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      Dear Reader,

      Welcome to the world of Monster Apocalypse! Thanks for choosing to visit, and I hope you have a great time in what’s left of civilization. I, for my part, am excited to show you a world you have not seen before.

      You are about to dive into a bit of an adventure alongside Apocalypse Boy, who has a name, but has been known to me by that moniker for longer. His story is one that’s special to me, because I can tell you exactly how it came about. Basically, I thought about killing two birds with one stone, birds turned into lovers, add a dash of Valentine’s Day and magic, and presto! Apocalypse Boy.

      All other characters normally just stumble into my head, look around, give a curt nod, then unfold their lawn chairs to squat up there until I write them. The people in this book were nicer to handle, and I like them a lot.

      Now, about this series. The world you are about to dive into is a sprawling one. The story is a journey, and it’s not finished yet. It started back in 2022, when this was first written. The book in your hands now has been fully revised and reedited. The story, while largely the same, has grown longer, and several scenes have been expanded to give us more time with the characters.

      As always, I’m grateful to the Piperettes on Ream and Patreon, whose support makes it possible for me to create worlds like these.

      Safe travels, and beware the monsters!

      

      Alexa Piper

      April 2026
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      The apocalypse was one hundred percent totally an accident, and I was sorry. So sorry. I contemplated for about the millionth time how very, very sorry I was as I huddled on a dusty stool in a changing room in the ladies’ section of the department store and peeked out from behind a dusty, tattered curtain at the very angry, very purple monster venting its anger management issues on a female mannequin.

      All of this was my fault, and I had the distinct feeling that the other shoe was about to drop. I’d be eaten. Like the mannequin, only with more…splatter.

      Funnily enough, the mannequin had been wearing a purple skirt and a matching lavender blouse with lots of complex layers. The monster apparently did not like layers, and it was undoing them just like it was the mannequin, cracking the head with a sharp sound that made me flinch and wish I were elsewhere.

      My knees were hurting from awkwardly squatting on the stool, I could only hope that the monster had picked the women’s clothing section intentionally. With any luck, it preferred eating women and wasn’t interested in guys, meaning I would be safe. Not that I was going to try my luck. I might have caused the apocalypse—and did I mention I was extremely sorry about that?—but I wasn’t going to just let some purple-assed monster eat me.

      Sadly, while my survival instincts were pretty good, they didn’t prevent me from getting muscle cramps. In my left calf, for instance.

      I managed to keep quiet when the cramp hit. I didn’t manage to just breathe through the pain and keep still though. Instead, with all the grace of a one-legged dodo, I overbalanced. That led to the stool falling over, me with it, and since I was holding on to the changing room curtain, that ripped from its rail and landed on top of me like a polyester shroud.

      The dust made me sneeze. My heart was racing, panic constricting my throat. I peeked out from under the curtain, sure this was going to be it. The purple monster looked at me down its long snout. It had two sets of eyes. Seriously, was that really necessary? What was there to see that was interesting enough for four fucking eyes?

      The thing looked like a cross between a monkey and a jaguar, quadrupedal, with no fur but leathery skin, and its mouth was more like a beak, but studded with teeth like a shark’s.

      The teeth were more worrisome than the eyes, if I was being honest. It considered me for two whole seconds before its body language told me that it liked guys just as much as female mannequins. The thing growled and took one step toward me, the taloned front limbs tense and ready to launch it forward. My heart was pounding in my chest. I was too scared to even scream.

      The blade that arced down came so fast, my brain didn’t recognize it for what it was until the purple monster’s head came off, splattering dark blue blood all over the dirty floor. The severed head rolled a few times, then came to a stop an arm’s length outside the changing room, practically in my lap. All four eyes fixed me with an accusing look. They were black, like beetle eyes. One of the lids twitched as I stared. It twitched right at me.

      “Fuck,” I said. “Fuuuuuck.” The monster’s massive body collapsed, and more blood came out of it.

      I tried to get to my feet, but the curtain had torn and tangled me like a net, and when the decapitator stepped out from between two clothes racks that advertised a fifty-percent-off-everything sale, I froze.

      The apocalypse had done a lot of weird stuff. I only saw some of it because social media went down frequently and news reporting was spotty. When I moved—staying in one place for too long was dangerous—keeping my phone charged wasn’t always a given either, but even with all that, I’d heard about the suspension of most travel and the limitations of trade, as well as the changed ecosystems and even stranger creatures appearing all over the world.

      That was all really bad, but it was abstract. I could handle abstract. It was the concrete stuff that scared me.

      Such as hungry monsters roaming all over the place, including here in Ireland, because that was where we’d been on our summer vacay before everything had gone to shit. Some of the monsters liked female mannequins and had blue blood that spurted sort of slowly after their heads got cut off. Apparently others were tall and massively built—not in a bad way, just carry-me-in-your-arms kind of fit. And they had horns that curled back from their heads like an ibex’s, with all those textured ridges that looked kind of cool.

      This guy was like that—not that I was looking all that closely or anything. I was frozen in place, my whole body tense. The monster guy had those ibex horns and slitted cat eyes, baby blue skin, and hair the same color as the ink stain on the bottom right corner of my third-grade desk. It was braided under his horns with the braids running to the back of his head.

      Monster Guy was also staring at me. Intently. His sword was still out, but as I watched, he did that neat trick I’d seen samurai do in movies when they wanted to get blood off their blades. I even heard the liquid splattering the ground right before he sheathed the blade at his side in one quick move. That sound honestly wasn’t all that neat, and he didn’t look away from me while he did all that, which meant he was either a show-off or ruthlessly efficient.

      He wore comfortable-looking clothes—pants and a shirt tied with a belt, all black. At least if he was using a sword, wearing clothes, and walking on two legs, he was civilized. On the other hand, two years of living in the apocalypse had taught me that you could be both civilized and human and still be a monster, so what did I know? I needed to get out of this situation, that was what.

      Monster Guy took another step toward me on silent feet. They weren’t quite human feet, I noticed when he kicked the monster’s head away.

      It was nice not to be watched by those four eyes anymore, one of which had been twitching for a disturbingly long time post decapitation.

      The reprieve from the dead, four-eyed gaze was brief. Monster Guy’s feet looked like massive cat paws, and combined with the horns, they just made the dude, really, really intimidating. I shifted on the ground, which did nothing at all to get me untangled from the curtain.

      Monster Guy squatted in front of me, and the way he moved was weirdly graceful for such a big, strong person. Once he was close, he pinned me with an intense stare, his slitted pupils cleaving irises of shining indigo.

      And then he looked me up and down and licked his fucking lips.

      I scrambled back against the wall of the changing room, not caring that the curtain tightened even further around my legs. “No. I’m not for eating. I’d taste bad, so bad. Because of all the preservatives, hormones, and microplastics you eat as a human. You don’t want me. I’d be bad for your health.”

      “I wasn’t thinking about eating you,” Monster Guy said in the poshest of posh English accents I’d heard since landing here, which was odd considering this was Ireland and he was a horned dude with a sword and some sick reflexes. “Did the beast scare you?”

      Huh. That was unexpected.
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      “Did the beast scare you?” he repeated, much slower this time.

      “W-what?”

      He was still looking at me, all over. All over.

      He stopped trying to skin me with his gaze alone and turned a little—not so much that he was looking away from me, but far enough to block the exit with his bulk, almost like he knew I’d try to run…if there’d been anywhere to run to.

      “The monster.” He pointed with his thumb. His hands were remarkably human looking. “Did it scare you?”

      I swallowed, but my throat was still dry. Like, really, really dry. “It was going to eat me.”

      “Yes. You would have been easy pickings.” The pupils of his cat eyes had widened and now almost eclipsed the dark indigo irises. “You’ll be safer now, with me. You won’t have to be scared. Would you like that?”

      “I… No! I don’t even know you, and you’re…you’re…blue all over!”

      That wasn’t the problem. It was actually kind of a nice color, come to think of it. The problem was the licking of the lips. I didn’t want to even consider what he was planning on doing with me.

      He tilted his head to the side and those massive horns almost touched the wall of the changing room.

      “You can call me Inkiri.” He put the stress on the second syllable of his name and rolled the R. “And you?”

      I licked my lips. My mouth was so dry. Oh, the things I’d do for fancy coffee. And the things I’d do not to think about fancy coffee in a life-and-death situation such as this.

      I glanced past him, but there was no way to get out of the damn corner I’d backed myself into, even without the curtain. If I was lucky, he really wouldn’t want to eat me. I wasn’t naive enough to think he was offering me anything for free though, and if he hadn’t let his gaze roam all over me to judge how tender I was…well. He’d want something else with me then. That wasn’t going to happen, but for now, I had no option but to play along.

      I raised my chin as if this were an audition with a bunch of scary production people staring at me. “I’m Rory.”

      He nodded. His horns moved and caught the faint light. It looked impressive. “Good. Now we know each other, and you can come with me, Rory.”

      “Right. Okay. That should be okay.”

      It absolutely wasn’t. His logic left a lot to be desired, but he had a sword and knew how to use it, so I was going to keep my complaints to myself for now.

      Inkiri seemed to see my agreement as an invitation, and with no hesitation whatsoever, he leaned forward, disentangled me from the curtain by simply tearing it apart, and pulled me up along with him. He was a good head taller than me, or more than a head. And his arching horns made him taller still.

      “Hey!” I flinched, because my calf was still cramping and hurting like someone had rammed an ice pick into my leg.

      “Are you injured? Is that why you were hiding in here?”

      Inkiri looked at me as if he were trying to figure out what was wrong with me, where I was broken. I had looked at myself in the mirror like that a few times over the past two years. I’d come up empty apart from the obvious stuff, but maybe he would see something I hadn’t.

      I did my best to display a look of painful normalcy. Functionality. Yes, I was super functional, and definitely not the type of person who cried himself to sleep half of the time.

      “It’s just a cramp. I’m fine.” I reached over to grab my backpack, which I’d shoved into a corner so the purple monster wouldn’t see it.

      Inkiri was still blocking the exit, and he gave me what seemed like a thoughtful look.

      “Do you have a uterus?” was the gem that eventually came out of his mouth, and I just…turned red as a cabbage, was what I did.

      “Why would—I’m a dude, okay?” It occurred to me that he probably didn’t understand human anatomy, which was actually comforting, because it meant he’d never butchered a human. Or…done anything else that required a human to be naked. “I’m fully male all the way. From how you speak the language, you must’ve been here a while. Why would you think I have a uterus?”

      Inkiri tilted his head to the other side, once more narrowly avoiding the changing room wall with those ibex horns. They were a deep midnight blue, and their tips looked sharp enough to take out an eye.

      “It’s difficult to tell just from looking at a human. You said you had a cramp, and I know some women suffer from that. You also look frail, and human women—especially those with uteri—can appear so because they are smaller and not as broad. You look frail, and it says ‘women’s fashion’ on the signs over there. I was reasonably sure you had a uterus. Does the assumption embarrass you?”

      Oh, was I ever sorry for causing the apocalypse and bringing this discussion upon myself. So very, very sorry.

      “You do realize women have boobs, don’t you? You can’t tell me boobs are invisible to you.” For my show and tell, I mimed boobs. It wasn’t my proudest moment.

      Inkiri nodded and put a hand on his sword, which was when I realized he had more than one on his left hip. There were three, in fact, all varying in lengths and in their hilt decorations. Who needed three swords, and whatever for?

      “That made sense at first, until we helped a woman who explained she was a trans woman, which meant she had no uterus, among other things. And she explained that you shouldn’t just assume from the looks, though I did notice your lack of boobs. But she said asking was better than assuming, so I asked. Did I offend you?”

      That was a lot to unpack right there, but I didn’t intend to stick around long enough for that. I would get away from this weirdo just as soon as I could. Maybe I’d even make a run for it as soon as he stepped aside so I could finally, finally get out of the changing room.

      But two things stuck out. “I’m not offended. But you said you helped another human? And did you just say ‘we’? Or do you use that like the queen would?”

      “Yes, we helped another. As for the others, I’ll take you to meet them.”

      Inkiri finally moved, and I breathed a sigh of relief. I most definitely did not want to meet anyone else who carried an assortment of swords attached to their body and who thought about uteri more in a single conversation than I’d done since before my first crush on a boy, but I had to be smart about this. I had to play along, at least for a little while.

      Behind Inkiri, the monster’s blood had started to congeal. Death hadn’t improved how it looked at all, but to be honest, I’d seen worse. Worse was always an option during the apocalypse. That was one of the first things I’d learned.

      I followed Inkiri toward the store’s exit, but to my right, behind a skirts-and-tank-tops display that had collected dust over the years, I saw a door for staff. Wally, my high school buddy, had worked in a department store like this, and she’d told me that usually, the staff area had storage, and more importantly, a back door. That back door, if I played it right, was going to be my getaway.

      Inkiri looked over his shoulder to make sure I was following, and once we got outside the store, he slowed down so I could catch up. That was when I summoned all my acting skill—and yeah, people had told me there wasn’t much of that to be had. I’d been a fucking tree in the third-grade play for a reason, but I’d given the role of second tree on the left my all. I’d made up for what others didn’t see in my acting with passion, and I was going to give this all my passion as well.

      “Oh, shoot.” I was aiming for distraughtly apologetic. “I forgot something in there. Can you stay here and make sure no other monster tries to get me?” Seeing as how my play-acting repertoire consisted entirely of damsel in distress or tree, I gave the blue monster my best doe eyes before my brain’s quality control could stop me.

      Inkiri focused his slit-pupiled eyes on me, then rested his wrist on the hilt of one of his swords. The competence came off him in waves.

      “Best be quick.”

      I nodded, and went to seize my freedom. Back inside the store, I made a beeline for the staff door and carefully opened it, hoping I wouldn’t make too much noise. Luckily, the mechanism wasn’t creaky, and I didn’t think Inkiri could see me from where I’d left him.

      It was dark beyond the staff door, and my eyes needed a moment to adjust. When they did, the dull gleam of the Exit sign way over to my left was a blissful relief. It came close to the time I’d found a huge pack of candy at the very back of an already raided store six months ago. I’d had chocolate bars for dinner that day.

      Careful not to fall over boxes and whatnot, I maneuvered toward where I could only hope my monsterless freedom waited for me. My cramp was a lot better now, and once I was outside, I’d run until I couldn’t anymore.

      I’d treat myself to the remaining candy bar in my bag as a treat for surviving this shit show of a shopping trip.
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      The door was just ahead, the faint light from the Exit sign flickering. I had my hand on the handle, and I was so darn close, I could taste freedom on the stale air of the storage area.

      But—and there was always a but in the apocalypse—a strong hand landed on my shoulder before I could make it out the door. Rather than jerk me back and slam me into the boxes in fury, Inkiri leaned in close, my back against his front.

      “Why are you running away from me? I won’t hurt you, Rory.”

      I’d made it through two years of this shit, and I liked to pride myself on being able to think on my feet. Unless I was tangled in a polyester curtain, but that was a one-off.

      I wasn’t sure whether he was deluded or an actual dangerous psycho, but playing innocent rather than getting confrontational seemed the safest bet regardless. Also, if freezing and playing tree wasn’t an option, I really only had the damsel-in-distress spiel in my repertoire.

      I turned, which dislodged his hand and allowed me to look up at him from under my lashes.

      “I…” I actually sniffled a little. My third-grade teacher would have been so proud. “I didn’t want to be a burden to you. You killed that monster, and I’m grateful. I don’t mean to impose. I’m sure you must be busy.”

      Eating people. Helping people while being super interested in their uteri or lack thereof. Yeah, his schedule had to be packed.

      “That’s considerate of you, but you worry for naught. You are no burden, sweet thing.”

      Ugh. That right there was not good. “Sweet thing” very much objectified me, and while I was aware that I knew virtually fudge-all about getting objectified, what with being a white dude and well off by way of my parents, I knew I didn’t like it.

      “I really can’t come with you.” I added another sniffle at the end. Artistic license.

      The problem with Inkiri was that he wasn’t human, and I couldn’t read his features that well. The light was low, but the Exit sign offered some illumination—enough for me to see it when his eyes narrowed a fraction and his nostrils flared. His nose was on the smaller side and not as prominent as a human’s. Then again, who needed an impressive nose when one had those massive, curving horns, which were very, very close to me at the moment.

      “Do you have a mate?” Inkiri asked, and his voice had gone harder, like a schoolmaster in a period drama reaching for the ruler.

      “I… No. The damn apocalypse killed lovers to begin with, and all that’s left of humanity is a bunch of incel douchebags, monks, and introverts. And those prepper idiots, but with any luck, the monsters ate them.”

      It wasn’t like I’d done a study on who was gone and who wasn’t, but I…had reason to believe that most of them were lovers. And both preppers and dude-bro incels were still pretty active on socials; not that I followed them or anything. The algorithms had gone to all heck even before the apocalypse.

      Inkiri nodded. “I’m not sure what all those things are, but it is good you don’t have a mate.”

      Uh-oh. I was in trouble. I had definitely read the way he looked at me right. Had I accidentally gotten monster-married to this guy? In the same way I’d accidentally created the apocalypse? Was cutting off a big purple jaguar-monkey’s head a wedding gift, and would Inkiri proceed to ravish me right here in a bed of musty shipping boxes and discarded mannequin appendages?

      I did not normally think of…monsterfucking in dangerous situations, but, well, you could still get books online, nights were lonely, and we all needed our coping strategies. My preferred one wasn’t books, it was slash fanfic of action movies I’d seen in the before times, but so what? I read books too.

      “Yeah, but, you know, I’m not looking. For a mate. But even if I were, women are totally my type,” I lied, then mimed. “With boobs, you know. Really big boobs, that’s my jam.” Surely, if we were monster-married, him being lacking in the cup-size department would be cause for immediate divorce. Surely.

      Inkiri frowned. “You mean women who have uteruses? Are you looking to procreate? Was that what you were trying to do in the women’s fashion shop?”

      I got a bad case of cabbage-red face again. How was it that a seemingly normal and innocent conversation with this guy made me come out sounding like some weirdo who’d snuck into a women’s clothing store to…what, have fun with the mannequins? This was especially embarrassing because women really, really didn’t do it for me, whether they had a uterus or not.

      “I wasn’t trying to masturbate!” I blurted out. “I was just—they have cute cat socks, okay? I wanted a damn pair of cute socks because everything sucks now, and I know that’s all my fault, but that doesn’t mean I can’t have one single damn nice thing, because—believe it or not—I’m living through this shit just like everyone else, and I’ve seen people get eaten by monsters!” I was trembling all over, and this time, I wasn’t playing the damsel, oh no. This damsel energy was all genuine. “I’m so sorry, but Valentine’s Day just really, really sucks when you’re single, and I didn’t know what I was doing.”

      Inkiri had started gently holding me by my other shoulder at some point, and he was making weird clicking noises. They were either meant to comfort me or shut me up, and I didn’t care which. I was crying, darn it. Like a baby. Over effing cat socks.

      “Explain how this is all your fault,” Inkiri said. His voice was both comforting and commanding, and that just wasn’t right. He should have been scaring me, not making me want to tell him my deepest, darkest secrets.

      I sighed, but at this point, it really didn’t matter much. I’d never told anyone. I’d wanted to, but I’d been scared. Everyone would hate me, hunt me down, but Inkiri already had me cornered.

      I took a shaky breath. “We went to visit that stupid Stone of Destiny. It’s where they crowned the old Irish kings. Oh, that’s me and Catherine and Jacob. It was Valentine’s Day, you know? And Cat and Jacob were being so effing in love that it hurt my eyeballs to watch. I was the third wheel, and the worst part is, I honestly believe they didn’t even notice how I felt, because they were happy. We get to that stone, and some old guy at the site tells me something about how the thing makes wishes come true if someone worthy touches it and says the wish out loud. He tells me to try it, make a tourist memory out of it.

      “And the stupid thing I did was touch the damn stone and say I wished all lovers would just cease to exist. Next thing I know, Cat and Jacob have up and vanished, turned into dust, into black ash. From what I heard, they think it happened to over eighty percent of everyone.” My throat was tight, and I couldn’t swallow. “All of that is my fault.”

      Inkiri tilted his head, and this time, his right horn brushed against the side of my head.

      “Interesting. Did you do anything to open the veils?”

      “To what?”

      “The beasts. My kind. We are not from here. Did you do anything to allow us access to Earth?”

      “Uhm, no? Like, mass murder was quite enough for an afternoon, you know?” I sniffled and wiped my face with the back of my hand. “Now I can’t even get some goddamn cat socks, and I know I don’t deserve them in the first place, but I saw a guy torn to shreds outside of a pub, and do you know how wrong that is? Do you know how that sounds?”

      Inkiri made a noise that hung between growling and purring. “We should go and meet the others. If you have no mate waiting for you, there is no reason to delay, and we can talk about this more later. Perhaps we shall feed you first.”

      Feed me first? I knew how the tale of Hänsel and Gretel went, and I shivered. First I’d be fed, then I’d be dinner. Nuh-uh.

      Inkiri put an arm around my shoulders and led me back out to the store. I could smell the dead monster now. You’d think a big purple thing not from this world would smell different, but in death, all meat just stank.

      Instead of heading straight for the exit, Inkiri walked me to the left corner of the store this time, then he stopped, grabbed a pair of the exact socks I’d come here for, and held them up to me.

      “These are the ones you want?”

      I wanted to lie. I wanted to say something that would make this horned blue dude go away and leave me alone. But what came out of my mouth was, “Yeah. Thanks.”

      He grabbed all the remaining pairs and put them into my backpack, and it wasn’t fair, and it wasn’t smart, but I felt good about having gotten my socks out of this ordeal. If I was very, very lucky, maybe I’d be even able to wear them once before I died.
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      This time around, Inkiri kept a hand on my arm to lead me along. His grip wasn’t tight, and he wasn’t hurrying, but he didn’t let go of me either.

      We left the department store through the exit by the checkout counters that led back to the first floor, then took the stairs down. I’d come in through the front myself, because the place had looked abandoned. I’d gone up the unmoving escalator to find food and clothing, and I’d actually been on my way out when I spotted the socks.

      The way Inkiri took me, we went down the stairs and rounded a corner on the first floor, and I saw signs of carnage I’d missed before.

      There were gashes in the walls that looked like claw marks, and I spotted a box cutter on the floor next to a glass case with camera equipment, the cutter’s yellow handle stained with what I could tell was long-dry blood. The glass of the display case had broken and scattered in a few places and mixed with blood—not a large puddle you got from someone bleeding out, but the smaller ones that made it look like there’d been a fight here and people had been wounded. Or maybe people had just been running for their lives and ended up being too slow to escape entirely unscathed.

      “Don’t worry. The beast upstairs was the only one,” Inkiri said. “You will be fine now.”

      Well, that was probably a matter of opinion. For all I knew, I might’ve accidentally gotten hitched to the big blue dude, and it said a lot about how the past two years had gone for me that I wondered whether it would really be all that bad if that were the case.

      Inkiri pulled me toward the emergency exit for shoppers. We went through a set of heavy fire doors into a bland hallway with stairs leading up and farther down. The fighting had been worse here. The smell of the carnage—even though it wasn’t recent—made the stale air reek, and I put a hand over my nose and mouth.

      Inkiri noticed. “It’s just a short walk. You can breathe fresh air soon.”

      He was right, but I still couldn’t help seeing what was here: a bigger puddle by the stairs leading down, and splatters of dark blood that had dried to black, oily sludge near the opposite wall, the one to my right.

      There was a single sandal in almost the center of the hallway, the cute kind Catherine might’ve worn, with a flower pattern running along the sides. A dark brown stain marred that pattern, and I carefully walked around the sandal, pressing closer to Inkiri as I did so.

      He bent his head toward me, his right horn coming frightfully close, but he just made his clicking noises, which made me think they were meant to soothe me.

      Sunshine welcomed us when Inkiri pushed the outward-facing fire door open. It was May, which I knew because by some miracle, I had managed not to break my phone while trying to stay alive.

      You had to get your phone charged, of course, and while power and water were still running in most places, it wasn’t a guarantee. Being able to get to them also wasn’t guaranteed. Either way, I had no idea what system the power was still running on here in Ireland, but I sure appreciated Irish ingenuity.

      A magpie strode across the back parking lot and gave us some noticeable side-eye. The bird’s black feathers shimmered in the sunlight, and I considered how funny it was that magpies were still doing fine while people just weren’t. They bonded for life as far as I knew, and while they were birds, they must’ve had feelings too. Then again, I hadn’t wished all magpies out of existence, so lucky them.

      “Those are interesting creatures,” Inkiri said when he noticed me looking. “They appreciate being given food, and they seem casually friendly.”

      “Huh. Does that mean you’ve come here to make friends with birds?”
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