and Wren always slept in the same room, and Karas spent a fair amount of time riding around on Wren’s head, but he spent even more reading. He enjoyed learning, and was extremely thankful for his hand-like wings which could freely grip things, and his mind that could understand complex subjects. It was such a stark difference from life as a pigeon!
	Then, one day while Wren was exploring the rocky beach that stretched along one side of the island, he saw something that the tides had left washed ashore. It was a wooden plank  - a partially smashed one, with nails still stuck into one end of it. He stared at it for a moment, and then one of his birds, Perry, hopped onto it and started ripping off the end of the plank absently.
	Perry was a permanent fixture in Wren’s entourage - a round, bowling-ball shaped bird with dark gray feathers and a broad, stubby beak that made him look intensely grumpy all the time. He was a rockhopper, birds known for their rocky disposition, both physically and mentally. The fact Perry could just tear a wooden plank apart with his talons to entertain himself was a sure sign of how unusual of a bird a rockhopper really was.
	The board held Wren’s attention still, though. The birds of Averius used polished sticks and fallen tree limbs to build with, not neatly cut planks like this. It looked…man made. Wren rescued what remained of the plank from Perry’s violent rampage, and ran off back to the library where Garuda was sitting with Karas[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  The library was really more of an unlit cave that happened to have books in it, rather than a proper building.This wasn’t a problem, though, since most of the birds who felt compelled to read could also see in the dark.] 

	“Garuda! Where did this come from?” Wren tossed the broken plank down on a stone table in front of the massive, multi-armed bird man. Across the room, Karas looked up from the grimoire he’d been studying. “It looks like someone made it, but nobody on the island makes things like this.”
	“Hm.” The bird man’s eyes narrowed, as he tapped the board with a fingertip. “Curious.No ship has come close enough to Averius for debris to wash ashore in many centuries, but there is no mistaking it. This is part of a boat’s construction - vessels commanded by the various humanoid nations.”
	Karas sighed under his breath, as Wren’s jaw went slack. “There are people outside of the island? I thought Averius was it!”
	“Indeed. As far as I am aware, there are several hundred million of them. Elves, humans, orcs, dragonkin…they come in countless varieties.” Garuda considered Wren quietly for a moment, and then turned to face the young Phoenix Prince. “The outside world is indeed vast. Averius is just a tiny island, really - but still, you should not venture out. The world beyond our shores is dangerous, and full of strife.You would surely peri-”
	That last word caught in the bird man’s beak. Would he perish? Garuda himself was quite confident in his ability to survive beyond the safety of Averius, and yet, physically, his might was inferior to Wren’s. Karas would certainly go with him, as well, and despite the black bird’s tiny body, he had grown into a rather talented spellsinger thanks to his lineage as Prince, and Garuda’s instruction. Between the two of them, they could probably make due - and then there were the birds.
	Four sets of eyes glinted in the dark corners of the room, watching, as Garuda stared at Wren. His entourage…four of the island’s most unique birds, whom Wren had gradually befriended. Adding their power into the mix, it seemed dishonest to dismiss the princes’ chance of survival beyond Averius.
Still, Garuda did not want them to go. The two of them were like twin suns for the island’s inhabitants; such was the vastly benevolent effect the brothers’ presence had caused in the six months they had lived on Averius. If they were to go, Garuda felt he must at least make certain they would not come to harm - and that’s why he immediately turned, and pointed up towards the Phoenix’s mountain peak beyond the library cave’s entrance! “Go and ask the queen for permission, if you wish to go!”
Karas’s eyes gleamed with excitement, as he closed his book with a snap and flew down to alight on the crest of Wren’s skull. “Let’s go! I’m dying to know what’s outside of Averius!”


“Absolutely not! I will not see my precious children put at risk!” 
The Phoenix shook her wings violently as Wren and Karas stood before her. Wren just shrugged, taking it in stride - but Karas balled his wings up into fists. “We wouldn’t BE at risk! We’re strong, you know? Really strong! Let us GO!”
The Phoenix had revived in a column of golden flame about three months after summoning Karas and Wren, and while that revival had left her with only about half of her previous size, she was still massive compared to either of them. As such, when she leaned down over them with a hard, angry light in her eyes, both brothers felt just slightly threatened. “You both wish to leave so vehemently?”
Wren raised a hand. “Actually I just want to live where all the birds are-”
“Of course we do!” Karas shouted, cutting his brother off. “Do you plan to keep us cooped up here forever? There’s a whole world out there that we haven’t seen at all! This island is small, insular, and boring!”
Wren mouthed the word ‘boring’ back like he couldn’t even understand what Karas was saying. How could an island of birds be boring? An island of birds where anything with feathered wings was considered a bird, no less? The squash fritters they’d had for lunch had been cooked for them by an angel, and the squash for the fritters had been grown by a griffon!
“You dare to take such a tone with ME?” The Phoenix cried, all four of her wings rising with such violent wing beats that the entire cap of her mountain shuddered! Her eyes blazed, glowing like the sun as she loomed over Wren and Karas! “I am one of the three rulers! The greatest QUEEN in history, who once commanded LEGIONS of angels! If I say that it is too dangerous, then it is too dangerous!”
“You don’t even know what we can do!” Karas shouted back, tears coming to his eyes. Wren twitched, and knelt down to wrap a hand around the small black bird comfortingly, but Karas wasn’t done. “We’re strong! The two of us together can beat anybody!”
“Oh? Is that so?” The Phoenix snapped, her beak grinding violently together. Her feathers ruffled from her neck down to her talons, as she stared at the brothers. To her eyes, a great, roiling flame surrounded both of them - a whirling green one around Karas, and a vibrant, vigorous blue flame around Wren. They were…larger, than she’d expected. Her own golden flames did not completely dwarf them. Yet, certainly, their powers were not all that great! There was an easy way to force them to remain! “Then I will have you PROVE this so-called strength.”
“Defeat the Thunderbird!” The Phoenix said, as she folded her wings back against her sides. “If you can best him, then I will have no reason to insist you remain.”
Karas balked. The Thunderbird was the most powerful thing on the island, and famously short tempered. Just a month earlier, a hawk that strayed too close to his terrain had been electrified to death and eaten for daring to even get close! The Thunderbird was so mighty that it was even above the island’s laws…but as Karas looked up into Wren’s good-natured, smiling face, he somehow felt that they could do it.
“Fine. We’ll be back!” The blackbird shouted, as he jabbed a feather-finger towards the Phoenix. “And then we’ll be free to go where we want!”

“I really just want to be here, though.” Wren folded his arms and cupped his chin in thought, as he walked down the stairs from the Phoenix’s roost. “There are so many birds here that I get along with, and tons more I haven’t met yet, too.”
“Maybe,” Karas began from his perch atop Wren’s head - until he heard a familiar rustle of long, shimmering green-red feathers, and stiffened indignantly.
Karas’s head turned on a swivel, and he glared back as a brightly colored, four winged bird flew down to perch on Wren’s shoulder. Another of his brother’s permanent entourage - that huge dumb bitch, Sarangaia! Karas’s eyes twitched; that stupid four-winged qualget bird was constantly trying to show off, flaunting her long, rainbow-plumed tail and abnormally huge wings. She was stupid, too, like a big dumb bimbo - and she kept trying to sit on Wren’s head, which was Karas’s spot! His hate for her was without equal.
Karas, of course, did not quite have the maturity to realize that the four-winged qualget he was so irritated with really hadn’t thought that deeply about her situation. Sarangaia just liked it a lot when Wren petted her head, really.
With a small sigh, Wren looked up at his brother. Karas got distracted in the middle of talking, sometimes. He was still a pigeon, at heart. “Maybe what?”
“Maybe there are lots of birds here,” Karas got straight back on task, and snapped his fingers. In a small puff of smoke, a large, heavy book dropped into Wren’s hands, its pages already fluttering open to show a huge, two-page spread of intricate illustrations of thousands of birds. “But there are millions of species of bird in this world that aren’t anywhere on our tiny island.”
“Millions?” Wren’s jaw went slack, and for a moment, he bowed his head and, trembled with his eyes shaded by his hair. Then he snapped the book shut. Karas twitched, and even Sarangaia seeming to recognize something was up as she cocked her head to one side in interest.
“Is that how it is? Hah!” Wren tossed the book into the air, and Karas hurriedly snatched it, huffing in relief as he got a firm hold on the old, valuable tome. “Then let’s go beat the Thunderbird, then!
Karas sighed under his breath, as Wren ran straight down the side of the mountain, still laughing. The black bird sorcerer banished the book back to the astral library he’d been copying Garuda’s books into, and then propped his beak up on a wing as he laid down on his former master’s head. He thought it was silly how obsessed Wren was with birds, still - but then again, he wasn’t quite able to grasp his own idiosyncrasies, either. 
A trail of dust rose in Wren’s wake as he ran straight across the island, disturbing birds and rustling the skirts of one of the harpies who was tending the island’s orchard. A huge, long-legged stork nearly toppled as he sprinted between its legs and ran right on past it over the surface of the lake, up the mountainside beyond, and towards the Thunderbird’s nest! It was a smaller mountain than the Phoenix’s, but far more steep, with nearly vertical sections of cliff on all sides - but Wren was so quick that he ran straight up those, too!
With a triumphant leap, he cleared the crater-like edge of the mountain’s peak, and sailed down to land perfectly on the hard, barren stone beyond. He grinned, smashing his fists together as Karas righted himself on the tall, muscular prince’s head. “We’re here! Now to just wake up that old Thunderbird and fight-”
Both prince’s jerked, coming up short as they saw the massive, azure-hued bird sitting against the back wall of the nest before them. Its feathers were strangely long and jagged, like small lightning bolts, and its head was far more angular than the Phoenix’s relatively soft, gentle face. It looked like a bird of prey - a bird of prey that was already awake, and staring at them with solid, glowing white-blue eyes!
“I wondered who could be so foolish as to charge into my lair,” the Thunderbird’s voice boomed out, emanating in crackling waves of force that made Wren’s hair stand on end. Thanks to that, Karas had to shove some of his brother’s spiky locks out of the way so he could stare at the Thunderbird. “But I see it’s just a couple of pests.”
“Greetings, brats. Now leave.” The bird rose to its full height, towering menacingly over the brothers. He was far larger than the Phoenix! The rumor among the island’s birds was that the Thunderbird would have been the strongest of all if not for the Phoenix’s immortality - and Karas didn’t doubt it. The sheer volume of magical power pouring off of the Thunderbird was unreal. He and Wren couldn’t win! They needed to back off, and-
“We’ll go after we beat you!” Wren jabbed a massive arm forwards, a finger pointed in challenge straight at the Thunderbird as his entourage of birds gathered around his feet. Karas’s beak gaped open in horror…as the massive, electrical legend before them snorted, and narrowed his eyes.
“Ridiculous. You are no match for one as grand as I…but it has been some time…,” the Thunderbird slowly unfurled its wings, practically covering the entire top of the mountain with them! “…since I last killed a human. You are close enough.”
With an awesome force, the Thunderbird brought his wings down - just close enough to the ground to send gales of wind blasting forwards into Wren and Karas! Most of Wren’s bird companions scattered, blown back by the wind - but not Perry. The rockhopper ground his beak like he was infuriated by the wind more than anything - and then he leapt up, and thudded against Wren’s side.
In a flash of light, Perry vanished, merging into Wren’s body as the prince’s unique gift expressed itself. Hard, metal-like feathers sprouted all over his body, clamping together into a suit of supernatural armor, as heavy steel talons formed around his feet! A beak-like mask slammed shut over his mouth, forming an armored helmet with Karas still seated atop it, sheltered by a twin set of metal crests!
Wren’s new talons dug into the stone floor of the Thunderbird’s lair, cracking through stone as easily as snapping a twig. The wind the Thunderbird had released screamed around him, trying to rip him off his feet…but instead, Wren took a step forward. The arena shook, as he took another step, and then another, his massive, armored body completely unbowed even though the wind was so violent that it had begun to carve deep gouges into the rock around him!
“Stronger than you look, are you? Then how about this?” The Thunderbird raised his head, and let out a horrible, deafening screech, a sound so violently destructive that it surely would have killed Wren - if not for the fact that at the same time, Karas sang a magical trill that sliced through the Thunderbird’s awful cry, diminishing its effects on the brothers to nothing at all. He wasn’t a spellsinger for nothing!
“Pathetic little bug!” Lightning crackled around the massive monstrous bird, as it raised a foot, and slammed it down towards Karas and Wren! Such a blow would have crushed them both to death on the spot - but just in time, Wren separated from Perry and leapt into the air, as Sarangaia swept down to latch onto his back. In another flash, the colorful bird merged with Wren just as Perry had - and four gigantic green-red wings spread from his back, a tail of feathers hanging down from the back of his head!
In the blink of an eye, Wren’s four new wings adjusted their position and beat, launching him blindingly quickly out from under the Thunderbird’s talon! He spiraled through the air, whirling around to face the lightning ruler - his features suddenly glowing with beauty, thanks to the qualget bird fusing into his body. The Thunderbird narrowed its eyes. “I didn’t think you could get even MORE irritating. This time, a little speed or toughness WILL NOT save you.”
The sky overhead darkened terribly quickly, vast black clouds swirling into being with such density that they blocked out the noonday sun. Almost too late, Karas realized what was coming and sang out a series of runic words - as thousands of bolts of lightning rained down from the sky! White-blue bolts from the heavens raced down in a fraction of a fraction of a second, arcing towards Wren and Karas…only for the black prince’s spell to twist them aside at the last moment, and send them blasting into the Thunderbird instead!
The massive bird let out an echoing screech, as lightning coursed violently across its body! Karas’s eyes wavered, as he and Wren stared down at the steam billowing off of the massive bird’s body. They might actually have a chance! The difference in power between them and the Thunderbird was still huge, but Wren’s powers coupled with the physical abilities he could gain from the birds in his entourage just might be enough! With Karas’s magic supporting him, Wren could win!
Then, to Karas’s horror, the Thunderbird calmly hummed to himself. He ruffled his wings…completely unharmed, despite the apocalyptic amount of lightning that had blasted into his body. “I see. So the other brat isn’t a pushover, either. Then I suppose I should take this a little more…seriously.”
In a blink of blue light the Thunderbird vanished, seeming to wink out of existence - and instead, its two hundred foot tall bulk was suddenly looming in the air directly above Wren and Karas, its body glowing with lightning-light! Even with Sarangaia’s speed and maneuverability, Wren couldn’t avoid something that could move at the speed of a thunderclap!
The Thunderbird beat its wings backwards, and stabbed itself straight down at Wren with its awful, spear-like beak! In desperation Wren separated from his qualget bird companion and shoved both hands against the Thunderbird's beak, but the monstrous avian forced him down towards the ground like he wasn’t even there! His muscles shuddered, shaking violently as he was born down and down…towards a large, dark bird with deep red feathers lining its wings. Just before Wren would have been crushed to the ground, the bird leapt up and merged into his body!
Wren’s legs slammed into the stone mountaintop like a pair of nails being driven into a board - but just like a pair of nails, they didn’t give at all. Instead, he held, his already enormous muscles suddenly bulking out far larger! His arms strained as he resisted the Thunderbird’s beak, his legs carving three foot deep gouges through solid granite as he refused to give in! The third member of his entourage who’d just merged with him, Maray, was a trunkcracker - a bird so strong that it could headbutt trees to snap them in half!
Wild red hair danced along either side of Wren’s head, his bulkier, massively heavier body straining with glistening dark-skinned muscle. Sweat poured down his body as he strained with all of his might…and after being pushed back for over thirty feet, he finally began to slow down the monstrous bird’s thrust. Bit by bit the Thunderbird ground to a halt, as Wren’s gleaming body completely stopped the massive electrical titan with sheer power!
They were dead, Karas thought. Wren could hold off the Thunderbird right now, sure, but it was only using its beak! It could teleport, call down lightning, beat its wings again to blow him away…once he was in the air, Wren’s strength wouldn’t mean anything! He’d be ripped to shreds! The black bird had been right to think they couldn’t win - this monster was so far beyond them that if it’d gone all out from the start, they would have both been killed in an instant! They needed to run! The Thunderbird was famous for his incredibly violent temper, and-
A low, deep, rumbling noise interrupted the sorcerer prince’s internal panic. Karas and Wren both stared up at the Thunderbird, not quite understanding the noise at first, but its rhythms slowly became clear. The Thunderbird was laughing.
“Ha, ha, ha…I recognize it, you little brats. You’re strong.” The black thunderclouds overhead swirled, and then blasted down to whirl around the Thunderbird. Wren jerked as the massive beak that’d just been shoved against his hands vanished, and then the clouds blasted apart to reveal a tall, elegant man standing where the Thunderbird had just been. He was thin and willowy, his body wrapped in exquisite gold-lined white robes with long, flowing sleeves. A small golden ornament pinned back his glowing, extremely long pale blue hair, though many more of those lightning-hued locks still spilled down the man’s back in waves of shimmering blue.
The man laughed brightly, and then sat down down cross-legged on a cushion that had similarly appeared from nowhere. With a wave of his hand he conjured a small table, two more cushions - one of which was very small, which suited Karas - and a whole pile of different snacks. He gestured to them, invitingly. “My, my, it has been ages since anyone could put up a fight like that! Come, sit! Enjoy yourselves!”
Understandably, Wren and Karas were both slack-jawed in shock. Maray the trunksnapper separated from within Wren, as the two brothers mechanically sat down on the cushions provided and stared at the strange man. Wren swallowed. “Are you…uh…the Thunderbird?”
“Who else? Hahaha!” The man laughed, slapping a hand down on one of his knees. He held out a cup, and a small jade teapot materialized and filled it for him. “Surprised?”
Karas and Wren both nodded in unison, as the man took a sip of his tea. He looked a bit more mature than Wren, but still had the delicate facial features of a beautiful man - moreso than Wren’s comparatively masculine face did. Karas gulped. “You’re…not going to kill us?”
“Why would I do that?” The Thunderbird blinked at them, and then he laughed again. “Aha, those stories about my ill temper! Ah…that is all a front I put on to keep people from bothering me. I greatly dislike company, you see. However, since you two have impressed me, you are a special exception!”
He laughed again, as Wren picked up a weirdly earth-like bag of beef jerky and stared at it. It had a bunch of labels and stuff on the bag he didn’t recognize…but it was definitely a printed plastic bag, like the kind tons of stuff was packaged in back on Earth. It was slightly wrong, though; he felt like the text and placement of information on the bag wasn’t right. The other snacks on the table were also similarly odd, despite having a wide range of Earth snack foods in them.
“I am surprised you came to fight me despite knowing my reputation.” The Thunderbird said, as he tossed a salted cashew into the air and watched Sarangaia swoop down to devour it. “Whatever could have driven you to do something so foolish?”
The princes exchanged glances, and then Karas began to explain what the Phoenix had asked them to do if they wanted the right to leave the island. As he talked, the Thunderbird listened intently while munching on a bag of coconut crackers[footnoteRef:3]. He nodded at the end, and sighed. “Ah, that old biddy gets far too attached to her kids. It has always been like this…but maybe this time, you two kids have a real shot. The last one had potential, too, but…well.” [3:  Wren also ate the bag of beef jerky, and was left wondering what he was supposed to do with a plastic wrapper in a world without recycling or garbage dumps. He wound up just rolling it up and hiding it in his sash.] 

The Thunderbird gently pressed a hand to his chest, and the wind stirred just enough to fan out his long blue hair behind him. “Very well. I will extend my blessing to you both, so that you may safely leave the island. You can tell the Phoenix that you defeated me, and I will offer no complaint.”
“However,” he interrupted as Wren and Karas turned to one another and did a double high five. The brothers froze as the Thunderbird held out a hand, and an old, weathered hide scroll dropped out of thin air into his palm. “As thanks for such an invigorating match, I will offer you a few further bits of aid. First, take this map.”
Karas’s eye lit up as he took the map and unfurled it, revealing a vast, spawling world dominated by a massive northern continent, and three smaller continents to the east, south east, and south west. Averius was clearly marked a ways off of the western coast of the largest continent. Thousands of cities, country borders, and settlements had been named on the map, each written in a delicate, precise hand. “Th-this is amazing!”
“Is it?” The Thunderbird chuckled, and then tucked his hands into his sleeves and pulled out a small, sheathed dagger. “It may be rather out of date, however. It has been several centuries since I left Averius, and mortals are quite fickle about such things. They can also be rather violent, so you may find this to be useful.”
“A knife?” Wren cocked his head to one side questioningly. So did Sarangaia, who had managed to land on his head, for once. Karas twitched with indignant rage when he noticed her there, and squaked at her until she gave up and hopped down onto Wren’s shoulder, instead.
“Not merely a knife. This blade was made by a certain man who held a deep love for birds, and aligns itself with any bird who holds it. Observe.” Wren watched with interest as the Thunderbird drew the knife…but instead of a knife, what left the sheath was a long, beautiful curved sword, its blue-tinted blade sparking with lightning and seared all over with strange runes!  He held it aloft for a moment, and then sheathed the nearly five foot long, incredibly broad weapon in a knife sheath that was only a hand long and two fingers wide. The blade nonetheless slotted firmly into its sheath, seeming to flow inside like water into a container!
He handed it to Wren, and to Wren’s shock, when he drew the sword its blade was that of a long, two-sided straight sword with delicate flame patterns carved into its blade. The white prince handed it to Karas, and the black bird marveled as what he drew forth was a short one-sided dagger adorned with shifting black runes, and forged from a purplish metal that held the stars of the sky within its flats. “Whoa! It really does change to match whoever draws it!”
“Whichever bird draws it. Anyone else will just draw a rusty dagger,” the Thunderbird corrected him. “It is quite a sight to behold when a powerful angel draws it! Ha ha!”
The brother’s stared at each other over the knife for a moment, and then they both bowed their heads to the Thunderbird. “Thank you very much, sir!”



The birds of Averius watched the Thunderbird’s mountain fearfully, worried that the dreaded lightning ruler’s power would come raining down on them at any moment. None of them thought it likely that the princes would ever be seen again - so it was a genuine cause for celebration when Wren came back down the mountain with Karas and his entourage of birds all completely intact! It was the first time in over a century that anyone had gone up to the Thunderbird peak and escaped unscatched!
By the time Wren reached the village at the base of the Phoenix mountain, a full-blown festival was underway. Birds from all over Averius had flocked to him in dancing throngs, carrying with them grills, cook pots, improptu tables and logs for bonfires. Harpy women danced around a vast fire where whole boarworms and buffgolins had been spitted to cook, and angels sang and sashayed as fresh fruits of all kinds were cut and prepared. Nothing was ‘goutmet’, but the sweet smells of delicious food nonetheless permiated the island’s basin.
A line of dancing birds tried to drag Wren in among them, but as he resisted their lure, intent on speaking to the Phoenix first, someone he’d never seen before snatched away his attention. She was tall, almost as tall as Wren, and had such huge, glorious golden wings that she put every angel on the island to shame. She was also, inarguably, female.
Utterly massive breasts bounced through the front of the long, form-fitting orange and white gown the wore, its fabric clinging to every subtle ripple, bounce, and heave that shook through them. Enormously broad hips stood out to either side of an incredibly slim, fertiley toned belly, a thong visibly lining them beneath her dress. Gigantic thighs heaved a huge perfect bubble butt up atop them, shoving either cheek out and up with her thigh’s jiggly thickness - and all with every detail standing out in perfect relief through her too-tight dress. Her face was a peerless beauty of long lashes, big eyes, and full lips that matched perfectly with her luscious figure.
“Wren!” The woman cried, tears burgeoning in her big golden eyes as she ran towards him, her long, shimmering orange and blonde hair fanning out behind her. He jerked in shock as she flung herself right into his chest, hitting him almost as hard as the Thunderbird had! He staggered back in disbelief, reflexively catching hold of the woman’s shoulders. “I’m so glad you’re o-okay! I was worried! I can’t believe you WON!”
Wren looked up at Karas, and Karas looked down at Wren. They blinked, and then stared at the woman in unison as she nuzzled Wren’s chest. Karas cleared his throat. “Er…mom?”
“Yes!” The Phoenix jerked her head up, her eyes sparkling with half-shed tears. It was her! Just like the Thunderbird, the Phoenix was also able to assume human form! She just hadn’t ever done it before in front of Wren and Karas! “You finally called me mommy! I’m so happy - and so sad, because now you’re going to leave!”
She bawled, huge tears spilling down her cheeks as she hugged Wren and yanked Karas down to squeeze him, too. Wren stared at her, aghast. “I didn’t think you’d be this upset!”
“Oh?” Her eyes suddenly went sharp. “Then would you maybe consider staying, so I don’t feel so lonely?”
She stood up on tip-toe as she spoke, heaving her massive, rippling tits up to squish against Wren’s chest. He stammered, his hands jerking on her shoulders as she clenched, and clenched, her ass audibly grinding behind her, as her thighs squeezed together plumply against him. Wren had been through a few relationships back on Earth, but he’d definitely never had a woman this hot pressing herself up on him like this - and definitely not with such a hungry, seductive look in her eyes!
Fortunately[footnoteRef:4] Karas was there to back him up, or Wren might have caved in to the Phoenix’s manipulations. “No way! We’re going! Do you know how hard we had to fight to get the right to leave?” [4:  Or unfortunately, depending on your preferences.] 

The Phoenix pulled back, her breasts jiggling as they audibly unstuck from Wren’s chest. She puffed out her cheeks and held up her little fists, squishing her gigantic tits in place and wobbling her nipples out conically through her dress. “Oooh! Is there REALLY no way to convince you? You are dead set on going?”
Wren folded his arms, suddenly much more resolute now that he didn’t have a huge pair of tits squishing against him. “Yes. Averius is like a little paradise…but there are many, many more birds out in the world that I want to see.”
“And adventures to be had!” Karas added, excitedly. “Who knows what we could run into, out there?”
The Phoenix’s eyes welled up with tears again - real ones, this time. “Th-th…that’s what I’m afraid of! What could you run into? Dragons? Demons? Dangerous human heroes? Horrible witches that want to harvest you for parts? It’s all so horrible, out there!”
“B-but,” she sniffled, and delicately wiped the tears out of her eyes with one of her knuckles. “If you both really want to go, and the Thunderbird couldn’t stop you…then I suppose I’d b-best t-try to see you off with a s-s-mile!”
Her eyes wobbled, filling up with tears again as she flung her arms around Wren and Karas. Her wings folded tight around them both, almost cradling them, as she put on a big, brave smile, even though she was trembling with worry. “You may both go, with my blessing. As long as you promise to come back safe, someday - and with any grandchildren you have along the way!”
Karas’s jaw went slack. “Grand-”
“Children? Sure, if we have any!” Wren clapped a hand to his forehead in a goofy two-finger salute, and laughed as Karas stared down at him and the Phoenix in shock. Karas had, of course, not grown up with a mom who constantly pressured him to get married, so he didn’t quite have the same familiarity with the conversation that Wren did. Of course from Wren’s perspective, the conversation was embarassing for a very different reason.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Which was of course that he was presently thinking about the Phoenix in the context of a woman to have children with, if you get what I mean.] 

“No! Neither of us are going to be doing anything gross like that! No sex! Uh-uh!” Karas shouted, flapping his wings in a panic. His eyes twitched, though, when Wren and the Phoenix both stared at him in surprise. He coughed into a winged fist, and looked off to one side. “Well…not unless there’s some kind of marriage first, or something.”
“Wow! I didn’t figure a former pigeon would be that traditional about dating!” Wren laughed, flicking a finger up expressively towards Karas. His brother blushed, a bright pink that managed to leak through the feathers on his face. “But I mostly just want to see birds anyway, so I don’t really mind.”
Karas tsked, and flew off of Wren’s shoulder towards the nearest roasting length of pork. “For now, let’s just enjoy the party everyone set up for us and not talk about it anymore!”
No more arguments were offered, after that. The princes let themselves be drawn into a night of eating, singing, and dancing - a fair bit of which involved the Phoenix drunkely dancing around Wren, in particular - and by the time the other birds had all tired themselves out and nested down to sleep, the sun was already rising. Even the Phoenix herself had conked off, and flopped to the ground in a decidely un-ladylike position to sleep off all the wine she’d drunk.
By the burgeoning gray of pre-dawn’s light, Wren and Karas returned to the small wooden hut where they’d been living since coming to the island. It wasn’t all that impressive. The walls were plain wood, scraped clean and tied together into rough surfaces, and the bed was a large mat filled with straw, wolf fur, and down. But the walls were awash with feathers, shells, carved bits of wood, stone,and bone - gifts and trinkets collected from all of the island’s inhabits over the short six months that Wren and Karas had lived there. It was just a small hut, but to the brothers it was a treasure trove of memories.
Wren smiled almost wistfully to himself as he packed his bag with everything he thought he might need, and watched Karas collect a few notes and books he’d borrowed from Garuda. Then, with his brother alighted on his head, Wren took a final look around their hut - and shut the door behind them, as they stepped out into the morning light.
	As the brothers walked down to the coast with Wren’s entourage gathering around them, Garuda watched by the Phoenix’s side from the forest, nearby. He glanced over at his queen, his sharp, hawk-like eyes narrowing as the Phoenix watched Wren merge with Sarangeia, and launch himself into the sky.
	Garuda knew well enough to hold his tongue, as tears spilled down her cheeks.



It took a full week for them to reach the coast, and thanks to Karas’s star navigation skills and the Thunderbird’s map, it wasn’t just a normal section of beach that greeted them when they arrived. When at last the endless expanse of the ocean gave way, Karas jerked a finger-feather forwards, and cried out. “There is it is! Paruga!”
Wren blinked very slowly at the coastline before him. A week of constant flying with no food or water had really diminished his mood; he was still mostly okay, thanks to his superhuman physique, but there was no mistaking that he’d gotten slower and weaker over the days. Hunger was a constant pain, which was why the coastline ahead filled him with a burst of energy. Paruga wasn’t the name of the land they were going to - it was the name of a city marked on the map that the Thunderbird had described as bustling, with tons of exquisite seafood!
Wren shot forwards at full speed, letting out a whoop of excitement. Gradually, that distant line on the horizon resolved into a great swathe of vibrant green coast, dotted all over with large farms and small hills. In the middle of it all, directly in their path, a huge, sprawling stone city spread out along the coast. Several large lighthouses formed its boarder with the sea, and great, spiderweb-like stone docks stretched out for hundreds of feet into the ocean surf. 
The city was huge, so big that Wren was sure they’d be able to find something to eat right away - but when he actually descended to land on one of the streets near the port, he noticed two things that were very wrong. Firstly, for all of its impressively complex stone walkways and light posts, the docks were empty. There wasn’t a single ship in port, and that invited the second problem. There weren’t any people around, either!
Or at least, there were no people outdoors. Wren scratched his head in confusion, as Karas’s sharp green eyes picked out the glint of eyes watching from windows and around door frames. To his relatively immature mind, it seemed obvious that the people of the city were hiding from them. After all, how could they react positively to a half-dressed, musclebound, four-winged man descending out of the sky? It was, Karas thought, only natural that they’d want to hide.
Of course, Karas’s assumption failed to account for the obvious: the people had already been inside when Wren landed. They were not hiding from the princes at all, but rather, from something far more presently dangerous to their well-being. 
“Well, I guess we should just look around until we find somebody,” Wren decided after a few moments. Karas offered no objection, as his brother un-merged from Sarangaia, and walked off down the docks. His bare feet slapped on the city’s cobbled lanes as Wren hopped from shop to shop along the docks, noting the lack of people but clear signs that the city was still being lived in. He hadn’t caught on to the fact that people were watching from their homes yet, but he could still tell something was wrong.
Then they stepped around an old bait shop’s gaudy front entryway[footnoteRef:6], and saw an old, wrinkled bald man sitting on a stool in the sun. He had on about as many clothes as Wren, but the other way around - that being a long ragged shirt, instead of just a sash, pants, and a set of armbands like Wren. He didn’t react to the pair’s approach, at first, likely on account of his massively overgrown eyebrows having completely covered his eyes, but after a moment he snorted and looked around. “Who’s that, mn? City guard again? I told ye, I’ll go inside when I’m good and ready-” [6:  It was a giant hideously painted trout mouth, facing out from the front door. Needless to say, the shop didn’t get many visitors even on good days.] 

The man trailed off, as he slowly tilted his head back further and further, his jaw slackening as he realized how high he had to look to find Wren’s face. His eyes went wide beneath his eyebrows. “Good grief, you’re a giant! Suppose I could pick a worse monster to be killed by!”
“Giant?” Wren blinked curiously, and then measured himself quickly against the bait shop’s doorway. He was a bit taller than the door, but not much. “Are you sure you can see alright, old timer? I’m not that tall.”
“Oh?” The old man finally relented, and grabbed his eyebrows in both hands and parted them like a set of curtains. He blinked, revealing bright blue eyes. “Oh! I saw a lot of muscle, an’ figured nobody around here could be built like that! Sorry, sorry!”
Karas cleared his throat. “Excuse me, but-”
“WHAT IN THE FOUR MOONS?” The old man yelled, nearly falling off his stool in shock as what he had presumed to be part of an elaborate bird-themed headdress on Wren’s brow[footnoteRef:7] turned out to be alive. “A talking BIRD?” [7:  He’d also assumed Wren’s head-feathers and hair were part of the headress. This would become a recurring issue.] 

Karas and Wren exchanged glances, and Wren folded his arms across his massive, muscular chest. “Yeah. So?”
“I’ve never heard of a bird that could talk except in old legends!” The man mopped his brow with one of his eyebrows, and then shook his head. “You’re even stranger than I thought, er…stranger!”
“Strangers.” Karas corrected the old man. “And you look pretty strange to me, too. Don’t go throwing bricks when you’re living in a glass house.”
Wren nodded, sagely. “Those eyebrows are pretty crazy.”
“Bah! They’re perfectly normal!” The old man waved a hand, and righted himself on his stool. “So…what was it you were going to ask, eh…bird?”
“Karas.” There was ice in the little black bird’s voice as he answered. “And this is my brother, Wren.”
“Brother?” The old man blinked, and then he just shrugged, deciding not to take the word literally[footnoteRef:8]. “Sure. As for me, the name’s Laok. Nice to meet’cha.” [8:  Another reoccuring issue.] 

Karas nodded to himself. This was how things were supposed to be; people were supposed to introduce themselves, not just launch into a conversation - even if, for Wren, yelling ‘hey’ at a random guy on the street and asking him something was perfectly normal. “It’s a pleasure. Now, as I was saying…could you inform us as to why the people here seem to be so unwilling to come outdoors?”
“It’s because they’re all cowards!” Laok yelled, slapping a hand down on one of his knees. He shuddered a little afterwards, like he’d slapped himself a bit harder than he’d intended. “The local lord ordered everyone to stay indoors today because he has a headache, and these damned pea-brains just went and did it! Me, I’m old. I don’t care if his goons come and cave my skull in for disobeying the lord’s orders. I wouldn’t be the first one they did it to!”
Wren’s brow furrowed. “That sounds crazy. Who’s this ‘lord’ asshole think he is?”
“The lord is the ruler of the city and its surrounding province, Wren,” Karas said, quietly. Wren raised an eyebrow at him; he’d known that, but he didn’t want to steal Karas’s thunder. “But for one to be having people attacked for defying such nonsensical, selfish orders…he must be a pretty bad lord.”
“Ha!” Laok turned and spat[footnoteRef:9] into the street. “It’s worse than just ‘bad’! He’s a terrible lord! He has the prettiest women in our city abducted for his own amusement! He has anyone who argues beaten! Merchants who tried to reason with him were robbed of everything they owned! It’s so bad that ships ain’t even coming to Paruga anymore! And the taxes!” [9:  Calling what came out of his mouth ‘spit’ was a dire insult to spit. Spit was generally a clear, slightly foamy substance with a little bit more viscosity than water. Laok’s spit was more like something that you might imagine if you had the general idea of spit, but had never actually seen spit before. It was darker, chunkier, and gloopier. It was a small miracle that it didn’t bounce when it hit the street.] 

“Why don’t you fight back?” A little ruffle of displeasure ran down Karas’s back. This was entirely at odds with what Garuda had taught him about economies and properly functioning kingdoms. “Surely if the people rebelled, he couldn’t stop you?”
“We did rebel.” The old man’s expression sobered, as Wren reached up and started stroking Maray. The huge bird had taken up a perch on his shoulders, opposite Sarangaia. “We tried to storm his mansion, but the lord…he’s got these strong mercenaries working for him. They didn’t hesitate to start cuttin’ people down. What were a bunch of unarmed fishmongers and merchants supposed to do against men in plate armor with fortified walls and crossbows?”
“You could have gone on strike,” Wren suggested, but that just got him a blank look from Laok. “You don’t know what a strike is? It’s where everyone agrees to not work, so the boss at the top has to give you better pay or working conditions or something. It doesn’t always work, but this lord needs your labor to pay and feed his men, right?”
Karas twitched in surprise, honestly shocked that Wren would suggest something complex that didn’t involve birds in any way. It didn’t make any difference to Laok, though; the old man just shook his head. “That might work if the lord wasn’t such a bastard, but he’d just start killing women and children until the men did as they were told. No chance, no chance.”
“Though,” Laok opened one eye wide, staring at Wren and Karas. “We did try one more thing, before everyone threw in the towel. We pooled the money we had, and managed to hire a mercenary of our own. A powerful sorceress, known for routing armies single-handed…we had real high hopes for her. When she showed up in town, the guards that were sent to harass her didn’t even stand a chance! She made them look like a bunch of weaklings!”
“The only problem was…we put her up for the night so we had time to explain the situation.” The old man sighed, heavily, and hung his head in clear shame. “Then when she was sleeping, one of our own snuck in and poisoned her! That little bastard tipped off the guards afterwards, and the lord swooped in while she couldn’t fight and captured her, just like any other pretty woman!”
“That bastard, Wrelk…if he hadn’t turned on us, we would have already gotten RID of the lord! I’m sure of it!” Wren and Karas watched as the old man suddenly yelled and leapt to his feet! “He gets to live in the lord’s manner as a reward for selling us all out, to boot! AH! It’s so shameful! He beats anyone the lord captures, that scum! Beats them, and keeps their wives locked away for himself! AHH!”
Wren’s fingers twitched. On some level, hearing all of that made him want to find this Wrelk guy and punch him until he stopped moving…but on the other hand, this was still the word of just one old man. Besides, as bad as it sounded, it really wasn’t his business. Getting into a fight with the lord of a whole city was bound to cause him and Karas tons of trouble, even if it seemed like the right thing to do.
Karas, on the other hand, was fuming with righteous rage. He balled both wings up into fists, and let out the angriest squawk he could manage! “He stole their wives, too? We can’t overlook this, Wren! People are being hurt! Abused! Tortured! Lives are being ruined by this lord and that Wrelk bastard! We’ve got to DO something!”
“I don’t know about that.” Wren said, coolly, as he clenched his fists by his sides. He understood what Karas was saying, but feelings like that…he’d come to peace with them when he was still a teenager. You couldn’t help everyone. Most of the time, you could barely help yourself. “People are hurt all the time, all over the world. Do you think we need to rush in and help all of them, too?”
“Of course not, but we’re HERE!” Karas yelled, stamping a taloned foot down on his brother’s head. “We gotta-”
“What’s all this noise?” A harsh, uncaring voice snapped out across the dock, and Karas went still. Old man Laok tsked, and Wren twisted partway around to face the source of the voice. Three men in gleaming, polished steel armor were walking down the docks towards them. Each was completely encased in metal except for on their faces, and steel masks hung from their necks, ready to be fitted into place if needed. The man who’d called out not only had a crossbow slung over one shoulder, but a impressive-looking sword at his side, too.
One of the other men laughed, and slammed the butt of a large, deadly-looking pole axe down on the pavement. “Ha! I thought old man Laok was just screaming at the bay again, but it looks like we’ve got somebody more interesting, for once!”
“What a strange man. Where did you come from?” The third guard spoke up. He had tiny spectacles resting on his nose, and carried a large bow and a pair of shortswords, rather than the heavier weaponry of the other two. “Regardless, there is a tax on travel through Paruga.”
“Yeah! 5 gold per traveler.” Mr. Halberd clanged his weapon on the pavement again, as the three guards squared up firmly facing Wren. “Cough it up!”
“Five gold?” Wren cocked his head to one side, and turned around the rest of the way to face them. That sounded like a lot of money to him - and it sounded like even more to Karas. Gold’s value should have been extremely high, to the point where five gold should have been enough for a family to live comfortably on for an entire year! “I don’t have any money, so I couldn’t pay that even if I wanted to.”
“We can make do with something you own, then,” the spectacle-wearing guard said, as his eyes fixed on the Thunderbird’s knife. Wren had slipped it into his sash, but the hilt was still exposed. “That knife, for instance, should cover your travel tax tidily.”
One of the other guards looked at the bespectacled guardsman like he was nuts, but Glasses just stepped forwards, and reached for the knife. “You may be on your wa-BUUGHHA!”
	The knuckles of Wren’s right fist smashed into the guard’s face so fast that the man’s jaw bent around them, and then the entire guard, armor and all, smashed through the bait shop’s nearest wall! The other two guards stared in shock as stone dust billowed out of the ruined building, their buddy’s boots visibly twitching as they stuck out of the hole his body had made!
	“Sorry.” Wren’s eyes glowed blue as his massive, muscular body loomed over the other two guards. “But I’m not giving you anything.”
	“Kill him!” The first guard shouted as he yanked his sword out of its sheath, both men tensing to charge at Wren - but with two sharp jabs, Wren sent them both ping-ponging off the walls of a nearby building, and out into the bay! They splashed into the surf as Wren sighed, and turned his back on them. He was really running out of patience, now. He’d been really looking forward to seafood!
	His patience was about to be stretched even further, though, because scarcely a moment after Wren finished with the first group of soldiers, four more came running along the docks. They’d come running after they heard the loud crash he’d made when he put the first guard through a wall, and this group of guards didn’t hesitate, either. They drew weapons and charged him immediately!
	With a heavy sigh, Wren merged with Sarangaia and flew straight up, out of the guards’ reach - but that just made things even worse, as one of them pointed and started screaming. “Monster! Monster in town! SHOOT IT!”
	“AGH!” Karas hissed in frustration as crossbow bolts shot up from half a dozen spots across town. Half of the city’s soldiers were already firing at Wren, and even more were gathering up to shoot, too! “These guys are so annoying! It’s going to take forever to deal with all of them! I can’t believe this is how visiting a city turned out, when we were just here to get some food!”
	“FINE!” Wren growled, as he raised a hand and pointed to a massive, lavish mansion in the center of town, with high, heavily fortified walls all around it. “If they won’t leave us alone, then we’ll just crush their stupid boss!”
	“YEAH!” Karas’s eyes went wide with excitement, and he pumped a fist into the air. “Let’s get that bas-whoa!”
	The black bird didn’t even get a full sentence out before Wren shot down towards the lord’s manor with the wind screaming around him! The mansion’s walls and guards meant nothing in the face of an aerial threat; Wren just shot straight over them, and smashed the mansion’s doors off their hinges! Either huge, heavy wooden door went flying end over end into the room beyond, before crashing into the supports of a massive stone staircase hard enough for one of the doors to stab into it!
	The manor had another set of doors straight ahead below the stairs, so Wren smashed through those too and found himself in a large, overly dramatic throne room lined with large round pillars and suits of armor. The place clearly hadn’t been used for its intended purpose[footnoteRef:10] in months, but nonetheless, the room was indeed in use - as a holding cell. Women, most of them stripped down to mere scraps of clothing, sat or laid around the room with chains tying them to pitons that’d been driven into the once-fine marble floor. There were dozens of them, in varying states of health. Several women clearly hadn’t been given anything to eat or drink in days. [10:  That is to say, formal audiences with the lord - which no one even wanted to have anymore after all of his bad behavior. ] 

	The throne itself was occupied by the lord and one of the girls he’d abducted. He was a portly man; tall, but with blunt features made even worse by his flabby cheeks. He was still wearing the official crown and robe of his station, but little else. The woman with him wore even less, and had been openly sobbing before Wren and Karas burst into the room.
	The lord’s eyes bulged in shock, but to Karas’s surprise, the man decisively stood up and shoved a knife against the girl’s throat. She let out a terrified whimper as the blade cut into her pale skin, her attractively proportioned body shuddering with terror. Karas hadn’t expected such a level-headed response; taking a hostage was indeed the only potential response the lord had available, with his defenses  breached so violently!
	“Stop there, overgrown bird freak,” the lord intoned, his voice completely calm as he dug his knife deeper into the woman’s throat. “What are you supposed to be, exactly? Another mercenary those peasants managed to lure in? What good are those big muscles of yours, when you’re up against someone with a hostage? Hhm?”
	Wren paused, staring at the lord and the woman struggling in his arms. Then, with a  slow, deliberate strength, he raised his arms…and folded them across his chest. “I don’t really care that much if you have a hostage.”
	Karas twitched. Of course…she wasn’t a bird, so Wren didn’t care about her!
	The lord’s sneering grin faltered, and he spat as he yanked his knife away from the girl’s throat and shoved it towards a curvy blonde seated by his throne instead. “Bah! I should have known a mere pigeon keeper wouldn’t make for a good enough hostage!”
	Any hint of movement vanished from Wren’s body. Atop his head, Karas flinched, as his brother’s body went more rigid than he’d ever seen it…and then Wren clenched his fists and flung his arms apart, his eyes suddenly burning with light! She was a PIGEON KEEPER? “OOOOH! I will absolutely save her!”
	“Huh?” the lord twitched in shock. The lady pigeon keeper’s eyes fluttered in disbelief. Karas’s jaw went slack, as he realized what was up. 
	Then, while everyone in the room was distracted, Perry scuttled up beside the lord and leapt up against his head, braining the fat bastard! He went limp as a bird with the equivalent weight and toughness of a cannonball slammed into his skull! He crumpled on the spot, dropping the pigeon keeper and leaving every captured woman in the room to stare in disbelief!
	“Ha ha! Good job, Perry!” Wren laughed, all tension vanishing from his body as his grumpy-looking, bowling-ball shaped pet landed on the throne’s backrest. Perry looked away dismissively, as Wren leapt lightly forward and swept the pigeon keeper out of the air before she could fall and hurt herself. The girl gasped, her eyes going wide as she felt her shoulders thud against the towering, musclebound man who’d saved her. She stared up into his gorgeous, handsome face…and her cheeks flushed pink.
	With a sharp tug, Wren snapped apart the slim chains that’d been restraining the pigeon keeper and set her down gently on her feet. He smiled at her, as Maray and Sarangaia flew around the room ripping pitons out of the floor and freeing the rest of the women. “Good, you look okay! Just the one little cut!”
	“I’ll fix that,” Karas said, quickly. He trilled three sharp little notes, and the pigeon keeper’s eyes widened in shock as the slim cut on her neck sealed shut, healing as if it’d never been. Karas smirked[footnoteRef:11]. “I can’t heal much, but a few scratches are nothing!” [11:  Technically this was not a real smirk. Birds couldn’t smirk - but he pried his beak into roughly the right shape, all the same. It really strained his jaw.] 

	The pigeon keeper’s pale green eyes widened in shock, her auburn hair practically standing on end as she realized Karas wasn’t part of a headdress, and could both talk and use magic. She almost screamed, but before she could work out whether or not she was excited or terrified, cries of alarm sounded out from the front of the room. 
	“The guards!” A woman shrieked, as armored men came storming in through the mansion’s front doors. Naturally, just releasing the women wasn’t enough to get them to safety, what with the armed guards and huge wall in the way outside - but Wren fixed that. In a rush, he merged with Sarangaia again and shot out of the mansion, smashing the gates beyond clear off their hinges with a single powerful kick! 
	The guards swarmed around Wren, trying to batter and slice at him, but with a howl Karas unleashed gouts of flames from his mouth, searing those who got too close. His flames opened up enough room for Wren to rear back, and punch armored men, screaming, into the sky - hurtling them all the way from the lord’s manor into the bay! Dozens of them went flying in only a handful of seconds, shooting off like armored rockets - and in the face of that kind of overwhelming force, the rest of the mercenary guards broke ranks, and ran for it.
	They didn’t get very far. With their morale broken and lines in ruins, they ran headfirst into a whole lot of emboldened townspeople. The whole city had come streaming out of their homes when they saw that the lord’s mansion had been burst open! Men, women, children, and even the elderly swarmed the scattered mercenaries, and then the city’s populace rushed in to grab the lord, too!
	Wren wandered back in and stood near the throne, smiling, as the captured women were hurried out and the people of the city started looting the place. Piles of gold, jewels, and priceless works of art were stripped from the building and rushed out into the city, leaving not a scrap of wealth behind - not that it particularly mattered, since there was nobody left to enjoy all of that money, anyway. They’d also tied up the lord and dragged him out, too!
	It was then, in the heart of all of that confusion, that a short, diminutive man crept out from behind the throne, and slunk away. He snuck between dock hands and beneath women’s skirts, as he quietly slipped out of the mansion and through the city streets beyond. Unnoticed by anyone, Wrelk the traitor, had slipped away.
	“I can’t believe it turned out like this so quick!” Karas chirped, his wings fluttering as he adjusted his perch on Wren's head. “And after you said you didn’t want to help!”
	“I never said I didn’t want to help, just that we couldn’t help everybody.” Wren smiled up at Karas. The black bird prince blinked at him, and then snorted, and folded his wings.
“Well it all seems to be working out, so I’m glad you helped!” Karas said, brightly. Wren smiled up at his brother for a moment, and then he glanced back, as Maray and Perry pawed at the back wall behind the throne. They could smell something odd there, and after staring at them for a moment, Karas’s brow furrowed. “Wait…wasn’t there a captured sorceress in this place, somewhere?”
With a flutter of black wings, Karas left his perch and hopped down to inspect the wall with Perry and Maray. There was a faint breeze coming from beneath it - too little for a human to detect, but birds were sensitive to shifting air currents. He clicked his beak at it, and then after a quick inspection of the wall, he jerked a wing up and pointed at one brick in particular that was slightly out of alignment with the others around it. “Wren! Shove that one, for me!”
Wren obliged by shoving on the brick, even though he didn’t grasp what Karas was talking about. Then he blinked, as the block slid smoothly inwards beneath his touch! With a quiet click a door-shaped section of wall swung inwards, revealing a set of stairs that spiraled down beneath the mansion through rough, cave-like passages. The brother’s exchanged excited glances, and then Wren ran down the stairs with Karas perched on his head again!
Hidden passages were awesome! Ever since Wren had seen an old parody movie that featured one of them, he’d always loved the idea of hidden rooms and secret doors. Getting to actually explore one made him grin like a kid in a candy store! He practically skipped from step to step on his way down!
A sturdy door stood at the end of the staircase, and lacking a key to unlock it, Wren just stabbed his fingers through it on either side and ripped it off its hinges. Beyond, he and Karas found a small, damp room dimly lit by distant shafts of light that poured down from higher in the caves. The chamber’s floor was soaked with a mix of water, sweat…and blood.
A length of heavy iron chain hung down from the middle of the room, with its end tied firmly around a woman’s wrists. They were bound together over her scalp, almost touching the crimson ponytail that was pinned high atop her head with a jeweled golden clasp. Long red bangs fell across her forehead and down the sides of her cheeks, each delicate strand shimmering against her beautiful, tanned features.  Even without the benefit of makeup her face was gorgeous, with a delicate jaw, soft brow, and full, plump lips. 
She was suspended entirely in the air, the tips of her high-heeled, armored boots hanging over the bloody pool beneath her. She’d clearly been beaten enough to bleed from several tears in her skin, but even so, her body was peerless. Toned muscle was married with plump softness everywhere! Enormously thick, round thighs strained against one another, heaving a huge, ripplingly-tight bubble butt up behind her. Massive, gigantic breasts stood out over a narrow waist lined with hardened abs - with either breast so enormous that they bulged out far wider than her shoulders!
Though she was far from naked, her clothing was so tight that it clung to every line of her body. From the armor-lined stockings that wrapped around her thighs, to the garters that dug into her ass and linked to her short miniskirt, every line of her luscious figure was visible. Even the long, short-sleeved coat she wore had been cut to cling perfectly to her muscular waist. Her coat had been tailored open on her chest so that it heaved either of her enormous breasts up and apart, and yet, still pressed them together enough for a line of full cleavage to bulge between them.
Golden armor adorned her shoulders and wrists, and a large, gleaming ruby brooch clipped together the high collar of her coat. Everything she wore was either a shade of black or gold, save for the jewels in her hair clasp and broach - and everything she wore seemed purpose-cut to flaunt her perfectly toned, voluptuous body, too.
As Wren stood in the door, startled by the sheer beauty of the sorceress, her eyes slowly slid open. Long lashes gave way to bright, jewel-green eyes that gleamed with glowing layers of blue within. Her pupils slowly focused on him and Karas…and then she cussed. “Great. Just great! You’re the LAST person I wanted to see!”
“Huh?” Wren blinked hugely, and then twitched as he realized that Karas had been slapping the top of his head for a while now. He glanced up as his black-feathered companion, and then peered a little bit more closely a t the woman. For a moment all he saw was a gorgeous, fit redheaded woman who’d been chained up and beaten…and then something clicked. She didn’t look at all similar to her old self, but just like how Wren had recognized Karas as his pet pigeon when he was reborn in this world, he recognized the soul of the woman before him.
She was the assassin who’d killed him!
















Chapter 2: Reincarnated with an Assassin



[bookmark: _GoBack]

	Wren and Karas stared blankly back at the voluptuous, redheaded former assassin…and then Wren just turned around to leave.
	“HEY!” The redhead yelled, one of her long, shapely legs kicking out viciously towards them. “Don’t just walk off!”
	The floor cracked, as Wren brought one of his bare feet down atop it. Slowly, he turned and looked back at her, both his and Karas’s eyes glinting in the dark. “You murdered me. And my pigeon.”
	“You killed me as well.” She answered, and Wren’s body jerked in surprise. His eyes widened as she frowned back at him. “How did you think I wound up here? You tackled me off the side of a building, remember? Though, I can see that you don’t…I guess you must have already been unconscious when you hit me.”
	“We died side by side when we hit the street.” The former assassin said, quietly, as her eyes slowly slid shut. Her incredibly long, wavy red hair shifted against her back. “I came to this world at the same time you two did.”
	“I see.” Wren frowned at her, and then immediately turned to leave again, bracing a hand on the door frame as he stooped to step through.
	“HEY!” She yelled, her hips jerking back and forth as she wiggled with all of her might against her chains[footnoteRef:12]. “At least let me down!” [12:  This was quite the display - lots of bare thigh pumping in place, toned abs heaving above broad hips, and massive breasts jiggling back and forth. Normally, this would have been enough to get just about any man to hurry over and help her - but Wren had two advantages against such crass manipulations. One: She was not a bird. Two: He hadn’t actually seen her do any of it.] 

	Wren sighed, and let his head hang for a moment. Then he turned back around, and walked towards the strung-up sorceress. “Fine. But don’t cause any more trouble.”
	“WHAT?” Karas cried, as Wren reached up to grip the woman’s chains. “You’re crazy! Don’t let her go! We were defending ourselves from a killer! SHE’S the actual murderer, here! Don’t-”
	Karas cut short as, with a dull clunk, Wren snapped the chains restraining the woman and let her drop to her high-heeled feet. She staggered for a moment, and then righted herself as the chains on her wrists fell away. “Thanks. I never intended to cause trouble anyway. The people here hired me to help them, you know - and I don’t kill people without a good reason.”
	“Money is a good enough reason, huh?” Karas squawked, and her eyes tensed angrily - but Wren had already turned away, and started to walk out. As his massive, muscular frame squeezed through the door, she sighed at his retreating back, and started to rub the feeling back into her wrists.

	By the time Wren and Karas climbed back up to the town proper, a massive party was already in full swing! The former lord and his mercenaries had been tied up on a set of wooden stakes to one side of the city’s central square, and the whole rest of the square had been flooded with people, cook stations, bonfires, and sets of tables and chairs that’d been dragged out of people’s homes for the occasion. It was a glorious cacophony of cheers, laughter, relieved songs and boisterous goodwill…but none of that quite stood out so much as the mouthwatering smell.
	Seafood. Wren’s pupils dilated as he smelled frying fish, sauteed shrimp, butter-baked scallops, fresh calamari, and oceanic salmon smoking! Everywhere he and Karas looked, there was another worktable and stove, boiling, battering, frying, stuffing, and roasting lobster, shrimp, cod - seafood of every description, of every cuisine! The lord’s supplies of fine cheeses, wines, and rare herbs had been raided, and were being put to good use!
	Fireworks burst overhead, lighting up the evening sky as amateur mages conjured them as best they could. Rings of men and women were dancing all about, with loud whoops and cries echoing all through the city as practically every single citizen came out to celebrate the lord’s deposition. Even old man Laok showed up with a smile on his face!
Huge, oversized battered shrimp dipped in a rich sweet sauce bounced through Wren’s vision as he stared down into the rapidly forming celebration festival. He started to drool, his eyes watering a little with relief; food! Finally! After days and days, he was finally going to get something to EAT! Wren started to take a step forwards, arms tensed to sprint into the midst of the festival, but suddenly a voice called out to him from behind.
“Excuse me, kind sir?” Wren froze mid-step, his eyes squeezing shut as he tried to restrain himself. Then, slowly, he looked over at the woman in the ragged dress who’d called out. He immediately relaxed a little; it was the pigeon keeper he’d saved! The pretty brown-haired girl clasped her hands together in front of her hips, and smiled nervously at him. “M-my name is Elise. I wanted to thank you for…for saving me. I don’t want to think about what would have happened if you hadn’t arrived when you did.”
Wren wiped the drool off his chin and straightened, as Karas turned and smirked down at her. “It’s only right that we helped!”
“Yeah, I’d never leave another pigeon lover in the lurch!” Wren added with a laugh, as he clapped his hands down on his hips and grinned at her.
A small flush swept across the pigeon-keeper’s cheeks, her pale green eyes wavering. Setting aside Wren’s looks[footnoteRef:13], having that much powerful, rugged muscle rippling across his arms and chest, right in front of her…it was a lot to take in. She gulped. “If you would like, I could accompany you during our celebration-” [13:  Ruggedly handsome, lest we forget. ] 

“There he is!” A man cried, and suddenly a huge, cheering crowd charged over and swept Wren up atop them, before either he or Karas could answer Elise! They rushed him towards the feast, chanting all the while! “Hero, hero, hero!”
Fort a time Wren forgot about Elise, as he and Karas were set down at a banquet table and an endless array of seafood was shoved in front of them. It was the best meal either of them had ever had! Wren’s hunger just made the flavor of everything he ate even better, and it’d all been fantastic from the start! Fish stew, baked fish, fried fish, fish and chips, squid balls, stuffed fish, shrimp scampi, shrimp dumplings, fried shrimp, spicy shrimp fried rice…every fish dish he’d dreamed of on the flight over and plenty he’d never known existed were set down in front of him, and devoured with gusto!
“This was the right - Mnnumnf - place to land!” Wren said, as he stuffed a fried shrimp roll into his mouth. “Good call, Karas!”
“I agree completely! We saved an entire city!” Karas agreed, as he raised a tankard in one of his hand-wings, and clattered it against Wren’s cup. For him, the adventure of it all would have made it worthwhile even if they hadn’t gotten a scrap of food out of it - and really, Wren would have been irritated without food but he wouldn’t have wanted to miss helping, either. Not now that he knew he could.
	The daylight slowly ebbed from the sky as Wren and Karas drank and ate into the night. Throughout it all, the town’s most beautiful women gradually began to gather around them. The blonde woman Wren had rescued alongside Elise showed herself in makeup and a long, clinging red dress, as several others pressed and hugged and squeezed against him. Wren never did more than look sidelong at them, but there was such a crowd of them at one point that none of the town’s men could get close enough to thank him for removing the lord.
	Eventually things started to wind down, and as more and more women wandered off and less food was being prepared, Wren took a final skewer of roasted shrimp, and slipped away. He wandered the party, his bare feet passing over bricks and cobblestones until he found her - sitting alone on a steep staircase off the side of the main plaza.
	Elise looked up in shock as Wren’s shadow spread over the pigeon keeper, and then she gasped as he handed her the skewer he’d taken from the party. “Ah! I…thank you. Um…why aren’t you with the other girls? I thought for sure they would have taken you off somewhere, by now.”
	“Other girls? Oh…I guess there were a few others.” Wren scratched his chin. In reality, he’d barely noticed the women who’d come around to paw at him while he ate. After days spent flying, his hunger had grown so painful that he’d really only had enough attention to focus on the food!
	Elise, of course, didn’t know that. A sudden, bright red blush swept across her cheeks as she realized that he’d chosen her, not the other, more attractive women! She fidgeted nervously, her eyes wobbling as she asked herself how far she’d go, if he asked her? A hug? A kiss? Even further? Ah, if he asked, she was such a pushover that she was sure she’d go further! How amoral of her to even consider - she didn’t even know him!
	“You keep pigeons, right?” Wren asked, as he took hold of one of Elise’s hands. She twitched, her lips parting in confusion. “Where do you have them? What kinds are they? What do you feed them?”
Elise slowly deflated, her flush fading as Wren excitedly barreled on. “Can I see them? I know they’re probably asleep now, but it’s been forever since I saw any pigeons![footnoteRef:14]” [14:  Karas didn’t like this comment at all. Apparanetly he didn’t count, anymore!] 

In place of her heart-thumping nervousness, a small, gentle smile spread across Elise’s face. She looked up at him, her eyes shimmering with relief. “Sure! I’ll show them to you!”

As it turned out, Elise was the tender who oversaw the city of Paruga’s carrier pigeon office. It wasn’t a large or fancy office; there were only three rooms, and one of those was barely big enough to shove a desk into and call it ‘reception’. The other two were a tiny storeroom and the pigeon room itself, where nearly fifty large, well-kept pigeons sat in their coops.
“Here they are!” Elise said, as she beamed at her birds. “The adorable little backbones of the city’s trade network! We use these pigeons for all sorts of communication to and from all parts of the continent! Charlie there is even from the royal capital!”
She pointed out a particularly plump, well-groomed pigeon, which cooed back at her excitedly - before twitching as Wren shoved up against the coop. “OOoh! Pigeons being used so much!”
“Of course. The carrier pigeon network is very important to trade and communication of all kinds! If we didn’t have them we’d have to use magic, or really slow couriers.” Elise answered, as Wren’s eyes sparkled at all of the pigeons. He sidled over, and stuck a finger into one of the coops to gently scritch a pigeon’s neck. 
Karas sighed. He was much less enthralled than Wren was, even if he felt an almost familial connection to the birds in front of him. As Wren delicately stroked one of the birds, the black prince looked over and frowned at Elise. “Wouldn’t magic communication be nearly instant, though?”
“Yes, and we do have a mage in town who can send messages that way, but,” Elise’s eyes half lidded with disgust, and she rubbed her fingers together in the universal sign for money. “He’ll rip you off. Big time. Nobody uses mages for messages unless you really need to get word out fast. Even the king would go broke if he used mages all the time instead of the royal carrier pigeons.”
“I see, I see…so even the King uses pigeons?” Wren said, half listening to her as he took a pigeon into his hands and gave it a gentle rub. Elise watched him, her lips slowly starting to curl into a frown as he did nothing but pay attention to the birds and ignore her. It was almost as if the birds really mattered more, she thought, irritably - until he suddenly turned around, and beamed at her like the sun. “You’re taking really good care of your birds, aren’t you? They were all so happy to see you when you came in.”
A bright flush swept across Elise’s features as his incredible smile caught her by surprise. She gulped. “I-I…I care a lot about them, so I always try to keep them as happy as I can.”[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Let us ignore the fact that she was just jealous of said pigeons.] 

Wren nodded to her, still smiling, and gently set the pigeon he’d taken out back in its cage. It cooed and ruffled its feathers, as he turned his smile back on Elise, nearly blinding her with it. “It’s great to find someone so passionate about birds. You’re a wonderful person, Elise.”
The pigeon keeper’s eyes wobbled, as she stared up at the handsome, towering man who’d saved her life like a genuine hero out of myth, and yet still somehow appreciated her lowly, rarely-liked profession. Then, slowly, her eyes teared up, and she smiled so warmly that even Karas felt it.
“Thank you.”

It was nearly midnight when Wren and Karas stumbled back to the room the townsfolk had set aside for them. A day spent fighting, flying, and partying had left them both truly exhausted. They would have been grateful for any place with a nice rug to lay on, at that point - but the room was much more than that. It was the city’s sole royal suite.
The suite was massive, with a curved balcony where the master bed stood, a huge main room, and even side rooms that served as a bathroom and servant’s quarters. Sumptuous antique furniture filled the space, with large, impressive landscape paintings on the walls, which were themselves of polished, hand-carved hardwood. The floors were glistening marble, and someone had even set out a big bowl of fruit on the main room’s dining table, which stood straight on ahead from the door.
“This place is amazing! Such expensive decor!” Karas chirped happily, as his head swiveled from detail to detail around the room. Wren, however, wasn’t looking at the decor. As soon as he’d stepped into the suite, his eyes had locked onto the far wall, unfalteringly. He could see an outline in the shadows, there - a familiar one.
The outline abruptly resolved itself into the luscious, fit figure of the assassin, as she snapped her fingers and a candelabra on the dining table flared to life. She was leaning against the far wall with one long, voluptuous thigh crossed atop the other, and her arms folded beneath her breasts. “We need to talk.”
Karas bristled on the spot, his eyes glowing as he flapped his wings angrily. “We have nothing to talk to a deranged killer about!”
“Deranged?” She sighed, and calmly closed her eyes. “I’m speaking rationally to you, right now.”
Wren folded his massive arms across his bare chest, and silently stared at the redhead for a moment. Then, as Karas continued to squawk atop his head, he spoke. “We’ll at least hear you out, since we’re both originally from Earth.”
Karas jerked, suddenly speechless, and the woman snorted and bowed her head. “It’s true we have that in common, but there’s more than just that. I owe you.”
“Huh?” Wren cocked his head to one side. “What, for freeing you from the dungeon? The townspeople would have done that anyway, though.”
“No, not that.” The woman pulled out a chair, and sat down at the dining room table. She kicked out a chair for Wren, and laced her fingers together on the tabletop in front of her. “When you Phoenix pulled your souls to this world, I was dragged along. It was accidental; we died side by side, and my soul got tangled up with yours when you were reincarnated here.”
“Thanks to that, a certain no-good god spotted me and took advantage of the situation. I got shoved into this body.” She patted her own massive, overfull chest, wobbling her tanned breasts against one another. 
Wren frowned at her, ignoring her gesture as he sat down. “I don’t get it. Why would that mean you owe us?”
“Yeah. It sounds suspicious to me.” Karas added. The little black bird narrowed his eyes at the dangerously voluptuous woman. There were many reasons why he didn’t trust her, and most[footnoteRef:16] of them were valid! [16:  It is up to your discretion, dear reader, whether or not ‘too sexy’ is one of these. Karas certainly felt it was.] 

She sighed again, and let her hands drop back down to rest on the table. He was resistant to seduction, it seemed, which suited her fine. She didn’t particularly like being ogled, nor did she like men who did so incessantly. “Before that god snatched my soul, I saw…hell. I saw its gates opening up, to drag me inside. That made sense; I was an assassin, for chrissake. Hell is where I deserve to be, after what I’ve done. I accepted that years ago.”
“But it wasn’t the hell I thought it would be. It was so much worse.” Her green eyes suddenly went hollow, a deep, gnawing terror stirring in their depths. Her body tensed, and she forced her eyes shut, hiding that awful, unknowable fear. “I owe you. If not for you, I would be there, suffering. Now I have a second chance.”
“Okay! Stop there!” Karas jerked a wing up, and both the former assassin and Wren twitched, and stared at him. “Before you go on, explain about that body! Based on what I’ve read, soul transfer should have put you in the body of a newborn, but you’re an adult!”
She blinked at him, momentarily shocked, and then she sighed, her eyes half-lidding dismissively. “Ah. Right. This body originally belonged to Alicia Aldreda Azar, known mostly by the name ‘Red Alice’. She was a flame sorceress, and one of five Divine Champions.”
“The ‘divine’ part of that isn’t just a hollow word, either. Alicia here,” she pressed a hand to her chest. “Me, now, I suppose…is the champion of an actual god. The gods are meant to send portents of warning any time one of their champions is in danger, so that they’re kept safe…but my god is a lazy, useless, absentminded bastard who didn’t even notice she was in trouble until Alicia’s soul had already passed on!”
Wren and Karas both stared in shock, as Alicia gripped the edge of the table hard enough to crack it, and gnashed her teeth in rage! “That huge, useless idiot let her die stupidly! So, when my soul was caught hanging around with no body, I was grabbed and shoved into her body because it was ‘convenient’. So now I’m Alicia, champion of the deadbeat god, Loek.”
Wren and Karas both stared back at her. Her story sounded crazy, but…a god being that kind of lazy scumbag was…too realistic to make up. As one, the princes’ eyes half-lidded with disgust. This Loek guy sounded like a real scumbag!
“Obviously even if I’m Loek’s champion, I can’t rely on such an irresponsible god’s divine providence.” Alicia sat back in her chair, one leg crossed atop the other as she waved a hand limply to one side. “It’s nice to be young again, and to be spared from hell. I got all of Alicia’s skills, memories, and magical powers out of the bargain, too - but relying on Loek for anything is what got the original Alicia killed. I have to do things my way, rather than trusting that miserable, lazy god.”
“And my way is founded on gratitude. I’m going to pay Alicia back for her body, even if she didn’t actually give it to me.” Her green eyes suddenly glinted dangerously, as Alicia looked across the table at Wren and Karas. She was after something! Both of them could feel it! “Which is why I’m hunting down the people who murdered her.”
Karas balked at even trying to comment on that for fear of what Alicia was telling all of this to them for, but Wren was much less reserved. “People? More than one person killed her?”
Alicia snorted and folded her arms beneath her breasts again, heaving either huge, round brown sphere up magnificently. “Of course. I’m powerful. One assassin could never kill me alone…but I’ve already dealt with the gang of killers who actually did the deed. The problem is that assassins don’t usually kill for their own ends; they carry out the will of others.”
“Well, you’d know,” Karas snipped, in spite of himself. Alicia didn’t even bat an eyelash at him.
“I see.” Wren scrunched his lips to one side thoughtfully. “So somebody wanted a divine champion dead?”
Karas snorted. “Intelligent monsters, probably. Garuda told me that the divine champions are the ultimate heroes of humanity, beloved by all and so feared that even he wouldn’t try to fight one. No way humans would-”
“No, it was humans who ordered her death.” Alicia let Karas talk just long enough to speed her explanation along, and then cut him off. His beak clicked shut in irritation. “You are correct in that humankind would never normally try to harm a divine champion, but the ones behind Alicia’s murder are part of a large-scale conspiracy. She was on her way to reveal the conspiracy’s existence when she was caught by surprise and killed.”
“In other words,” Alicia said, as she glared firmly up at them, her expression suddenly deathly serious. “Every single member of that conspiracy is my target.”
A shiver ran down Wren’s spine as he saw the cold, calculating murder in Alicia’s eyes. There was no room to doubt whether she was serious or not; she was going to get revenge for Alicia’s murder, and had no intention of letting anyone change her mind. He gulped, as Karas glared down at the luscious, tanned redhead. “I understand why you’d hunt them down, since they’ll probably try to kill you again, but why do you seem so irritated that Alicia died? You keep getting angry about that, but it’s all been to your benefit, right?”
“Don’t be stupid.” Alicia closed her eyes, and propped her chin up on a hand casually. “I wouldn’t want her to be killed just to save me from hell.”
Wren and Karas exchanged glances, both brothers confused as to why it was stupid to think an assassin would be okay with someone dying for them, but Alicia had already moved on. She sighed, suddenly much more relaxed, and smiled across the table at them. “Besides, all of that is secondary to why I wanted to talk to you. I want us to travel together.”
“WHAT?” Karas squawked, leaping up off of Wren’s head to beat his wings wildly. Behind him, Sarangeia and Perry leapt up too, both birds flapping their wings in discordant disapproval. “Why SHOULD we? You’re a crazed killer!”
“Crazed?” She sighed, and lazily raised a fine red eyebrow at the black bird. “There’s nothing crazy about me, and I don’t intend to draw you into Alicia’s revenge, either. I want to travel with you because I owe you…and because the three of us are all originally from Earth. We have a lot more in common than just about anybody else in this world.”
Karas wasn’t pleased in the slightest. There had to be some ulterior motive, here, but he couldn’t see what it was! Surely she was out for revenge for being killed, and had just made all of that up? If she wasn’t, then there had to be some other use she was trying to get out of him and Wren! She couldn’t be trusted at all!
However, before Karas could voice any of these very reasonable suspicions, Wren nodded and held out a hand for her to shake. “Okay. Let’s let bygones be bygones, and get along from here on out.”
Several hairs sprang out of order on Alicia’s head, and Karas’s jaw dropped in horror. Neither of them had expected Wren to agree so immediately, and the former assassin in particular was shocked by how forthright he was. To just take her at face value…he was far too trusting. 
A small, neutral smile spread across Alicia’s lips as she reached out, and placed her slim-fingered hand in Wren’s massive fist. “Thank you.”
They shook on their new agreement, and then Alicia stood up abruptly, her ass bouncing her chair back as she left it. Her tits heaved up, only to jiggle back down before evening out to hang in gravity-defying roundness off of her chest. “I have things I need to arrange before setting off, and it’s quite late. I will leave you to rest for now, and return to speak further in the morning.”
Wren waved goodbye as Alicia turned away, opened one of the room’s windows - and wiggled through it, having to really squeeze to get her huge, round bubble butt through! She finally slipped through with a small pop of ass meat, and then shut the window behind her, unmindful of the rather incredible show she’d just given the two princes. She smiled and waved through the window, ignoring the stupefied look on Karas’s face, and then trotted away across the rooftops outside.
As she left, her smile widened into a wicked smirk. Karas had been correct about her ulterior motive, of course, though she hadn’t lied outright to the brothers. After all, her motive? It was to take advantage of Wren’s larger-than-life strength, outlandish appearance, and rapidly circulating tales of heroism to conceal herself. Alicia Aldreda Azar was famous, after all. If she travelled alone, she would be recognized right away…but if she covered up with a cloak and travelled in Wren’s shadow, the conspirators that wanted her dead would have no idea that Alicia was still alive[footnoteRef:17]. [17:  How had she gone for six months without being noticed, you ask? Well, you’ll just have to wait to find out, because it won’t be mentioned again in THIS chapter!] 

Everything was going exactly as she’d hoped.

Wren and Karas stayed in town for a few days after the lord’s defeat. True to her word Alicia accompanied them for almost all of that time, though she always wore a thick black cloak that concealed her identity quite completely. It was wonderful seeing the town come back to life after the abuse the townsfolk had suffered, and so it was that on the morning three days after the lord’s defeat, the trio found themselves having breakfast together at a small outdoor cafe along the Paruga’s largest road. The cafe had been shut when Wren and Karas first arrived, but now it was cheerfully open once more.
As they ate, they couldn’t help but notice a strange man and his entourage of servants, guards, and butlers as he came strutting down the road. He was dressed finely, with a great overcoat adorned with dozens of official little badges and ribbons, and a huge, overwrought sash hung with gold and jewels. In stark contrast to the grandeur of his attire, his face was a lumpy, pudgy mess that oozed arrogance and incompetence that did not match the many awards pinned to his clothing.
“Oh! A capital official!” A waitress near their table gasped, and Alicia stopped in the middle of raising a cup of tea to her lips.
“From the capital? Where the king lives?” Wren raised an eyebrow at the man and leaned back in his chair. “He doesn’t look like much.”
“We should go talk to him. He’s probably here about the lord, and we had a hand in getting that loser kicked out,” Karas suggested, as he tucked himself down to lie quietly in place on Wren’s head. Across the table, Alicia set down her cup with a quiet clink. She excused herself, and slipped away from the table just as Wren was climbing to his feet.
“Alicia?” Wren blinked after the black-cloaked woman as she slipped down an alleyway, and then he shrugged, and trotted over towards the foppish official. His massive bulk blotted out the sun, shading the official’s eyes as he loomed over the short, pudgy-faced man. “Excuse me, are you from the capital?”
“Are there giants infesting this city now, as well as rebels?” The official spat, as he glared up at Wren. “Ugh. How the standards of our fair land have fallen! Not only has a loyal local lord been unjustly removed, we have foreign brutes wandering our streets!”
Wren went very still, as Karas’s eyes glinted violently atop his head. “The people of this city were suffering because of that ‘loyal lord’ of yours.”
“Inconsequential!” The official yanked on the hem of his overly decorated coat. “Someone should have petitioned the King to remove him legally if they felt there was an issue! The use of violence to depose a lord is unacceptable!”
“People were being kidnapped and beaten!” Karas suddenly exploded with rage, his eyes glowing white as he reared up atop Wren’s head. “Inconsequential? You take that back! That scum even had women chained up in his throne room!”
The official snorted, shockingly unfazed by Karas’s sudden outburst. “A mere talking bird presumes to order me about? I serve directly under the king, I’ll have you know.”
“Besides, the only matter that concerns me is whether or not the taxes are sufficient.” The official flounced a hand through the air ridiculously, trailing enough lace from his sleeve to cloth an entire ballroom’s worth of dancers. Wren ignored this, and reached up to pat Karas down so he didn’t actually lunge at the official. “The previous lord sent less than half as much tax revenue back to the king. Thus, the present lord, who has been so recently and unjustly deposed, is the superior one.”
Karas bristled again. “That’s such a stupid, shortsighted way to look at-”
“Did I give the impression that I was concerned with the long-term?” The official cut the black prince off, harshly. “Hold your tongue, you glorified sky rat.”
That was too much. Wren took a step forward, and brought his foot down on the street hard enough to nearly shake the official and his entourage off their feet. His eyes took on the same menacing white glow as Karas’s, as he loomed over the official, forcing the man to take a step back in fear! “Don’t talk that way to my brother.”
To one side, Alicia quietly slipped back into her seat, and watched mildly as the official straightened out his coat again. He stood up on tip-toe to try to seem less small beside Wren, and rearranged his doughy face into something that was probably meant to look quite stern. “R-regardless! I will speak to the lord directly and hear his version of events before any formal judgement is issued on the matter!”
The official stormed off with his entourage[footnoteRef:18] following him, and Wren had to hold his brother back again. He might have gotten a little angry himself, but Wren knew better than to actually get into a fight with someone working for the king. That’d cause all kinds of trouble for them! [18:  None of whom had tried to help him with Wren or Karas, of course. Several had even gotten a bit excited by the prospect of him being smushed.] 

Sighing, Wren sat back down at his table and listened to Karas squawk angrily for a few moments. Eventually the black bird prince began to regain his composure, and then he hopped onto the table, and angrily threw down the Thunderbird’s map. “BAH! Let’s get out of here already! I don’t want to stick around while that loser tries to get the new lord released!”
Alicia’s head bobbed up with interest as Karas unfurled the map and pinned it down with his talons. “Oh, a map? I haven’t seen one that accurate before. Most maps available on the continent are only of the local area around cities, towns, and villages. The larger ones attempting to map the continent itself seem badly wrong, but this one looks much more realistic to me.”
“It was a gift from the Thunderbird,” Karas sulked. He refused to look up from the map as he spoke. “He flew all over the world making it.”
“I see.” The red-haired sorceress bobbed her head understandingly. “A birds-eye view would certainly explain having a better idea of where things are. Speaking of which, do either of you have any particular place you intend to visit on your travels?”
Karas twitched, and looked up at Wren, as Wren looked down at him. The brothers scratched their heads in unison, and Wren frowned. “Ah, well…not really. We only came to Paruga because there’s a note on the map that there’s great seafood here. If you asked me why we’re travelling, though, then the answer is obvious! It’s to see unique birds!”
“To have adventures,” Karas corrected, as he extended his index feather. Wren waggled a hand behind the bird’s head, like he thought that adventures really didn’t matter.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  After all, if they found incredible birds, they were bound to have adventures along the way. Or so Wren reasoned.] 

Alicia smiled at the disagreeing duo and leaned forwards on the table, settling her overful bosom atop her forearms. “In that case, I think it is best that we journey towards the royal capital, Glaisse. Setting aside the fact that the capital serves as a melting pot of cultures where there are no end to the stories and adventures to pursue, the King’s Menagerie has a unique bird as its centerpiece.”
“Endless adventures?” Karas jerked forwards.
“A unique bird?” Wren slammed his hands down on the table.
A small, amused smirk spread across Alicia’s plump lips. “Indeed. The Naray Gold-Quill, a one-of-a-kind holy bird that is said to be the most beautiful, elegant, and magically powerful bird of all. There are quite a few paintings of the bird hanging in art galleries all over the continent, but that’s nothing compared to actually seeing it yourself.”
“OOoh!” Wren shot to his feet with an explosion of raw muscular power, his white hair fanning out behind him as the long, dangling feathers growing from his head wiggled around excitedly. “We’re going straight there! Right now!”
Karas nodded, and then jerked his head as he realized what he was doing. “What? No! We should look into her story fir….”
The table rattled as Wren sprinted back to their hotel room so fast that Alicia had to grab her hood to keep it from blowing down. Karas stared after his brother for a long moment, and then tucked his wings in against his sides, kicked the table, and squawked in alarm as Wren came sprinting back with a heavy bag already tied to his back!
Alicia smiled and drained the rest of her tea as Wren excitedly showed Karas all the stuff he’d been gifted for the trip, and then she stood up, and joined the brothers as they walked towards the edge of town.
Half an hour later, Paruga was far behind them - and so was the rapidly spreading news that the former lord had been found dead in his cell when the king’s official went to meet with him. His throat had been cleanly slit, without anyone seeming to have come or gone at all…but of course, getting to a target in a prison cell was nothing new to an assassin as skilled as Alicia.
The former lord had beaten Alicia unconscious several times, tried to rape her twice, and stabbed a hot poker into her thigh deep enough to scratch the bone within. He’d threatened her, drugged her, ripped out her fingernails and punched her in the stomach until she puked…but she wouldn’t have killed him for any of that. That wasn’t enough of a reason, for Alicia.
She’d killed him because he’d recognized her, and she couldn’t risk having him tell an official from the capital that Alicia Aldreda Azar was still alive. After all…
…the people she needed to kill were in the capital, and if they knew she was coming, they might try to run. 

Alicia stared, completely dumbstruck, as Wren’s human-sized fingers clasped together with the gargantuan claws of a massive, scale-covered black lizard. It roared at him as his muscles strained, gleaming with sweat, and yet he held his own against the towering, terrifying black-winged dragon!
They’d barely made it half a day out of the city before the fifty foot long, gleaming black-scaled predator had dropped out of the sky and charged them. Dragons were known for their terrifying physical and magical power, and yet, when it tried to flatten and eat them, Wren had simply caught hold of the thing, and forced it to a standstill!
The dragon’s red eyes narrowed with fury as a tiny, puny human-looking thing dared to actually hold it back. Its jaws snapped open, a vast plume of smoldering purple flame gathering within its mouth, and then-
“Hogh!” With barely a grunt of strain, Wren suddenly flipped the dragon over his shoulder, and sent it careening through the forest north of Paruga, obliterating a whole line of trees before shattering a cliff face with the dragon’s back! Its famous, deadly flame breath came out as a strangled wheeze, and then it crashed limply to the ground!
Alicia’s eyes bulged in disbelief as Wren dusted off his hands. Karas had left his usual perch on his brother’s head when the dragon had shown up, and now chuckled, as he settled on Alicia’s shoulder instead. “Heh. You didn’t realize how strong Wren was, huh? You were locked up when he fought before, so it’s only natural.”
The red-haired sorceress coughed stiffly into a fist, and braced a hand on her broad, jutting hips. “I will admit that I may have…underestimated him, slightly. A full grown black dragon isn’t…”
She trailed off, and watched with one eye open as the dragon flew shakily up into the air. Wren waved at it as it flew away[footnoteRef:20]. “…the sort of creature that is usually made light of.” [20:  Wren also gave it a lecture about not attacking random travellers, but Alicia didn’t understand that part since it was mostly in Avian. The dragon on the other hand understood all of it, since dragons, being winged creatures, naturally count as birds.] 

Karas snorted. “HA! You latched onto us thinking you were stronger than Wren and could control how things went, huh? Well too bad! He’s way stronger than you!”
The bird spread his wings and puffed out his chest proudly, but Alicia was unperturbed. Her green eyes slid to the side, focusing sidelong on the bird. “We would have to fight to know that for sure, and I have interest in doing so. All I will say is that as Alicia Aldreda Azar, I can exterminate a black dragon like that with a snap.”
She snapped her fingers in time, and Karas jerked in horror as a tree nearby was completely enveloped in unnatural crimson flames! The flames spread wildly, violently consuming the tree until nothing remained - not even ash. All that was left was a sinking pit in the ground, where even the tree’s roots had been burned away completely.
The black prince’s beak hung open in shock for a moment, and then clicked shut. Whatever spell she’d used was too far outside of his understanding for him to identify it, but there was no mistaking its overwhelming power. Alicia had produced that flame without gestures, incantations, prepared magical circles or reagents. Her skill with magic would place her among the archmagi, the highest of all mages according to what he’d read back on Averius. She was much more dangerous than he’d thought!
Wren waved back to Alicia and she trotted forwards to fall into step beside him, unconcerned with the suddenly pensive look on Karas’s feathered face.

	For several nights after leaving Paruga, they had to camp out. This did not agree with Alicia; one of the perks of working as a high-skill assassin for the mob had been always having somewhere nice to sleep. They’d put her up in luxury hotels, at resorts, in the mansion of the boss…at the very least she’d get a large couch with a lot of blankets, on the rare occasion nothing better could be arranged.
	Roughing it, even if Alicia’s body was used it, soured her mood completely. This was made even worse by the fact that Wren and Karas weren’t even slightly bothered! Wren would just flop down wherever he wanted with Karas perched on his chest, and the duo would fall asleep in seconds![footnoteRef:21] How could they be that much more tolerant of this sort of thing than her? [21:  Wren could sleep anywhere, and compared to falling asleep in a sand pit, on top of a freezing mountain, perched precariously on a slowly breaking tree branch, or on the beach with the tide coming in - all of which he’d done on Averius - laying on a patch of grass was practically luxurious.] 

	She sighed, her eyes half-lidding grumpily as she watched the brothers sleep. It irritated her…but it made her think. Considering the part of town where she’d met Wren back on Earth, he must have been…poor. Extremely poor. Yet, he’d still been so passionate about his birds, and so unbroken by his living conditions. Somehow, he’d managed to remain kind and trusting.
	Her teeth gritted together hatefully. He was exactly the sort of person she had never wanted to kill.
	Alicia rolled over, facing away from them, and forced herself to fall asleep. She had a little less trouble roughing it, after that night.

	Two days after leaving the coastal city, the trio happened upon a farmer whose cart seemed to have broken down. Alicia immediately assumed they’d just walk on past, finding nothing particularly noteworthy about the farmer’s plight - but Wren had other ideas. Unfortunately for Alicia, the cart was being pulled by two enormous, flightless brown birds, and Wren absolutely couldn’t keep away.
	“Hey!” Wren said energetically, as he ran up to stand beside the farmer and his birds. “What are these?”
	The farmer twitched, startled by the sudden hulking, musclebound shadow hanging over him, and then he blinked at what Wren was pointing at. “Uh…my pair of drugat?”
“Drugat, huh? So these giant guys are called drugat birds!” The birds cooed, and Wren immediately started stroking their necks, laughing as the birds bowed their heads appreciatively. The farmer just stared at him, still too shocked by the sudden turn of events to properly react to the massive, white-haired man who’d started petting birds that were, broadly speaking, considered to be nothing more than beasts of burden. It wasn’t as if he didn’t have affection for the birds himself, but strangers wanting to pet a drugat? That was not normal!
“Wren.” Alicia called out sharply and Wren looked over at her, still smiling, his hands never leaving the pair of birds he was stroking. “We should move on. This is not our concern.”
	Atop Wren’s head, Karas folded his wings across his feathered breast. “Normally I’d agree with that, but we did run into that dragon a few days ago. Monsters could attack the poor guy before he gets his cart running.[footnoteRef:22] There’s no guarantee someone else will happen along to he-”
	Karas stopped mid sentence as, abruptly, Wren ran around to the back of the wagon and just lifted the entire back axle off the ground, broken wheel and all! Several tons of produce shifted in the back of the cart, and then he leaned over, and beamed at the farmer around the side of the wagon. “Let me help you out!” [22:  The farmer saw this and decided the bird on Wren’s head was some kind of elaborate ventriloquist’s puppet, which meant Wren was some kind of travelling performer. This was a grossly incorrect assumption, but it sure made him FEEL better.] 

	As the farmer blinked and then thanked Wren heartily, Alicia sighed under her breath. Wren seemed perfectly happy when the farmer started his birds walking again with the massive Phoenix prince just walking along behind them, holding almost the entire weight of the cart in the air. For Alicia, though, this was a problem.
	“Your birds are so friendly!” Wren called out, as the farmer took up a pair of long sticks, and used them to direct the drugat birds. They had a tendency to wander off in separate directions while walking, and needed constant reminders to keep them walking straight.
	“They sure are! I prefer them to donkeys or mules, which makes me a bit of an oddball out in the commune,” the farmer called back, pleasantly. “What about you? You a bird en-thew-see-ast?”
	“Absolutely!” Wren beamed back, his eyes sparkling in the sun. “I love all birds! Aren’t they the best?”
The farmer laughed and agreed, as Alicia walked up alongside the wagon with one hand holding the hood of her black cloak firmly down. With a sigh, she reached out and laid a hand on the wagon’s broken wheel - and with a dull, wooden series of snaps, it pried itself back together. Metal rivets mended themselves and the wheel’s cracked wooden spokes  healed whole once more. Only Karas noticed this, as he watched her mending magic seamlessly repair the wheel.
	“Oh, speakin’ of bird enthusiasts, though…a young man as strong as you might be able to see the old bastard of the north!” The farmer laughed to himself, and then looked back over a shoulder at Wren. Seeing the curiosity on the bronze-skinned man’s face, the farmer grinned. “You never heard of it, eh? The ‘death gale bird’ of the northern tundra? It’s a huge legendary monster bird, said to be one of the mightiest beasts in the world, and beautiful as the northern lights, too! Nobody’s gotten near enough to its lair to see it and get away alive in decades, though. Then again, not many people can lift the back of a laden cart like you can, neither! Ha!”
	“A legendary bird no one has seen in decades?” Wren cried, a huge, open-mouthed smile spreading across his face. He unintentionally picked up the pace, driving the entire cart forward even faster! “I want to see it for sure! Hehe!”
	One of Alicia’s eyebrows twitched, and she hastily she fell back enough to jog abreast[footnoteRef:23] with Wren. She poked him in the arm, and when he just kept laughing, she poked him harder. “Hey. HEY.” [23:  Which included a lot of ‘breast’ bouncing around on her part, if you know what I mean. ] 

	“Huh?” Wren blinked at her, and then followed her gaze as she pointed at the repaired wheel. 
	“Put the cart down. It’s fixed.” The farmer looked back curiously as Wren slowed to a walk and then stopped, and gingerly did as Alicia had asked. He wasn’t confident that she was right; the wheel had been basically bent in half, before. Despite his concerns, however, when the cart’s wheels pressed to the road, both of them held firm.
	“Ooooh! Magic? Magic it were, weren’t it? HOHO!” The farmer cried, as he leapt off the driver’s seat and rushed around to shake Alicia’s hand in thanks - but she stepped past him, deftly dodging his attempt at gratitude.
	“It was a small magic, unworthy of thanks,” Alicia said, as she strode purposefully past. “I hope you have no further difficulties on your way.”
	“Ah…of course! Thank you, mad’am!” The farmer bowed quickly, and then hopped back into his cart, waved goodbye to Wren, and set his birds off at a slow gallop. As he and his birds disappeared into the distance, Wren walked up close to Alicia, and smiled down at her.
	“So you’re a good person after all!” he laughed, beaming at her. She fixed a single, gleaming green eye on him, and sighed.
	“I suppose I can be.” Though, in this instance, that was not the case. In reality, she couldn’t risk Wren hanging around with the farmer all the way to wherever he was headed. The chance that she’d accidentally reveal her face grew exponentially the longer she spent close to strangers, and she was famous. Even a common farmer might easily recognize her. Thus, repairing the wagon had been the best option to quickly dispose of him with, not a particularly kind one.
The alternative involved potentially having to kill the farmer to keep him quiet - and Alicia had no intention of doing any such thing.

	After five days of fast hiking, they finally reached another bastion of civilization. Not that there hadn’t been people along the way; farms, ranches, lumber mills, all of these things had been along their route. There had even been a few small villages, but none of that, in both Karas and Alicia’s eyes, qualified as ‘civilization’. No, a town had to have at least a few hundred people living in well-established homes, with businesses to cater to travelers, before it was really civilization![footnoteRef:24] [24:  Wren, on the other hand, just thought that wherever people were nice was civilized enough.] 

	Thus, both of them were somewhat excited when they finally reached the small, prosperous town of Huelif. It was a town surrounded by high trees all around, with stone walls built up between the trees to form a rather sturdy barricade against invaders. The streets within were paved, the buildings were of cut stone brick and tile, and main street was awash with small shops and two entire inns to stay at! Huelif had gotten rich off of trade, and was very front-facing with its visitor’s services as a result.
	The prospect of a soft bed and a bath nearly dragged Alicia into town, and she really did drag Wren and Karas in behind her. Wren stared down at her as she held his hand and tugged him along, seeming unconcerned with the looks people gave the trio as they passed by.[footnoteRef:25] After all, from their perspective a voluptuous woman in a black cloak was dragging a massive, attractive half-dressed man with a strange headdress on towards an inn. What were they supposed to think? [25:  Though she would eventually care quite a LOT. Gossip travels very fast.] 

	They didn’t actually get to one of the inns, though. On the way there, Wren caught sight of a little girl in front of the town’s fountain playing with and feeding what looked very much like a small flock of pigeons. He physically could not have slipped out of Alicia’s grasp faster. Before she’d even realized he was gone, he was already crouched down opposite the girl, laughing as the pigeons hopped around to look at him!
	“Here, look!” Wren laughed, as he held out a hand and put a few bits of the bread the girl had been handing out on the back of his palm. She watched, and then gasped excitedly as one of the birds jumped into his hand to get at the bread.
“These little guys are so tame you can probably walk them right up onto your shoulder, if you have enough bread!” Wren said, as he held his arms out to either side and had Perry and Sarangaia land atop his shoulders to emphasize his point. The girl jerked in shock when she saw his clever, beautiful birds alight atop him, and then she started excitedly crumbling up bread to try his trick.
	Alicia sighed so heavily that her breasts bounced through her cloak. She slowly walked over as the girl carefully arranged a few scraps of bread on her palm, and then nearly fainted with excitement when one of the birds hopped onto her hand. Wren clapped for her, and then showed her how to pet the birds while they ate. Alicia wanted to drag him away as she watched all of this, but…there was no harm in waiting a few more minutes to bathe. It was sort of shocking watching how good Wren was with kids, though.
	Eventually Wren ran out of simple tricks to teach the girl, and with a happy goodbye and a wave, he wandered back over to Alicia. As soon as he got close enough, she glared at him. “What did you think you were doing?”
	Wren blinked at her as atop his head, Karas snorted down at the sorceress. “He was supporting a fellow bird lover!”
	“He was getting extremely close to a child,” Alicia corrected, a finger raised admonishingly. “And he’s a huge, shirtless man. Her parents would have been terrified, if they’d seen that!”
	The light glinted off of Wren’s bronzed muscles as he reached up, and scratched the side of his head. “Ah…yeah. I guess that looked kind of weird. Sorry.”
	Alicia twitched in shock. She hadn’t expected an apology. She hadn’t really been after one, either - she’d just wanted to make him aware of the trouble he could wind up in. “Well, as long as you understand. Come on, let’s get some food and-”
	“Wren.” Karas cut her off, a sudden warning tone in the black bird’s voice as he raised a wing, and pointed. Wren and the red-haired sorceress turned to look back the way they’d come, and then stared as the street rapidly emptied of residents. People locked themselves in their homes and closed down their businesses in a hurry, as three men came sauntering down main street.
	All three of them looked rough. They wore bits of chain and plate armor, and whatever parts of them weren’t armored were adorned with old, ripped up leathers. All three of them were scarred-up and shaggy looking, with stubble and unkempt hair that matched perfectly with their dispositions. One of them grinned as he cornered a young woman who hadn’t gotten into her house fast enough, and trapped her in a door frame.
	“Please!” She cried, her eyes watering with tears as the man loomed over her with a hand already extended towards her body. Behind him, one of his friends laughed and watched, and the third continued on down the street…until he found his way blocked.
	Wren tensed, as the third thug stopped behind the little girl, who was still playing with her pigeons. She’d gotten so excited about being able to hold them that she hadn’t noticed what was going on! Behind her, the looming, armored man tsked in annoyance, and the birds fled from her in terror, leaving the girl to blink around at the pigeons as they disappeared into the sky.
	Then she screamed. The thug seized her by the back of her collar and yanked her tiny frame into the air, dangling her arms and legs beneath her as he shook her from side to side like a rag! “Who left this little brat out here, huh? She was right in my way!”
	“AHHHH!” The girl shrieked, clawing at her shirt in an attempt to slip out of it and escape, but the man laughed, and looped an arm around her, firmly pinning her to his side.
	“Ho! Clever little girl, eh? You’re not gettin’ away that easy! You’re going to help he teach your parents a lesson about being in-ate-tentive!” He sneered as the girl called for help, but no one in the houses or businesses nearby so much as opened a window to throw something at the man. “You’re going to help me drain their purses, because if they don’t pay up, you’re dead! HAHAH-!”
	“Put her down.” Wren snapped, cutting through the man’s laughter like a forging wedge through hot metal. The man blinked, momentarily seeming to realize that, maybe, he shouldn’t be doing what he’s doing - and then his face distorted with greed and greasy, disgusting confidence.
	“You her dad, ey?” The man sneered, as he tightened his grip on the girl, squeezing her so hard that she gasped and choked as the air was forced out of her tiny lungs. The thug was sure he was in complete control as long as he had a hostage in hand. He started to laugh at Wren, already thinking up insults to fling at the musclebound, half-naked man - and then his eyes latched onto Alicia’s huge, juicy thighs, which stood out visibly through a gap in her cloak. “HoOOOOoooH! Tell you what. You send that hot-ass wife slut of yours over here, and I’ll think about putting your brat down in one piece!”
	Alicia’s emerald eyes narrowed, a murderous glint lighting up within them. She stepped up close to Wren’s side and whispered up to him, her eyes never leaving the thug. “Crush him.”
	“If I attack him right now, the girl’ll get hurt.” Wren folded his arms across his chest, and closed his eyes. Alicia twitched, her lips twisting into a hateful scowl. So he intended for her to do as these thugs said, then? She’d thought he was a good, courageous man! What a fool she was!
	“Hey, hey! You going to come, or what?” The man shouted, as he raised the girl into the air and shook her again, violently enough to jerk her head from side to side! Alicia knew very well how far a neck could bend without breaking, and the bastard was getting painfully close to killing the kid. 
She gritted her teeth, her body shuddering, and then she took a step forward. The thug watched, his grin slowly widening more and more as her broad, shapely hips rolled from side to side, perfectly in time with the swaying of her thick, meaty thighs. He could just barely see her tanned cleavage jiggling and bouncing through the gap along the front of her cloak, as she slowly walked closer. “Hehe! That’s it, wifey! Come here, and let me get a hold of ya!”
Alicia tilted her head down so that her hood hid her eyes, and then stopped, just in front of the man. He chuckled, and reached out with his free hand to fondle one of her gigantic, plump breasts, his fingers drawing close enough to touch her…and then he froze. 
Beneath the edge of her hood, just barely visible to him, one of her green eyes gleamed up at the man. His body went stiff stiff when he saw that eye. A cold, painful dread seized his heart and squeezed it until it nearly stopped, as he saw nothing in her gaze but death. Imminent, violent death! If he moved even a hairsbreadth forward, he was going to die!
Seeing his hesitation, the other two thugs abandoned the young woman they’d cornered and moved to back their friend up. One of them grabbed his shoulder. “What, lost your nerve or somethin’? You can’t stop short with a fine bitch like that in front of you! Heh!”
“You three have been having your way with this town, haven’t you?” All three men twitched as Alicia spoke, her voice shockingly calm and even. She slowly raised her head, her eyes settling on all three of them. Only their leader had enough sense to flinch. “Freely.”
“Of course we have!” The third thug laughed, as she leered at her tits. “We’ve fucked women all over this place, because the men are all spineless weaklings!”
“We take whatever we want. What are they going to do, hire somebody to fight us?” The other thug said, as he patted his boss on the shoulder again. “We killed the last batch they tried that with. We own this town! Any bitch out in the streets when we come around is ours, too. That includes you!”
Their boss, the man holding the girl hostage, looked back shakily at them. “H-hey, guys, we shouldn’t-”
	“Yeah!” The third thug laughed, as he stepped around his boss, and grabbed the edge of Alicia’s cloak. With a jerk, he yanked its front all the way open - revealing the perfect hourglass flex of her waist, jutting hips, and enormously full breasts. He also revealed how toned and muscular her belly was, but he didn’t notice that part. “So just spread your legs for us like a good little toy, and we might let your husband have what’s left - after a few weeks! HA!”
	The two stupider thugs laughed, failing to notice their boss taking an unsteady step backwards. Beneath her cowl, Alicia’s eyes suddenly went hollow, all warmth and feeling vanishing. “I see. You three are complete scum.”
	She flicked a finger up, and with just that small, delicate gesture, she sent blasts of superheated air rushing into all three men’s lungs - swelling their chests outwards, as their laughter suddenly turned to agony. They staggered back, clawing at their throats and chests as their boss dropped the girl in his pain, only for Alicia to snatch her out of the air, kneel down, and turn away so the girl couldn’t see what was happening.
	The three thugs’ tongues jerked as they tried to scream, but no sound came out. Their lungs were boiling from the inside out, cooking inside their chests - but not enough to kill them outright. No, not in itself…just enough to drop them to the ground and leave them gasping for air, desperately, like fish out of water. Enough to cripple them - to leave them so weak from lack of air that they couldn’t even muster the strength to stand up.
	“You did it!” Wren jogged up to her, a smile on his face as he patted the girl on the head, and then beamed at Alicia. “You really are a nice person…but you know, I had just gotten my birds into position. You didn’t need to do that.”
	“Birds?” The crimson sorceress blinked up at him, eyes wide, and then she slowly looked back around at the three thugs. She’d been so focused on the girl and what the three men were saying that she hadn’t noticed at all, but Perry, Maray, and Sarangeia had surrounded the thugs before Alicia even did anything! They’d been there, ready to spring into action before Alicia even used her magic!
	“Yeah! I was going to have them knock the bad guys out.” Wren smiled, as Alicia’s arms went slack in shock, and the girl slid down to stand in front of her. “If I’d done it myself, they would have all gone flying, and taken her with them!”
	“What, did you think Wren was going to let them hurt a little girl?” Karas asked, his wings golded across his breast. “As if! Besides, even if he messed up I could have put them all to sleep, no problem.”
	“I-I see,” Alicia said, her body trembling again. She’d gone off and acted on her own, without even needing to! At least her identity hadn’t been revealed, but failing to notice that Wren was already taking care of the situation was a huge blunder. She’d assumed the worst of Wren without even considering what other explanations there might be. Being reborn had clearly made her lose her edg-
	“Thanks, lady!” The girl laughed and jumped up and down, dragging at Alicia’s cloak as the former assassin lectured herself inside her own head - and in the process, the little girl accidentally yanked the redhead’s hood down. Alicia’s eyes slowly grew wider and wider, as the hood slipped back to reveal her distinct, dark red hair, gorgeous tanned features, and brillinat, striking green eyes.
	There was a brief moment of silence, as Alicia’s face was revealed. Then a window nearby was flung open, and an old housewife leaned through it! “That’s Alice the Red, isn’t it? The divine champion, Alicia!”
	“It is!” A door banged open, and a man leapt out, hands thrust up in excitement. “We’ve been saved by one of the divine champions!”
	“It’s a miracle!” Doors and windows all up and down the street came bursting open as townsfolk flooded out, all laughing, chanting, pointing and closing in, as Alicia stayed on her knees, transfixed. “Red Alice!”
	Her hands shook so badly that she nearly dislocated her knuckles, as she reached up, gripped the girl, and pried the kid off of her. Then Alicia stood up abruptly, her eyes whirling inside as she glared at Wren and Karas. “We’re leaving. Now.”
	“Wh-what?” Wren asked, as Alicia snatched his hand, pulled her hood back up, and started dragging him away from the rapidly forming crowd. “What about the inn? You were-”
	“NOW!” She screamed furiously, and Wren shut up and started running, sweat suddenly dripping down his face. They raced out of town so fast that a cloud of dust kicked up in their wake!
	Alicia was enraged, but she had enough self control to know how to act, at least. If a divine champion just ran off without a word, then people would question her authenticity, or at least ask themselves why she’d been travelling in secret. It would at least suppress some stories about her being there…and that was the best she could do to silence them. 
She was not going to murder a child and an entire town to keep her identity concealed. It was upsetting, though - she hadn’t even gotten to bathe before pure bad luck had unmasked her!

Fortunately for Alicia, just as the sun began to set that evening the trio happened upon a large, pleasant country inn. It was a massive place, really; a three story plaster and brick building with a stables, a small farm market, and a guardhouse set up in a ring around its front entry way. This created a large, pleasant paved courtyard between them, beyond which gorgeous vineyards and tall, well-tended oaks stretched out around a handful of servant’s dwellings. It was practically a small village, but entirely geared towards attending to travelers. 
Alicia took one look at the tiled roofs, ivy-covered walls, and gorgeous wrought iron decorations that adorned the inn and its surrounding structures, and almost cried. It was fantastic! They even had a magical pump around the side, and if they had that, then the nicer rooms the inn offered would surely have their own heated baths, too!
“Looks kind of fancy.” Wren said, critically, as he stopped and stood with his arms folded.
“Looks expensive,” Karas added, his eyes half-lidding. “How are we supposed to afford a room, here?”
“Just get inside!” Alicia snapped, as she planted her hands against Wren’s back and shoved him towards the inn’s open, glass-fronted french doors. “I’ll take care of it!”
She rushed them inside, and found an older gentleman tending to the front desk. He smiled politely(and ignored the fact that Wren was half naked) as Alicia inquired after a room, but when she asked about renting out a second one for Wren, he bowed his head. “Regrettably, madam, we have only the one room open. Trade through our little haven is always popular this time of year, and we’ve nearly booked up.”
One room? Alicia didn’t like that much, but she really didn’t want to sleep outside again, and asking Wren and Karas to do so while she took a room for herself was simply too unkind. She needed them on her side, not resentful. “Very well. We’ve already been camping out together anyway, and even if we have to share a room, it will still be much better than that.”
“Understood, madam.” The gentleman inclined his head graciously, as Wren and Karas wandered over to stare through a set of nearby doors that lead into the inn’s dining hall. Noting their interest, the old gentleman hastily continued. “Ah, I will have dinner sent up to your room, yes? And the baths will be drawn by the time you reach your door.”
He hastily took Alicia’s money and exchanged it for a room key, and then personally ushered them to the stairs. Wren and Karas didn’t grasp why he was taking such special interest in them, but Alicia did; most of the people in the dining hall were dressed up pretty nice, and having a bare-chested barbarian like Wren walk in would have run the risk of upsetting the other guests.[footnoteRef:26] As long as the brothers didn’t seem to care, she had no inclination to object. It was easier to remain anonymous if she skipped the dining hall, after all. [26:  More accurately, it would have run the risk of seducing the wives of several of the guests, which would have ultimately been far worse.] 

Their room was on the top floor, and proved as luxurious as Alicia had hoped. An enormous four poster bed with a down mattress dominated the left wall, with a full wardrobe standing beside it. A large, impressive upholstered couch and a sitting table stood opposite the bed. Two enormous windows lined the walls, with elegant blue drapes pinned back to either side in case there was a need for privacy. The windows locked from the inside, which she appreciated as well - but more than anything, she was excited for the attached bath, accessed via a proper, locking door, on the right.
“Finally!” Alicia sagged, and threw off her cloak the second they were safely in private. She shook her head, dragging out her long, wavy red hair, broadly unaware of how this set her breasts rippling against one another, or how tightly it flexed her hips in place. Of course, Wren and Karas weren’t paying attention anyway, so she had no reason to be concerned.
“Hm!” Wren hummed, as he shoved down on the bed with both hands, experimentally. “This is a nice bed!”
“You’re sleeping on the couch. The bed is mine, since I’m the one paying for the room.” Alicia snapped, as she unbuttoned her coat and tucked it over an arm, revealing that she did, in fact, have a very revealing dress on underneath it. Karas stared at that; he’d sort of assumed the coat WAS her top, considering how tightly it stuck to her boobs!
Wren had already sat down on the bed while she was talking, but he nodded to her as the redhead finished. “Yeah, that makes sense, I guess. You’re not built as tough as I am, anyway.”
A spiderweb of veins bulged in Alicia’s forehead, as she rounded on the towering, white-haired prince. She glared at him for just a moment, and then she planted her hands on her hips and swayed them to one side, stretching her miniskirt tight between her thighs and across the apex of her ass. “I’ve changed my mind. You can have the bed.”
Karas and Wren both stared at her, one of them confused by her sudden change of stance and the other amazed by how petty she was, and then there was a knock at the door. Alicia hurriedly dragged her cloak back on as she answered it, and then stood to one side as a smartly dressed maid wheeled in a trolley laden with sweet breads, translucent onion soup, braised short ribs, and a pitcher of iced lemonade. The maid busily set it all out, and then, as she bustled back out with the trolley, she gave Alicia a knowing wink.
“Thank you.” The redhead said back, curtly, before she shut the door and locked it behind the maid. She ground her teeth together in frustration; if she’d just waited to take off her coat, she wouldn’t have had a double fistful of cleavage bulging out visibly beneath her cloak! Now there was going to be gossip. She hated gossip.
“This is really good!” Wren called out, as he hefted a fork loaded with melt-in-your-mouth beef. Alicia blinked at him and Karas, shocked by how quickly the two had started tearing into the food. They’d practically warped to the table before the maid was even out the door![footnoteRef:27] [27:  Which demonstrated a remarkable amount of restraint on their parts, really. Back on Averius any food left on a plate was liable to be snatched up by other birds, so both Wren and Karas were in the habit of eating immediately.] 

“Is that so? Make sure you set aside a plate for me, then.” The sorceress’s hips whipped from side to side as she collected her coat, and strode towards the bathroom. She was far more interested in being clean than full.
Wren watched her walk, blinking after her as she opened and shut the bathroom door firmly behind her. Then he slowly looked across the table at Karas. “So-”
“We’re obviously setting aside a portion for her.” Karas cut him off.
A tremor twitched across Wren’s lips. “Of course-”
“Wren.” Karas slowly raised his head from the bowl of soup he was drinking, and locked eyes with his brother. “You’re not going to suggest something as ungrateful as eating more than your fair share, right?”
“N-no, of course not,” Wren said. Beneath the table, Perry kicked at the rug angrily, his stubby beak dripping with drool. Rockhoppers like him were very carnivorous, and those short rips smelled really good. He wasn’t left hungry for long, though, because Wren really only had to wait for Sarangeia to distract Karas by sitting on his head before he had a chance to sneak one of Alicia’s ribs to Perry.
“So, are you still suspicious of her?” Wren asked, once Karas had stopped squawking at Sarangeia. The beautiful, multi-hued bird had jumped down to his shoulder, and was enjoying one of the lemon slices that’d been sent along with the lemonade. 
“She hasn’t done anything too suspicious, yet,” Karas admitted. “But she’s still an assassin, and she still killed us. Maybe you don’t remember what it felt like to get stabbed, but-”
“I remember.” Wren stopped his brother short, and then took a sip of lemonade. “But I said I’d let bygones be bygones, and I intend to stick to it. Well, as long as she does.”
Karas stared at his brother for a long moment, and then he sighed under his breath, and dipped his beak back into the soup. They ate together until Alicia returned from the bath - in a set of clothes that neither of them had seen before.
The sorceress’s black attire had been exchanged for an incredibly tight, clinging green dress. It dragged at her enormous breasts, squeezing either tanned sphere tightly against the other as it wrapped around to her lower back, and then down to barely hide her huge, rounded ass cheeks. A similar length of cloth covered her privates, barely concealing her thighs even slightly, as the cut of the dress left both of her shapely hips completely exposed. The fact she’d slipped on a set of thigh-high boots did not render her dress any less provocative.
Alicia blinked at the shocked look the brothers had on their faces, and then she sighed. “It’s my spare dress, alright? I’ll change back into my other outfit in the morning, when my cleaning charm finishes working on it!”
“Besides, you walk around almost naked all day and I don’t stare!” She huffed, as she plopped down on the couch beside Karas(which, ironically, bounced her tits up SO high that they nearly pulled out of her top), and scooped up the plate they’d set aside. She took a huge bite, and then blinked, staring down at the beef ribs as she chewed and swallowed. “Hm. This is good, but…I suppose I shouldn’t measure it against that feast from before.”
“The seafood in Paruga was really good,” Wren agreed. “You could really feel how happy the people making it were.”
“Can you feel that sort of thing from food?” Alicia’s lips twitched sardonically, in a gesture what was meant to dismiss the subject. Unfortunately, it just set Karas off into a long, long speech about the theories behind emotion and cooking and how much of the chef’s intent could really wind up in what they were preparing. Alicia mostly tuned him out.
After they finished eating, Wren flopped down on the bed and watched Alicia haul a massive pile of spare blankets out of the room’s wardrobe. As she started to arrange them on the floor, she frowned over at him. “Aren’t you going to bathe?”
“Nah, seems kind of wasteful. Karas and I don’t really get dirty, and that hot water could be used by somebody else.” Wren shrugged, and then he blinked as Alicia froze in shock. “What? I guess it’s a perk of how we were born into this world. No grime or dirt really sticks to either of us, and even sweat just flakes off once it dries.”
Karas nodded from the couch cushion he’d settled down on. “Not that we don’t still like bathing, of course. Baths are amazing even if we don’t need them, but if Wren says to save the water, I’m not going to use it for just myself.”
“I…see.” Alicia did not see. Nothing in her memories said anything about any race of people who were immune to the world’s filth except one[footnoteRef:28], but…well, that was obviously not possible, so it wasn’t even worth considering. Instead, she just accepted it as another bit of weirdness surrounding her travelling companions, and went back to making her nest of feather-stuffed bedclothes. [28:  Demigods.] 

Wren watched guiltily s Alicia bedded down in her small fluffy mountain of spare blankets. “Are you sure you don’t want the bed?”
“I’m sure,” the sorceress snapped back, as she plopped her head down atop a huge, fluffy pillow. It was honestly such a huge upgrade over sleeping outside that it was fine, but she wasn’t going to say that out loud. She snapped her fingers, and the room’s oil lamps winked out. “Goodnight.”

Karas awoke with a sudden start. The room was dark; almost completely dark, in fact, for the drapes had been drawn shut to block out the gentle moonlight and starglow outside. Bit by bit the black bird prince’s eyes adjusted…and he saw that he’d been set inside of a tiny gilded cage, atop the wardrobe.
“Such an irritating lump of a man.” A voice yanked the bird’s attention down, and he stared, gasping in shock. Alicia was kneeling at the foot of Wren’s bed, her hands jerking at the sash around the sleeping man’s waist. As she worked, her enormous, plump breasts squeezed forwards between his thighs. Wren himself was lying spreadeagled on his back with his legs dangling off the end of the bed, completely asleep. “You caused me so much aggravation by not clearly saying what was going on, before! The least you can do is pay me back with a little-ah.”
She gasped, her full, fat lips jerking apart in shock as she finally worked Wren’s sash open, and his cock thrust free, standing up as thick as a normal man’s forearm and higher than her head. She stared up at it, her green eyes crossing in shock as his enormous, throbbing girth squeezed partially between her tits, its veined length pressing to her cheek. “Oh…this is…big. Even that gigalo I used to fool around with wasn’t…like this. He had the biggest dick in New York.”
	There was a note of almost giddy joy in her voice, as she spoke. Atop the wardrobe, Karas tried to flap his wings and cry out, but the cage somehow silenced him and trapped his magic! He could do nothing but watch, as Alicia slowly wrapped a hand around the base of Wren’s cock. “Heh! New York just lost on girth. And on lenth…”
	She slowly squeezed her other hand around his shaft, her fingers failing to fully wrap all the way around it, and then she slowly counted hand over hand up to the tip. The tip twitched, veins squeezing against her palms, as she stopped with an index finger wrapped around just beneath the head. “…completely lost. Mmnhh.”
	She rolled her head to one side, her ass rippling against her heels as she leaned in, and dragged her tongue along the tip of his shaft. A thick drop of pre-cum clung to her tongue as she dragged it back between her fat, gleaming pink lips, leaving a little of it smeared atop her lower lip. “MMnNNh! That taste…god, that’s an intoxicating stench. New York loses there, too…in every single way, this one is better.”
	She panted her last word, her lips gaping open as she leaned in close, and slid the head of his shaft into her mouth. Her cheeks sucked in tight around it, her lips bulging fatly as they caught beneath the head, and then slowly, intensely, slid down, and down, until the tip hit the back of her throat. She gagged, groaning deep in her throat as her hips jerked forwards, her tits bounced up to ripple against one another, and her ass clenched up off of her heels.
	Her back arched more, and more, her hard, muscular belly clenching as she slowly forced him partway down her throat. The front of her neck began to bulge…and then she jerked back, coughing and gasping, with pre-cum and saliva dripping from her lips. Her tits heaved as she panted for air, her ass bulging around her heels as she sat back with her huge, juicy thighs spread wide enough open that the front flap of her dress stuck to her pussy between them. “Ah…ah…my throat’s not…big enough. God, I’m going to have to gradually stretch it out for next time.”
	Next time? Karas flapped his wings in panic, smashing himself against the cage, but it didn’t budge even slightly. All he could do was watch, as Alicia pumped up to her feet, her thighs clenching thick and round as she turned around, and heaved her big, toned bubble butt out over Wren’s dick. It throbbed, as she reached between her legs and guided him to her pussy, letting her juices soak the tip for a moment…before she shoved all the way down, slapping her ass against his abs!
	“NNMMNGH!” She screamed through gritted teeth as Alicia’s hard, muscular belly heaved outwards, bulging as Wren’s dick slammed into her cervix and forced every single fold within her to clamp down around him! She shuddered there for a moment, her breasts jiggling against one another as she slowly reached forwards, and gripped Wren’s knees.
	“FFucking,” She groaned, her pussy squelching wetly as she forced herself up to the tip of his dick, rolled her ass to one side, and slammed back down at an angle, hard enough to bounce her ass cheeks up against her lower back! “AMAZING!”
	“It just k-keeps stretching me-OGH!” Her ass slapped down again and again, crowding the room with the gushing stretching sounds of her deepest pink, and the endless impact of her ass against his abs. Every time she forced herself down, her pussy stretched a little more - as each time, Wren’s cock uncompressed further and further inside of her, reshaping her pussy! “God! Fu-so good! OH! Just keeps filling me up MORE!”
	“AGH! AH! AHH!” Her jaws failed her and her lips flung wide open, deep, sensual moans of bliss gushing out from within. Her ass molded to his abs as she brought her ass down once more and held, her eyes shuddering as she watched his balls clench between her legs. Her pussy lips stretched, widening as his cock slowly pumped thicker from base, to middle, to tip - forcing her belly out even further than before, as his first load built up against her cervix with such pressure that her back arched.
	“YYEEEEEESSS!” She screamed, her tits bouncing up out of her top entirely as Wren’s cum sprayed into her womb, splattering against its top and then curling around to fill her like a tidal wave! Her belly went soft as he bloated her more, and more, until her dress nearly popped! Every new gush of cum made her ass tremble and her back arch more, and more, until her tits were jiggling atop her chest as her head hung back!
	Lust consumed her. She yanked her ass up, letting cum splatter on the floor as she planted her hands on his thighs, locked her legs so her ass jiggled in the air above her, and tried to force his shaft down her throat! Her tits squished against his thighs and her eyes bulged as she got it halfway down her throat before she was forced to jerk, gag, and pull off in defeat!
	“More.” Alicia’s eyes gleamed in the dark as she turned around and climbed forwards atop him, her huge, heavy tanned tits hanging down over Wren’s abs. She arched her back, cranking her ass forward hard enough to make her thighs clench below, and her butt jiggle above her. She kept going further, until her pussy lips found the tip of his dick - and then she slammed her ass back again, clapping her cheeks atop his thighs as she rode him even harder than before! “OH! GOD! YES!”
	“You should feel overjoyed, you big dumb - OOHG- idiot!” She screamed, her back arching forward as she dragged her pussy up to the tip, held, and then forced herself back down, stuffing her belly with cock again. “You’re getting to fuck a world-famous sorceress!”
“Now GIVE IT TO ME! DEEPER!” She screamed as she leaned back, arching her back completely as she grabbed onto his knees behind her, and pistoned her pussy up and down onto his cock wildly! Sweat dripped from her nipples as her tits rolled apart at the peak of every thrust, even more of it splashing off of her ass as her huge, toned cheeks compressed atop his thighs again and again! Every thrust forced her abs to clench so hard that sweat sprayed off of them in a fine mist, as his cock filled her all the way to her womb!
“OOOOOOOHHHHH!” Finally, his cock flexed within her again and Alicia let out a mind-ruining scream of abject joy. He filled her more than before - bloating her belly until her dress ripped open entirely, and her bloated, cum-stuffed bronze belly sloshed out to gleam in the room’s dim lights. She shuddered atop him, twitching so much that even her thighs rippled, as she drowned in the ecstasy of Wren’s seed.
 She sat atop him for a long moment, her tongue draped disgracefully down her chin and her entire body trembling still. Then she slowly climbed off, and knelt down with Wren’s cum-coated cock pried against her cheek. She licked it, savoring the taste…and then her head abruptly jerked to the side as she stared straight up at Karas. “You’re having a stupid dream right now, you dumb bird. Stop being delusional!”

“AH!” Karas jerked awake with sweat dripping off his feathers, his eyes so wide open that his face cramped. Alicia had turned on them! She’d shown her true, horrible colors by locking him up and…
…there was no cage. Karas blinked down at the cushion he’d gone to sleep on, which was still right on the couch, exactly where it had been last night. Had he…actually dreamed all of that? But it’d been so real, and so detailed, and so…not his kind of thing!
Someone pounded on the door, and Karas jumped, staring at it. Only then did he realize that Alicia’s nest of blankets, on the floor below Wren’s bed, was empty. She’d disappeared! Maybe his dream really hadn’t been a dream? What if-
“Jeeze!” With a crash, Alicia kicked the room door open, slamming it against a wall hard enough to crack it! Karas yelped, as she strode in and whipped it shut with her hips, her arms occupied by a pair of trays laden with eggs, biscuits, sausages, and tea. “You two assholes sleep way too deeply if you couldn’t hear that! I was banging on the door forever!”
“Get up! It’s already late in the morning!” Alicia yelled, as she swayed over to the bed and unceremoniously kicked Wren out of it! He’d been lying in such a tightly coiled ball that when he was shunted out from under the covers, he stayed curled up as he thudded to the ground. He laid still for a solid two seconds, and then yelped, and sat up!
“What? How? Who? Why am I on the floor?” Wren jerked his head from side to side, and then blinked as Alicia grumpily set down the trays of breakfast food she’d brought up. “Ooh!”
Karas stared at his companions as Wren hopped over and started eating. Had that all…really, really been a dream? Wren hadn’t been lying in bed the way he had during the night, and Alicia’s dress was definitely intact, still. There was no cage, no sign that Karas himself had been moved, but…had he really dreamed all of that up? Even the part about the gigolo?[footnoteRef:29] [29:  This was particularly distressing, since Karas very much preferred the idea that he didn’t know what a gigolo was.] 

	“Wren?” Karas tried, nervously. Wren blinked at the black bird with his cheeks stuffed with breakfast biscuit. “Are you feeling okay?”
	The entire mass of food in Wren’s mouth vanished down his gullet in a single gulp, and then he tapped his right shoulder with a fist. “Well, my shoulder is kind of stiff, for some reason. Feels kind of like I got hit by something.”
	“Sorry, but if all the noise didn’t wake you then violence was necessary.” Alicia closed her eyes as she took a small, careful bite of sausage. Wren was gobbling it down with everything else on his plate, but it was actually very nice on its own. “Besides…I don’t believe for a second that you’re actually hurt.”
	“Mgnh! Mn mnh fhgn mndh![footnoteRef:30]” Wren complained into a half-eaten sandwich as he hopped up, and wandered over to open one of the room’s windows. He’d intended to yell something dramatic to protest being kicked, but the second the window was open, a voice began to drift through it from outside. It was a young voice, belonging to a boy in the courtyard who was shouting the morning news for anyone who wanted to listen. [30:  There is no translation. Just a general sense of outrage.] 

	“-travelling official found dead this morning!” The hotel crier yelled. “Horribly murdered in the night-”
	In a rush, Alicia flipped over the table, kicked off the couch, and slammed the window shut. Karas and Wren both blinked at her in shock as she let out a small sigh - and then Wren jerked up a finger, his mouth still full of sandwich, and pointed at her. “Ah.”
	“’Ah’, what? It wasn’t me!” Alicia flung a hand out to one side dismissively, a motion that set more than one part of her perfectly formed body jiggling. “I was here all right! I didn’t go out until ten minutes ago!”
	Wren narrowed his eyes at her, and then without breaking eye contact, he reached out and shoved the window open again. The crier’s slightly excited voice[footnoteRef:31] filled the room again. “-throat slit something awful! Right down to the bone, even!” [31:  It will never cease to amaze me how much fascination young boys have with terrible, horrible news. They’re always going on about how a sword could split someone in half, or how a building would explode if such and such happened to it - and always accompanied by mouth-noises. Always.] 

	Alicia reached out and slowly shut the window again. Sweat was beading on her forehead. “Everything he just said is circumstantial. The mob aren’t the only ones who would use a garotte to kill someone, you know.”
	Wren finally swallowed, and then whipped another accusatory finger towards her, adding it to the first! “I didn’t say anything about a garotte.”
	“I was giving an example!” Alicia’s right eye twitched, her feet shuffling back as he pointed both fingers at her. The entire exchange looked ridiculous to Karas, but at the same time…maybe…maybe she had snuck out in the night and killed someone, instead of doing what he thought he’d seen her doing with Wren[footnoteRef:32]? The black prince winced when he realized he actually preferred the thought that she’d murdered someone. [32:  Karas was willing to jump through any mental hoop that he had to if it meant not having to think the word that we all know he’s avoiding thinking. ] 

	“Well, we’ll see about that, won’t we?” Wren said, as he grabbed the window again and started to open it.
	“No-oo-o!” Alicia cried, her hands latching onto his arm in an attempt to stop him - but his hand nonetheless dragged upwards, forcing the window open bit by bit despite her vain struggles to the contrary! The hotel crier’s voice filtered back into the room as Alicia struggled ineffectually with Wren - but when she heard what he was saying, she froze.
	“-nnouncing the unscheduled arrival of the Crown Prince’s Royal Carriage!” The boy yelled excitedly, clearly having completely abandoned the news in favor of pointing and yelling at something down the road. Karas flew to the window in a hurry, and he, Wren, and Alicia all leaned out to stare…as a massive, gilded carriage flanked by knights clad in plate-of-mail rolled towards the inn.
	The trio in the window exchanged glances, and then stared out, as the carriage rolled to a halt in the courtyard outside. It loomed, casting a heavy shadow across the inn’s well-worn cobblestones, as a tiny blue and gold flag flapped atop it.
	Alicia winced at it.





