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Content Warnings



While this is a mostly gentle animal fantasy adventure, the story touches on themes of loss, grief, injustice, tyranny, and there are scenes or mentions of violence, injury, death, imprisonment, and servitude. 
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Chapter 1

A Very Small Wren Takes a Very Big Step





In a mildly enchanted place (far away from the one you and I are most familiar with), there lived a very small bird with a big ambition: to travel to the Royal Castle and sing her own modest aria before the Whitefeather Queen and other members of her court. 

Birds of every stripe and feather gathered round to laugh and jeer at Wren’s plan. Why did such an ordinary bird imagine she could ever hope to gain an audience before royalty? By what means would she travel such a vast distance? And how could she compete with the Golden Nightingale, the Court Musician and owner of the most accomplished talent and sweetest voice in the land?

“I can dream, can’t I?” protested Wren, innocent of any motive but giving a true gift from her heart to the supreme ruler of them all. Her song might be modest, but it was of her own composition and one she had been practicing all her life.

“What think you of this idea?” a nosy magpie asked Wren’s mother.

“Tis a foolishness,” she admitted. “Youth breeds folly, but also a courage that we old ones have lost.”

“You’ll let her go?”

“How can I stop her? Tie a bell round her neck so I always know where she is? I taught her to fly and now she must take wing whither she will.”

With this maternal half-blessing, Wren took leave of all those she knew best. Her last stop was at a modest country cottage surrounded by an exuberance of flowers, fruit orchard, and a large vegetable patch that was of great interest to many small creatures. There lived her dearest friend, a softly yellow bird who was companion to a Kind Woman.

In honor of the day’s mild weather, Canary’s silver cage was perched in an open window so that he might enjoy some fresh air. There Wren found him and confessed her plan.

“Sing for the Queen? You mean you’re really going to travel so far?” he replied in amazement.

“Yes! Won’t you come with me?”

“Out into the world? Never! I’d rather stay here where I’ve nothing to fear from the elements or the thousand enemies who hunt our kind.”

“But you’re not free,” Wren lamented, for she couldn’t imagine spending her life fettered by a tiny space.

“There are more important things to some of us than freedom. I’m safe and well-fed, and that is enough for me. I could give you a dozen reasons why going to visit the Queen is a foolhardy notion, but I know you’ll go anyway, so I’ll save my breath to lift my song. I hope the memory of it will warm your heart during the dark nights ahead.”

Being a talented vocalist himself, Canary sang a lilting melody of light and love with a soft undercurrent of sorrow and faint regret.

Wren sighed to hear it. Doubt rose in her mind as to the wisdom of going alone on such a quest. “I wish you would change your mind and come with me. What if I get lost?”

“I’ve heard the sun rises over the Queen’s keep every morning. Just keep heading due east and you will likely run into it sooner or later.”

“How many days travel do you think it is?”

“As many days as it takes you. No more, no less.”

Laughing at her friend’s stout wisdom, Wren poked her head through the bars of his cage to brush her cheek against his own in farewell. She flew to the wooden fence that embraced the cottage’s garden, cocking her head, and looking off to the east over fields and forest as far as her little eye could see. So much farther than she had ever imagined flying in her life. Was it even possible?

You never know until you try, she thought, gathering her courage and taking flight.

The skies turned grey as Wren departed—a small dot flying into a far-off horizon. Canary peered into the distance long after his friend had vanished. A gentle drizzle started to patter before turning into a heavy downpour. As the Kind Woman came to fetch his cage inside and shut the window against the elements, he worried about what the change in the weather could mean for his friend.

Would he ever see Wren’s sweet face again? How lonely he was already and she gone no longer than that! The days would be dreary and full of worry until her return.


      [image: ]Despite the drenching rain, Wren flew and flew, longer than she had ever flown. Stopping finally to rest on a low tree branch, she was certain she must be almost to the Queen’s castle, but when she glanced back the way she’d come, Canary’s cottage was still in view—a barely visible whitewashed blip in the vast green countryside it’s true, but there. 

She was dismayed at how little progress she’d made despite her best efforts. “But I mustn’t be idle. Lamenting how far I have to go won’t get me there.”

“Talking to yourself won’t help neither,” came a raspy reply.

Wren looked down to find a rough-looking badger staring up at her. His left ear was torn away and tufts of fur were missing along his sides where jagged scars shone white against the black and grey.

“What you carrying on about?” Badger asked. “Some kind o’ journey?”

“I’m going to see the Queen.”

“Turrible idea.”

“Why?”

“Awful far and treacherous, lass. There’s forests and mountains and a vast body of water to cross. Pixies and trolls, kelpies and wyverns.”

“Are such things real?”

“I’ve never seen such, but I heard many a tale in my time. They say magic is stronger t’other side of the ocean than what we has round here.”

“And is this ocean too wide for me to cross?”

“Tis only birds born of the sea what can. You’ll need help.”

“Oh, dear. I hate to bother anyone, and I’m worn out already.”

“Perch on my back and bide a while,” Badger offered.

“Are you sure it’s no trouble?”

“Nay, twas headed that way, I was, and you light as a feather though you wear ever so many.”

Wren climbed aboard Badger’s broad back, wrapping her claws round coarse, silver-spiky hair. Lulled by the rocking of his grounded gait, she dozed and dreamt of mysterious monsters of the deep and of the air and shivered to herself. But deep down a comforting thought: I have found one friend already.

After long walking, Badger billowed his bristly back to wake his sleeping rider. Wren stirred, spying a rocky shoreline alongside sparkling blue waters, vast as vast can be.

“This is as fur as I can take ye, lass,” Badger said. “I’m a creacher of forest not sea. Beware the hoomanfolk down there. They’re all slimy net and cruel hook and would as soon slaughter as look at ye, for they are heartless through and through.”

“I’ll be careful,” Wren promised. “Thank you so much!”

“Twas nothing, but remember—not every folk you meet will mean so kindly as I. Good fortune to you, young ‘un.”

As Badger vanished back into the forest, Wren turned determinedly to face the ocean, flying to the far post of a tumbled-down wooden dock. She was careful to stay out of reach and notice of the fisherfolk who swarmed busily around boats and shore.

The air was redolent with the odor of rotting fish, sea salt, and the sweat of hoomans hard at work. Raucous seagulls and rude terns filled the air with their chatter and screeches, too busy trying to sneak fish from the bursting nets and fighting over their spoils to pay attention to one small, brown bird huddled below them.

Overwhelmed by the bustle around her and feeling terribly alone, Wren peered out to where the immense expanse of water disappeared at the edge of the horizon. She tried to imagine an end to it and the shore that lay far distant on the other side. She could never fly so far on her own frail wings. What in the world was she to do?








  
  [image: A fantastical-looking creature that resembles a crocodile but with a very long, narrow snout, eight legs and a long curving tail.]




  
  

Chapter 2

In Which We Welcome Wilfred Whatnot Widdershins





Such a vast expanse of water to cross to reach the Royal Court and only Wren’s small and delicate wings to carry her. The situation appeared hopeless and was not helped in the least by the appearance of an orange, snaggle-toothed cat creeping low along the rotting boards of the dock. Its tail swished madly, and its eyes were dilated pools of black that promised pain and death if our small feathered friend was not careful. 

She chanced a quick glance down into the depthless waters below and was astonished to spot an elongated turquoise-colored and toothy snout emerging from the churning waves, followed by the flash of crimson eyes. The cat screeched in terror at this apparition and turned, bushy-tailed, to flee. While Wren was relieved to be rid of one worry, this new visitor was even larger and toothier.

It looked something like a crocodile but with a narrow nose, wide head, and smooth, leathery skin. The rest of it was hidden underwater, but Wren got the impression of a sinuous tail swishing lazily to keep the beast afloat.

“Are you friend or foe?” Wren said.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

“Yes, that’s why I ask.”

“You’ve set me quite a task.”

“Do you always speak in rhyme?”

“Whenever I’ve the time.”

Wren shook out her feathers in bemusement at this eccentric conversation. “I must cross this endless sea.”

“Best come along and bide with me.”

“Hadn’t I better ride on a boat?”

“Why do that when I can float?”

“But can you float with me to tote?”

“Ha, ha, that is a very good quote!”

“For goodness’ sake!” cried Wren, stamping her tiny feet and fluttering her wings in annoyance.

“I went too far, didn’t I? Awfully sorry,” said the creature, reverting to what we would consider more conventional speech. “I failed to remember not everyone appreciates my rhyming schemes. I am the last of my kind now, but the others and I often passed a pleasant hour with such amusements before they disappeared.” Crimson tears ran down its face and dropped into the water staining it red.

“Don’t cry!” said Wren, her sympathy instantly aroused. “What’s your name?”

“Wilfred Whatnot Widdershins, but friends, when I had them, called me Widdy.”

“Pleased to meet you, Widdy. I’m Wren. I’m going to visit the Queen in the Whitefeather Castle so I can sing for her.”

“Sounds like a grand adventure. Perhaps I could accompany you—I can’t sing, but I can whistle entirely off-key.”

This didn’t sound like much of a talent, but Wren was far too polite to say so. “Before we can see the Queen on her throne, we have to get there. What type of beast are you? Do you swim underwater?”

“Of course! That’s my specialty. And as for what I am, I am a particularly magical type of creature: a fillfooleryfrip.”

“I’ve never heard of that before,” said Wren.

“Nobody ever has,” he sighed.

“Aren’t you proud to be so unusual, Widdy?”

“Well, I never met a bird before who wanted to sing for the Queen. That makes you unusual among birds, doesn’t it?”

“I suppose others may have had the same dream. The only difference is I decided to try and follow mine.”

Widdy shuddered. “My dreams are not nice at all since the others vanished.”

“What happened to them?”

“I wish I knew. I woke up one morning in the Coral Caves where we sleep far beneath the surface, and I was alone. I searched and searched, but the only thing I discovered was this pearl.”

Widdy held up a large sphere that shimmered with every color imaginable and was easily three or four times as big as Wren herself. “I carry it with me wherever I go. I think it is what some might call a clue, only I am not clever enough to understand it. One day, I hope to meet someone who does.”

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” said Wren, “but I don’t know what it could mean either. I’m afraid I can’t help you, though I wish it were otherwise.”

“But how lovely that you would if you could! In exchange for such a bright thought, I will ferry you across the ocean myself, if I may.” Widdy blew a clear bubble out of one large nostril. “Just climb into this.”

Wren eyed the fragile-looking thing skeptically. “In there? Is it safe?”

“Indubitably! It is protected by strong magic, though if you suffer from vertigo, you may be a tad uncomfortable.”

Taking a leap of faith, Wren jumped and landed in the bubble with a plop. She held her breath and closed her eyes as Widdy dove beneath the waves, peeking out to see a thousand small silvered fish racing beside them. 

She had a better view of her steed now as well. The fillfooleryfrip was the longest creature she’d ever seen. His bright blue body was segmented with armored plates, and every segment had its own pair of legs or arms (Wren couldn’t decide what to call them). Far away, a tail undulated through the waters, serpent-like, propelling them forward with such speed, Wren expected to be blown away at any moment. The magic held though, and gradually she relaxed and marveled at the wondrous sights around her.

I must be the very first songbird to travel under the sea, she thought. What a tale she would have to tell back home—if anyone would believe her.

There were filmy jellies and fish of an astounding variety. Tiny seahorses bobbed along, bowing their heads to her. And what was that? A whale emerging from the murky depths, rolling one gigantic eye at her and Widdy, with a grin of greeting.

Another and another whale joined them, dancing and diving, breaching and splashing, but Wren stayed warm and dry within her bubbly chariot. Widdy whooshed his tail and chuckled at the joyous chaos around them. The pod sang a deep lullaby of years long past when no hoomans roamed the world, and there was harmony and peace aplenty.

Wren added in her own song, a variation on her aria to blend with the melody around her. It was a sound too soft to be heard amongst the huge leviathans, but she was riding close enough to Widdy’s ear for him to catch the tune. It filled a desolate heart with a joy he had not felt for many a day.

Ah, it is good to be alive after all, thought Widdy as he guided his feathered passenger along the path to a far distant shore. I may have lost the others of my kind and I am often terribly lonely, but today—today I have done a valuable service for a stranger. Today I am of use. Yes, it is good to be alive.
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Chapter 3

An Unfortunate Encounter





Of a sudden, the pod of whales keeping them company startled and bumped into one another in great consternation and confusion. Widdy and Wren were knocked about terribly, and one of the flailing tails swept the bubble from its safe perch and flung it into flight. 

Busy righting himself amidst the quickly fleeing leviathans, Widdy did not at first notice that his passenger had been rudely ejected. “Quite a ruckus, eh, little one? Little one? Wren? Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear!”

The fillfooleryfrip looked around in dismay. What a disaster! His tiny friend lost and adrift in this vast ocean! And what on earth had caused the whales to panic so?

Widdy peered deep into the gloomy waters and saw movement. Long, pale arms, sucker-covered and writhing like snakes. A huge bulbous head with a beaky, tooth-filled maw. It had been many years since he’d seen one, but he recognized its distinctive outline. A monstrous squid—the most feared of ocean creatures. No wonder the whales had fled in terror. Even their immense size was no match for this beast.

It loomed closer, leisurely unconcerned with any disturbance it caused, for there were none who had the power to harm it. Widdy debated the wisdom of lingering but noticed it was playing with a small, spherical object, tossing it back and forth from one tentacle to the other. It was Wren, being knocked about like a toy ball!

Gathering every mote of courage he possessed, Widdy swam to the beast. “I believe you have something there that does not belong to you.”

The gigantic creature screeched in laughter. “Is that so? And who does this pitiful, winged, cowering thing belong to?”

“To herself, naturally, but the bubble belongs to me.”

“And you want me to give it back? Or do you plan to take it?” An evil smirk crossed its face.

Widdy trembled in dread. He was a monstrous creature in his own right, but nothing like as fierce or as large as the squid. He clutched his precious pearl, turning it in two claws unconsciously to soothe himself as was his way when he was upset.

“What is it you have there?” the squid snarled.

“This?” Widdy asked. “Only a gem I found in the cave where I lived with the rest of my kind.”

“Your kind? Your kind? I see you now,” the monster crowed, thrusting one great eye toward Widdy. “You are one of those who stole it. Give it to me!”

“Return me my sphere, and I will gladly give you yours.”

“No!” cried Wren from within the bubble. “Don’t give it up, Widdy! It’s your only clue to the whereabouts of the other fillfooleryfrips.”

“I know exactly where they are.” The squid pulled aside a rock many times its size like it was nothing at all, revealing a large cavern. Blue snouts crowded the entrance, bubbles pouring from their nostrils as they snorted in excitement.

“Wilamay! Whorly! Wreddy! My friends, my friends!” Widdy cried in giddy recognition.

“Thieves and would-be murderers more like. They stole that from me!” the squid roared. “Now give me back my egg!”

Egg? thought Widdy, looking at the pearl with new eyes. He could feel a wriggling within, a baby squid waiting to be born. No wonder the monster was beside itself. Widdy could even feel sorry for it if it were not for the grave peril it represented. Even now, the beast was squeezing Wren’s bubble so tightly, it was only a matter of moments before it must burst regardless of its magical properties. His feathered friend would be drowned!

“Take it!” Widdy flung the egg with all his might, which was considerable, at the squid. The water naturally slowed it down, but even so, its speed was startling. The monster roared in anger to see its child treated so roughly. It whooshed forward in a tangle of tentacles and arms to retrieve it, tossing aside Wren like a crumpled-up ball of paper and sending her somersaulting to the gloaming of the depths.

The other fillfooleryfrips took advantage of the confusion to escape their prison, swimming away rapidly with powerful sweeps of their tails. Only the smallest of them paused, scooping up Wren from her tumbling descent and joining Widdy.

“Thank you, thank you, dearest, bravest, cleverest Wilamay!” Widdy cried, retrieving the precious cargo from her. “Now, let us flee!”

They swam away, afraid to look back, though if they had, they would have seen the squid had no intention of pursuit. It was too busy crooning to its once-lost egg, a low ballad of parental affection which would have been unbearably touching to anyone who could understand its arcane language.

Widdy and Wilamay quickly caught up to the rest of the fillip of fillfooleryfrips, who touched snouts with one another in greeting and relief at being freed and reunited.

“Are you hurt, dear Wren?” asked Widdy, peering into the bubble with trepidation.

“A bit jostled,” she answered, preening her ruffled feathers back into place, “and I must admit, I have had enough of adventuring underwater, though I’m very glad you’re no longer the last of your kind.”

“Thank you, my dear. This was rather more adventure than I expected myself, but what joy to see my old friends again.” Widdy settled the bubble back on his nose with the pat of one clawed hand. “Rest, and when you awake, I promise you will be safely in sight of dry land again.”

Wren doubted she could sleep, still agitated by her frightening experience, but her small body said otherwise, for it was wrung out by fear and excitement. When she awoke, she saw at once that Widdy had kept his promise. Sparkling white sand and black cliffs loomed in her vision, and her ears were filled with the hooting of animals and the trilling of birdsong she’d never heard before.

“How can I ever thank you, Widdy?” she asked. “You’ve carried me such a long way.”

“Think nothing of it, dear lady. You were no burden, though I am terribly sorry for the indignities and fright you suffered along the way. May the rest of your journey prove much less eventful.”

“Won’t you come with me to see the Queen?”

“If you’ll excuse me, I want to return to my friends now they are recovered. We have much catching up to do and rhyming games to play. Besides, I imagine I would only frighten those who see me galumphing about on land.”

“But I can tell everyone how nice you are.”

“It wouldn’t matter. Despite that old chestnut of a saying ‘don’t judge a book by its cover,’ most do.”

“What’s a book?” asked Wren.

“A book is a hoomanfolk thing. They spill ink inside and it dries into signs which tell them what to do.”

“How odd!”

“It’s not such a bad thing to be told what to do. Especially if you are confused as I often am. A dragonfly saved me from committing an extremely silly error once by telling me what to do.”

“Will you tell me the story of the dragonfly before I leave you, dear Widdy?”

“No time for that. Besides, it is only an echo from days long past. A thousand generations of dragonflies have come and gone since then. Life moves along and so must you.”

Wren looked at the hot white sands of the unfamiliar shore. “How will I find the castle?”

“Chin up,” said Widdy. “The stream you can see there leads to a wide ribbon of amethyst water known as the Lavender River. Follow its flow and it will guide you to the Royal City. Best of luck, dear one, and if you ever need a ride back to your own home, come to these shores and sing your aria for me. I would recognize it anywhere, and we fillfooleryfrips have unusually strong hearing.”

And so they parted, Widdy vanishing beneath the turbulent waters of the sea while Wren set her sights on the east, alone again.
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Chapter 4

A Momentous Decision





Wren was more than a little overwhelmed by the oddity of the new smells and sounds around her. To be so far from home in a land completely foreign to her and not to know a single soul! She was sure Widdy would gladly return her to the far shore if she called to him, but she’d no wish to disappoint the fillfooleryfrip nor herself by not staying the course she had embarked upon. 

She flew to the banks of the fast-moving purple stream that emptied into the sea. It emerged onto the beach through a tunnel in the black cliffs which had been carved and enlarged by the erosion of rushing water over eons.

Peering into the mouth of the cave, she wondered how far back it went before the stream emerged into the open again and—more worryingly—how dark it would get before she reached the other side. Visiting the Royal Court had been a brilliant and exciting idea in theory, but she hadn’t grasped the distance involved nor the many unfamiliar landscapes she would have to traverse to get there.

As she hesitated, a loud squawk startled her. “Watchyu doin’?”

Perched on a rock was a bird unlike any she had ever seen. Large (at least compared to a very small wren) and mostly black, with a striking yellow throat and comically enormous beak of every color imaginable. Wren was wary of anything with such a big mouth, for you never knew who might be on the lookout for their next meal. She considered winging away as quickly as possible but decided it could have already snapped her up without speaking if it intended to.

She crossed her toes for luck, as you or I would cross our fingers, and replied. “I was wondering how long this tunnel is and what I might find on the other side.”

“Can’t answer the first—never bothered to go in, but the other side has as fine and sweet a jungle as you ever seen.”

“What’s a jungle?”

“You know. Trees and plants, vines and bugs. Stuff like that.”

“Like a forest?”

“A forest? Don’t make me laugh,” the bird said, doing that very thing both loudly and raucously, its bill opening far wider than Wren was tall. “Forests drool, jungles rule!”

Wren wasn’t sure what to make of this unusual observation, so she decided to focus on the navigational puzzle before her. “How do you get to the jungle if you don’t go through the cave?”

“Fly, of course. We’re birds, ain’t we? We got wings.”

“You mean fly over the top of these cliffs?” she asked, eyeing them anxiously, for they looked impossibly high.

“Huh?”

Wren turned back to the bird. It was busily scarfing down a wiggling silver fish and seemingly distracted by this task.

She repeated her question. “You fly? Over the cliffs?”

“Yeah. Why not?”

“I’ve never flown so high. I’m not sure I could make it.”

“No problem. I’ll take you.” So saying, the bird unceremoniously grabbed Wren with its large feet and took off to the skies.

“How kind—”

Wren’s gratitude was cut abruptly short by her host dropping her while shouting, “Butterfly!” and taking off rapidly after a bright blue specimen which was the largest Wren had ever seen.

She hadn’t much time to lament her easily distracted host as she was busy righting herself and fluttering down safely to the beach again. She returned to the stream’s edge, no better off than she was before meeting the weird bird.

What to do now? Try to fly to the top of the cliffs herself or venture into the cave? She waited in case the bird remembered her and came back, but the skies were growing dark and there were few sheltered places to roost for the night on the beach. She decided to go at least a little way into the cave—she could always turn around if it got too dark or frightening.

The air in the cave was cool and damp, which was a relief from the hot sands, but the light faded as she flew farther in. She landed along the banks of what was quickly becoming a widening river and drank from the shallows while she rested and pondered next steps.

A pale, snake-like face poked out of the water near her. “Is someone there?”

“It is only me, a wren,” she answered.

“A wren? What is a wren?”

“A kind of bird. A very small and harmless one.”

“I thought I smelled something out of place,” the thing said, sniffing the air with a pair of large nostrils and tasting it with its long tongue. “What are you doing here? Birds belong in the open air.”

“I’m traveling to see the Queen so I can sing for her, but I must first get to the other side of this tunnel.”

“It’s an awfully long way and there are dangers abounding.”

“Maybe I should find another path then.”

“I can guide you. I’ve lived here all my life and know everything there is to know about this place even though I cannot see it.”

“Can’t see?” Wren cried, much struck at the idea, for it had never occurred to her that there were those in the world who lacked the sense of vision. “I’m so sorry!”

“Don’t be! It’s the way of my kind, and you don’t miss what you’ve never had.”

“What is your kind, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Not at all! It’s a pleasure to talk to a stranger—we get so few visitors here. I’m a salamander of the cave-dwelling variety. We live our lives in darkness, so vision wouldn’t do us much good anyway, but I can guide you safe and sure. I’ve learned the scents and sounds, the taste and touch of this place by heart.”

The creature pulled itself from the water and onto the shore beside Wren. It had a pale lizard-like form with round saucerish toes and gleaming, slimy skin which reflected back what faint light reached into that part of the cave.

“I’m called Scry,” it said, holding one of its front feet out to Wren.

She awkwardly offered the tip of one wing and shook solemnly. “I’m happy to make your acquaintance and would be grateful for your help. I met a peculiar, big-beaked bird outside who offered to fly me over the cliffs, but they got distracted and dropped me.”

“Sounds like the toucan. I’ve talked with it a few times at the mouth of the cave. Most easily sidetracked creature I ever met. Often flies away right in the middle of a conversation, but I think it means no particular harm by it, so don’t take it personally. Good thing you can fly though! Wouldn’t be pleasant to be dropped from any height if you couldn’t.”

The salamander pointed its head in the direction of the interior of the cave. “Lay one wing along my back and I’ll escort you. Try not to lose contact so we don’t get separated. You’ll have to trust me if you can, for I probably seem odd to you.”

“I met an odder one today who was helpful beyond measure, carrying me here from my land, far across the ocean.”

“You must tell me about it as we travel. I love to hear tales of the outside world.”

Wren draped one wing over Scry’s back, which was moist and cool and slightly sticky. Their gaits were quite different as one had four legs for slithering while the other had only two for hopping, but they found a rhythm which suited them both. Before long, all light faded and Wren was truly in darkness, but her guide slinked forward confidently, pausing only to allow its bird companion to recover if she stumbled, feet awkward against the rough cave floor that she couldn’t see.

She’d never imagined when she set out on her adventure how much she would have to depend upon the assistance of those she met along the way. She’d been fortunate so far. She wondered if it would always be so.
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