
    
      1. Three Fouls to a Strike
    

    
      Come along, now. We can't have you falling behind. How can you possibly hope to listen in if you aren't even able to keep up?
    

    
      There you are. That's more like it.
    

    
      Today's target: that boy over there, right by the corner store on the street. Or is he a girl? Gah. The one with the ponytail. It's a hairstyle that shapes the hair much like a pony's tail, as you can imagine. Quite common around these parts.
    

    
      Oh! Now he's leaned in to talk to the girl beside him. Perhaps they're acquainted with each other? He's laughing, he is. Still, it's hard to tell, hard to tell indeed. What are they saying? Mind the cars. Those monsters.
    

    
      "Come on, Peony. It's only been a week into school and you're already skipping lectures? I'm cool with sharing my notes, but…out of curiosity, why?"
    

    
      Drama! This old gizzard quivers at the thought of juicy drama. Relationship issues? Trouble in paradise? A sudden onslaught of hatred? It could be anything.
    

    
      Not very polite, the boy is — crossing the street without looking back or waiting. The girl starts, then scurries after him like a field mouse. "I don't really want to. I learn better by myself, anyway." He's lengthened his stride.
    

    
      "Oh. Is that it? One of the great things about first year is that you can meet so many new people, though."
    

    
      Take the hint, child! My, little Peony must have such 
      pain
       in his heart to so coldly shrug off an earnest request
      . Perhaps he suffered from childhood trauma in which his family was brutally murdered and thus he was forced to be independent, grew up much too fast, and now his heart is locked away, waiting for someone with a kind heart to bring him back to the world. But I digress.
    

    
      What a careless shrug. He could not care less. "I guess so, yeah. Still —" He slows down! He matches the girl's pace, allowing them both to walk at a comfortable pace. "— thanks a bunch for lending me your notes, Autumn. I might have to rely on you for the term, since our useless calculus professor never posts her notes. Literally 
      everyone else
       does it! Would it kill her to upload a 
      single PDF
       a day? Even after the lecture is better than nothing.
      "
    

    
      Clever boy. The girl shakes her head. "I know, right? Sometimes I miss something when I'm reviewing stuff in the evenings and want to double-check the notes, but I always have to ask someone else…and they don't know half the time, either, so I have to wait a day just to get a simple question answered!"
    

    
      Peony nods vigorously in agreement. "Maybe if you get enough people to complain, we can get her to do something?"
    

    
      "That's an idea!" I wonder what that could mean. Slapping one's fist to their palm. Hard to tell. This one is rather bright-eyed. At the end of the crosswalk, they both make to turn in opposite directions. "I live this way. I guess I'll see you around?"
    

    
      "Yep. Bye!"
    

    
      How disappointing. Let us quickly peek at what the girl will do alone before returning to Peony.
    

    
      …She's already texting all her friends to create that petition. Professors are old, so let there be doubt that she succeeds. Back to Peony~
    

    
      Goodness — the boy hums! A rather melancholic tune, if I do say so myself. If I were forced to speculate, I might say that he suffered through a traumatic in his adolescent years that closed him from the outside world. A troubled soul, lost and alone, dreaming of the golden years of his past! But I digress.
    

    
      Regrettably, we will not be able to follow him into his home. It is too difficult to see inside, so let us return tomorrow with a fresh mind.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      A new day, a new sunrise, a new self! Up you go, now. Peony will come out any minute now. I've his schedule memorised.
    

    
      Any second now…
    

    
      Strange. He's always left his home earlier than this. Perhaps my model held a flaw? Let me review my numbers…
    

    
      There he is! Perfect. Backpack over his shoulders, a jacket suitable for the chilly weather, although his presentation is rather disheveled. I can say with confidence that that hair does not work on him. Isn't he going to school? I can't imagine what else he might be up to.
    

    
      Oh! He's taken a different path today. That is certainly not the way to the university, that's for sure. I do believe he's also talking to himself. Perhaps we can listen in…
    

    
      "We're doing okay. Academically, Autumn's got us, so we don't have to worry too much about failing anything." It's almost like a mantra. "Starbucks has tuition and housing covered. We're okay. We'll be okay."
    

    
      Worried about his living conditions? Strange. I always took Peony to be a hardy type.
    

    
      "Tomorrow. Tomorrow I'll go to class." He's got quite the pair of lungs. Observe how the chest shivers and tremours as it rises and falls. That's a deep, shuddering breath if I've ever seen one. It means that he's nervous. Combine that with the sudden clenching of his fist…oh? Usually they only do that to feel powerful.
    

    
      How strange. How can one feel nervous yet powerful at the same time?
    

    
      By the way, do you see that forest to the right? Where Peony's headed into? There are some truly magnificent trees in the heart of those woods, if I do say so myself.
    

    
      Mind your head. It'll be a little bit darker inside, although…yes! Our dear boy's headed to a clearing! That's an interesting book in his hands. I didn't take him to be an artist. 
    

    
      Here, have a closer look. Do you see the jagged lines? The sharp edges? That's a knife. A rather serrated knife. A rather stained knife. It could easily cut through the log he's sitting on. I wonder what it could mean. It's merely a drawing, so don't be so afraid. You're not a baby, are you?
    

    
      And 
      that
       is a headless chicken. Deserved, to be honest. Never had much love for those useless cocks.
    

    
      In his defense, he usually draws different things. Perhaps he'll do something normal now…
    

    
      A flower! Fitting for his name. That's certainly normal. A rather beautiful marigold, indeed. Although dark brown is quite the colour. It's…
      grounding
      .
    

    
      It's reminiscent of a fat, juicy kiwi… Forgive me, I'm feeling 
      peckish.
    

    
      …Don't look at me that way.
    

    
      "Peony? What are you doing here?" Oh? What a twist! The girl arrives! With a friend, too! Why is she here? The sun has hardly reached its zenith; she should be in classes! My gizzard can hardly take the suspense!
    

    
      "Autumn? I could ask you the same thing."
    

    
      "I asked first." What is it that people say these days? Ah, 
      sick burn.
    

    
      "I've been drawing." Scoundrel! Do not be like him. If you were actually drawing knifes and headless cocks, showing a pretty landscape clearly telegraphs that you have something to hide!
    

    
      "That's a pretty tree." Right. I'd forgotten that the girl was stupid.
    

    
      "Thanks."
    

    
      "Do you come here every day?"
    

    
      "…Sometimes. A funny coincidence seeing you here!" 
      I saw that, child! You shan't be able to conceal a thing from these all-seeing eyes! 
      That must have been one of the least convincing reassuring smiles to ever exist. Look, the girl's barely changed that vaguely suspicious expression.
    

    
      "Funny, indeed. Summer, wanna go on ahead without me? I'll meet you at the library. Thanks!"
    

    
      "New friend?"
    

    
      "Huh? No, that's Summer, I met her during orientation… Hey! Stop distracting me! Anyway, is this where you've been going instead of class?"
    

    
      "Sometimes. Judging by the time, are you also skipping class?"
    

    
      The girl's too obvious for a mastermind like Peony. That flush would get her exposed anywhere. "I would never! I'm not 
      you."
       My, perhaps there's hope for her after all. "Sorry." Or not. Don't be so hasty to apologise! Women must assert themselves. Take control of a situation so that they aren't shoved away like trash in the oceans.
    

    
      "You're right about that. You actually complete all of the practice problems, too."
    

    
      "I have to wonder. What's the point of paying all this tuition if you aren't going to attend the lectures?"
    

    
      In 
      my 
      humble opinion, young lady, education is for the 
      unintelligent
      . Those who have mastered the concept of 
      thought
       such as 
      I
       have no need for such frivolous expenses such as 
      tuition.
       Our dear Peony is simply rebelling against modern human civilisation with his enlightened worldview, engaging with society yet criticising it in a most masterful way.
    

    
      "For the degree. You don't need to pay tuition if you really want to learn -- what's stopping you from walking right into class even if you aren't a student?"
    

    
      Pre
      cisely
      . Degrees are a social construct indicating to potential employers that the candidate has achieved a sufficiently high minimum level of education. But those that are already intelligent enough, like our dear Peony here, clearly are only going through the motions to advance in the world because the world can never understand them. A most spiteful gesture indeed.
    

    
      Such courage. Such bravery.
    

    
      [peony and autumn get closer to the topic again and peony deflects with wit, build up to deflection 3]
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Peony! I'm surprised to see you in class today. Summer, this is Peony. You met him yesterday, I think? Out in the woods. He was here the first lecture and then never showed up again. 
    

    
      
    

    
      There must be a way to peek inside. Aha! A window! Come, come, quietly. We'll be right outside peeking in.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Liz!"
    

    
      Stop for a moment. That voice…Sialia? There she is! Opposite the direction of the sun. Not to worry, Sialia and I have known each other since we were hatchlings.
    

    
      "Liz! It's been much too long — I didn't expect to see you on this route. And is 
      this 
      your grandson that you've been telling me so much about?"
    

    
      Oh, don't squirm. I'm only ruffling your feathers a tad. You can preen yourself whenever you want. Let your grandmother dote on her grandson. "Yes, this is Archie! I was down with family over the winter, so I'm taking him back with me up north. The lad wanted to accompany me in human-watching, so I've been taking him around some of the cities around here."
    

    
      "You're still doing that?"
    

    
      "What's that expression supposed to mean?"
    

    
      "Nothing."
    

    
      "I can see that smirk from a mile away, you twit. Don't start going into singsong on me now."
    

    
      "Nothing at all~" Oh, for goodness' sake. "Archie, was it? Are you sure Liz isn't cajoling you into doing this somehow?"
    

    
      "I am 
      deeply offended
       that you would think such a thing! Sialia, humans are 
      fascinating
       characters. Oftentimes quite dim, but fascinating nonetheless. Simply because 
      you
       have the brain the size of an earthworm — don't chortle on me now — does not mean that 
      my dear, cherished
       grandson isn't intelligent enough to desire a broader perspective."
    

    
      Ignore that snort. Sialia thinks she has a sense of humour.
    

    
      "Rude! I see you haven't changed one bit. Still —" Listen up, now. An elder is speaking to you. "— young Archie, be sure to pay attention to your fellow bluebirds, too. Listen to Liz for too long and you'll become a human-obsessed quack like her."
    

    
      I am 
      not
       a quack! 
      Human-obsessed
      , she says! Wait until you see her pebble collection. What kind of a bluebird collects 
      rocks? 
      How can you carry them?
    

    
      "They're sophisticated 
      pebbles
      . Not rocks! Pebbles!"
    

    
      "Oh, stick a pebble in it. What brings you to this part of Arizona? Are you also taking the western route to Vancouver?"
    

    
      "Arizona? Vancouver? Are those more of your human names? I'm flying to the open woodland in the far north, west of the great mountain range. Where we went in our fifth year, remember?"
    

    
      "Oh! That is indeed Vancouver, yes. Why don't you come with us, then? We'll be headed there as well."
    

    
      "Are you going to stop every day in a human city and spy on the poor creatures?"
    

    
      "…Will that be a problem?"
    

    
      "
      Liz.
       Perhaps I might have taken you on your offer when these bones were less brittle, but now even I am too old to play around like that. I must say, that you're up to it even now is rather impressive. If we ever meet again on the journey, maybe I shall join you and Archie on one of your misadventures."
    

    
      "A rather unfortunate circumstance. You still have a couple of years in you yet, Sialia. I daresay I'll drag you with us at least once, if I can help it. Take care, twit!"
    

    
      "And you as well, quackie!"
    

    
      Well. That was Sialia. Isn't she crazy? What a twit.
    

    
      Now, let us return to Phoenix and find another critter to observe!
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2. Faces in the Water
    

    
      Pick up the pace, would you? If an old bluebird such as myself can make it to the coast, a sprightly young bird like you should easily be able to catch up.
    

    
      Don't give me that, young sir! If your wings are sore already, you'll be stuck in Los Angeles for the winter! And what sort of self-respecting bluebird would let themselves stay in 
      LA?
       The place is for lazy, sheltered, never-had-to-work-a-single-day-in-their-life cocks, that's what it's for. I shan't let you do it, not while these old bones can still slap you out of the sky!
    

    
      Yes, "Los Angeles". It's difficult to pronounce, I understand. Long word, certainly. You'll get it eventually, not to worry.
    

    
      Fine.
       If they really are screaming and you're about to fall out of the sky, I 
      suppose
       we could stop here for the night. Sit tight. I shall scout on ahead for a suitable human tomorrow morning. I expect a stock of food and a well-fluffed nest upon my return.
    

    
      No complaints. Back in my day, we foraged and fed for our entire family! Youngsters these days. No sense of family. Ah…back when these wings held a youthful glow, I used to be able to fly for miles each day. I could stay at a different city every night when we were migrating.
    

    
      But I digress. I hope you understand how fortunate you are. Do not take what you have for granted — would you rather learn what it was like by experiencing it yourself?
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Up, up, up! The sun's nearly in the sky, and we have minutes of flight to today's human's home. Are you still sore? Yes? Stick a worm in it. Here. Some nutrition. 
      Properly 
      prepared earthworm, not like that bland, processed feed I came back to last night. I had thought your mother would have properly taught you how to feed 
      yourself.
    

    
      I have, with great effort, pinpointed the human's location by stalking her into her household. Let me tell you, her cat is 
      evil.
       Never forget this. Housecats can jump higher than you expect.
    

    
      Back when I was a young bluebird, innocently watching my beloved humans, I faced off against a dirty, mangy, stray. A stray! Even when I should have had full air superiority — what with my beautiful wings at the time to the cat's malnourished legs — I was beyond shocked when the pussy 
      leaped
       into the air, nearly four times its length, and gave me this 
      hideous
       scar. It instilled a sense of deep humility and respect in everything around me, for it is important not to jump to conclusions.
    

    
      Oh, stop laughing, you.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      If my memory serves, her household is right around this area. With the buildings. And the dark roofs.
    

    
      …It's not 
      my
       fault that humans are so boring. How else could you describe it?
    

    
      I recall that there was supposed to be a tree in the yard. Some flowers here and there, but otherwise overgrown… Perfect for a couple of birds to hide, should it come to it.
    

    
      Oh! Yes, I remember now. That one. Do you see the home with the yellow garage door? A garage door is a square entrance that lifts up to where humans store random junk.
    

    
      Let us perch around the windows. Take care not to hurtle into them. That's how I nearly crushed my beak. There was a beautiful building constructed of glass, although I wasn't aware of it at the time —
    

    
      My deepest apologies! Please do let me know when I ramble like that. It's an old habit of mine.
    

    
      But I digress.
    

    
      Hm, maybe it's this one? No, that is a male human. An important lesson: male humans usually have shorter hair, but the most surefire way to tell is if they have an engorged cloaca.
    

    
      Here, this is the right window. Do you see the girl in the bed? It may be a bit difficult, the sun isn't quite up yet — come over here, I'll shift to the side — yes, there.
    

    
      Oh, she's shifting! I will never understand how humans stand that 
      persistent
       noise each morning. They voluntarily do it to themselves, did you know? Humans have 
      invented
       devices to disturb their sleep. They hate the sun — they only come outside in perfect temperatures and swamped with layers of cloth called "clothing".
    

    
      Those blankets could smother a dozen bluebirds. Humans are somehow simultaneously such cowards yet such brave creatures in such strange ways.
    

    
      They're also so…flabby. Almost like those delectable frogs. Nothing like our sleek plumage. Look at her stretching. Isn't it strange, how she can contort her body so? Their arms can go in nearly any which way. Horrifying. I understand why you've averted your eyes.
    

    
      Now she's retreated into the bathroom. In my seven years of human-watching, not once have I had the opportunity to enter humans' most private room. There is not a single window. Not one. We shall have to wait here until she finishes…whatever humans do in the bathroom.
    

    
      I have heard legends from my fellow human-watchers that it is for all sorts of nefarious activities that they don't want other humans to see. They're always happier once they leave, too. Perhaps it is where they store their eggs. I recall that I always puffed up my chest whenever I saw my eggs. But I digress.
    

    
      My, she's certainly groomed herself! This girl resembles the girl I saw last night much more. I approve.
    

    
      Come down, she's leaving to somewhere else in the home. Perhaps we can keep an eye on her…
    

    
      Aha! Down, down! Over here. Through these blinds. Do you see that liquid? It must be orange juice. And bread. Although this bread is of rather low quality. See how it's discoloured along the edges and faces? This form of bread is hard and difficult to eat.
    

    
      …I shudder even imagining the 
      crunch
       that the bread must have every time they bite into it. These must be rather poor humans, not even able to afford creating mediocre bread. Yet somehow they can have orange juice instead of oranges. Curious.
    

    
      Look out! The male human is opening the window! Here, come closer. And keep quiet.
    

    
      "Brooke, would you like a second piece of toast? And pass a slice to Jacob."
    

    
      "Yes, mom."
    

    
      "I want cereal, though!" Goodness. Even the poorer human families are picky, I suppose. "I don't 
      like
       toast!"
    

    
      "Ugh, just take it, Jacob."
    

    
      "Toast is 
      icky!
       Why can't I have cereal?"
    

    
      "I'm sorry, Jacob, honey. We're out of cereal. Do you think you can make do with toast for today and tomorrow? For mommy?"
    

    
      "…Fine." He doesn't look happy about that. As an aside, look at him! Listening to his elders' orders almost right away! Do you know how hard it was for me to feed you delicious, nutritious worms when 
      you
       were younger? 
      Such
       a hassle, it was. "Brooke?"
    

    
      "What do you want 
      now?"
    

    
      "Can you bring me a leaf from school again today?"
    

    
      "Can't you get one yourself? I'm busy."
    

    
      "Brooke! Be nicer to your younger brother."
    

    
      "I have an interview after school, so I can't."
    

    
      Incompetent beings, humans are. Even 
      you
       could fly and hunt for yourself at the ripe old age of twenty days.
    

    
      "Do you need me to drive you there?"
    

    
      "Only to school. I can handle the rest by myself."
    

    
      Heh. Did you hear that sigh? That's a mother's sigh if I've ever heard one. Many times in my youth I remember how infuriating it was, raising your father. Now 
      there
       was a problem chick. Good-for-nothing rascal. Oh, he became much more responsible after he married your mother. A fine mate indeed! You should count your lucky stars that you had such an accountable mother.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Keep an eye on the blue car beast. Humans feed them stinky earth juice, and in return, they regurgitate the humans when the human feels like it's traveled far enough.
    

    
      [they go to school, mom drops off brooke, now they're in class, birbs are watching outside]
    

    
      Observe. This is one of the many human education institutions. Humans are incredibly stupid, so unlike we bluebirds, in order to do anything, they have to attend years of classes simply to learn what they can and cannot eat. See? They can't even eat nuts. Truly, I pity the poor species.
    

    
      Stand over here, in the corner. If we're lucky, we might be able to… Yes! Listen in on the human children having lunch.
    

    
      Oh! Our Brooke has 
      good
       bread this time! It's the soft, high-quality kind, with all of the seeds and grains. Much better than what the family had this morning.
    

    
      …My word! Has she been hoarding her home's treasures this whole time? Unthinkable. Archie, you must not be like her when you grow up. Remember, your food is your family's food. Your belongings are your family's belongings.
    

    
      "Brooke, want my Rice Krispies? I'll trade you my two for your bag of Doritos."
    

    
      "Oh my God, yes! I haven't had these in 
      ages!
       Can you bring an extra two tomorrow? I'll sneak an extra bag for you if you do — thank you so much, Hunter!"
    

    
      Apologies — there must be a buildup of foreign substances in my ear. I'm sure I heard that wrong.
    

    
      "Did you hear?" Yes, I'm listening, Brooke, please do go on. "Maclaurin's going on tour — he'll be in Vegas next month!"
    

    
      "You're kidding. When did this come out?"
    

    
      "Yesterday! And guess what this girl's got?"
    

    
      "No. You couldn't have. Brooke." Just imagine how many worms I could eat at once if my beak could open that wide. And how many worms I could 
      see
       if my eyes were that large. "There's no way."
    

    
      By the way, I would strongly advise you to cover your ears as much as possible 
      right about now
       —
    

    
      …
    

    
      …
    

    
      …
    

    
      Okay. I think the squealing is over. Humans do it when they are distressed, I find. It's a very disturbing sound. High yet loud.
    

    
      "
      Brooke!
       I'm begging you, come on! I'm your best friend, aren't I? Sheila checked literally just now and they're 
      already
       sold out!"
    

    
      "Hehe. Of 
      course
       you can come! Sheila, too — it'll be the three of us!"
    

    
      "Not 
      just
       the three of you. Is it just me, or do I hear a couple of children bragging about having the latest tickets to Maclaurin's 
      exclusive
       Vegas concert?" How loud. At this rate, this new girl is going to get the attention of everyone else in the classroom.
    

    
      If there is one appendage to admire from the humans, I must say it has to be their nose. Not only can they smell far better than we can, it's so 
      expressive
       when they wrinkle it so. "Ugh. Pamela. Why are you here. Don't tell me you're also going to Maclaurin's concert? You can't have Brooke's tickets!"
    

    
      "I don't need 
      your
       shoddy tickets. Let me guess, you have the 
      peasant
       tickets? Ha! My mother works in events, so she got me and all of my friends front row seats! What do you think about that, 
      Lauren?
      "
    

    
      What a wonderful girl. When she wants something, she 
      takes
       it. Be like her when you grow up. She also understands what power she has, and makes full use of it. If you never show off your skills and abilities, you'll never attract a good mate. It's important that every single bird around you knows just how competent, how amazing, how fearsome you are. 
      Oh, David…
    

    
      Ahem. Anyway, I daresay that showing off like this is the most important part of life: regardless of how talented you are, how strong you are — none of that matters if no one will give you a chance. A valuable lesson from my younger years. Why, when I was but a young bird, travelling through the tundra for the first time —
    

    
      Oh, yes. My apologies for rambling.
    

    
      "Pamela, you f—" Violence! Drama! I'm disappointed in you, Brooke. Show me more than a simple stepping of the foot. What's a little bloodshed between friends? Now the 
      other
       girl's reaction — if only she didn't hold herself back!
    

    
      "That's great, Pam! I'm really glad that you could also get the tickets. I know that they were super hard to find! Hopefully we see each other there?"
    

    
      "Oh, um — uh, yeah, I guess."
    

    
      "Hey, I heard that you got an A-plus on the chemistry quiz last period. You've gotta tell me how you do it! I always get stuck on the nomenclature bit — every time I think I remember how to do it one way, I forget something else. Oh, also, do you want a Rice Krispie? They're really good!"
    

    
      "Uh, no. Thanks? I'll be…going back to my seat now, actually. Gotta finish my lunch."
    

    
      "See you around!"
    

    
      Goodness! Oh, my. My, the poor girl must be suffering from whiplash more than the time I slammed into a car's windshield! Do you think that Brooke knows the effect she's having on her? I feel a strange sense of giddiness. Let me put some distance between us. I do hope that I'm not sick. It wouldn't do to have to stay in 
      Los Angeles
       for the winter, after all.
    

    
      "Brooke, how can you 
      stand
       her? She's such a bitch, I swear."
    

    
      "Pam's not so bad. I don't love her or anything, but it's never bad to smile at people! I'm sure she's a nice person. She just likes to show off a bit."
    

    
      "Has anyone told you you're a saint?"
    

    
      "You should try it sometimes, Lauren! You're always so upset when she comes over. I think Pam takes it as encouragement."
    

    
      "Oh my god you're probably right. Okay! The next time she comes over to bitch about…literally anything, I'll treat her like…a…human……being…"
    

    
      Garuda save us all from her expression.
    

    
      "No, I can't! Every time I even 
      think
       about being nice to that girl, I want to sock her so hard that her head springs back to knock both of us out so we don't have to interact. Please, Brooke. Be my Pamela shield."
    

    
      "Aw, don't worry! I'll always be there for you."
    

    
      "
      Ewww
      … Don't make it sound so 
      sappy!"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      What? What is it? What could be so important that you had to wake me up from my well-deserved nap?
    

    
      Brooke's leaving? Why didn't you tell me sooner? Where did she go? School doesn't end until mid-afternoon! Her backpack is still here!
    

    
      Move those legs! And take care not to be stepped on, or I'll break your legs in half myself!
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Brooke, do you know why I've called you here today?"
    

    
      Oh, no. I've only heard about this from my fellow human-watchers. They call it The Spanking. When a student and a teacher hate each other very much, something 
      unspeakable
       happens, irreparably damaging the relationship between student and master.
    

    
      "Not at all, Mrs. Lorem. Is something wrong?"
    

    
      Look into the old woman's eyes. You can see it. Deep, wizened hatred for the girl in front of her. We may have to intervene to save the girl if it comes to it.
    

    
      What do you mean, you won't risk your life for some random human you just met? Do you even 
      want
       to be a real human-watcher?
    

    
      "Not exactly. You've been a wonderful student, Brooke, and I just wanted to let you know how much I appreciate having you around. Mr. Ipsum wanted me to tell you the same thing. You de-escalated that situation beautifully."
    

    
      "Thank you! But…what situation?" I agree, Brooke. What situation?
    

    
      "…Oh? I was under the impression that Lauren and Pamela were about to let their fists do the talking instead of their words."
    

    
      "I don't think it was going to come to that. Pam just wanted to show us her Maclaurin tickets, that's all!"
    

    
      Lady, if your eyebrow lifts any higher, it might grow wings and migrate to Vancouver with us.
    

    
      "…I guess so. Is that how you saw it? Not that I'm questioning you — you were there, after all."
    

    
      "Yeah! By the way, Mrs. Lorem, I really appreciate all the work you've been doing — helping people like Lauren and I —"
    

    
      "'me and Lauren', dear."
    

    
      "Right, sorry, people like me and Lauren who've been having trouble in some of the harder classes like chemistry. I know that we're taking valuable time out of your day, so I just wanted to let you know that we're really glad to have you around."
    

    
      "Oh, child! It warms my heart to hear you say that. We teachers really do put a lot of effort in for our students. Sometimes it feels like a low-paying, thankless job, and we wonder what it's all for… Oh, you may leave. Let me return the rest of your lunch period."
    

    
      "Thanks!"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      It will forever astound me how often humans hide away in their bathrooms. Not a single place for a bird to hide! So much whiteness and so many mirrors. How rude of them.
    

    
      …
    

    
      Did you enjoy your first day of human schooling? 
      Je pense qu'il y a beaucoup des mots je peux lire maintenant.
    

    
      Ha! You wouldn't understand this. I learned the language up north, where the cold winds blow, east of the great mountain range.
    

    
      …
    

    
      How are your wings from the flight here? I know that chasing after cars twice a day can strain some of our younger chicks. Some cars let you perch on their back, and the wind isn't too bad there either. I see humans doing it all the time.
    

    
      …
    

    
      Brooke's taking an awfully long time in there, isn't she? Do you suppose she's eaten something rotten?
    

    
      …
    

    
      There she is! Oh, my… I will never understand why humans shed their clothes so often. That doesn't look very protective in this weather, either. And she doesn't have fur or feathers. Look, she's already shivering.
    

    
      Let us follow her into the incredibly reflective building. Everything is so well-polished that you must be careful. Even a slight mistake could risk you getting caught and trussed up like a turkey during Thanksgiving.
    

    
      Perhaps right under the reception desk? In the shadows.
    

    
      "Good afternoon. I'm here for an interview with Mr. Ross? My name's Brooke Harrington."
    

    
      "Business analyst intern interview? Take the corridor to your left, then follow the signs to the waiting room. Your name will be called when it's your turn."
    

    
      "Thank you very much."
    

    
      I 
      see.
       She's looking for employment. Such a strange concept. In my seven years of human-watching, never have I been able to comprehend why humans 
      must
       — with the exception of a certain few — take on so many simultaneous responsibilities to simply live their lives. Civilisation is so strange.
    

    
      When you grow up, dearest Archie, desire nothing but to survive, thrive, and bear children. You'll be happier that way.
    

    
      "Ms. Harrington, Brooke?"
    

    
      "Yes, ma'am."
    

    
      "Mr. Ross will see you now. Step this way, please."
    

    
      A narrow corridor. Bright lighting. Nary a plant to hide behind. We must attempt one of the most treacherous feats known to birdkind.
    

    
      We shall walk as slowly as possible so as not to alert anyone to our presence. Hardly anyone looks down behind them, and the people in the waiting area look so stressed that they cannot see us. Are you ready? Keep an eye on the destination…and go!
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Brooke Harrington?"
    

    
      "That's me, sir. Pleased to meet you, Mr. Ross."
    

    
      "Likewise. Please, call me Howard. 'Sir' is such a 
      stuffy
       word. How are you doing today, Brooke?"
    

    
      "Very well, thank you. And how about you? The view from here must be gorgeous."
    

    
      Eh, it's passable. Why would anyone want to be in here when they could be outside to experience the real thing? My feathers are already shriveling from being inside for so long.
    

    
      "Why, I appreciate that! I'm truly grateful for the sun. I can't imagine conducting these interviews in a cramped, dark room. Now, with the pleasantries out of the way, let's begin the interview. To start us off, could you tell us a little bit about yourself and why you want to work at Tohmatsu?"
    

    
      "Certainly. I'm a grade 11 student looking to gain work experience in one of my greatest passions. I have a strong interest in talking to other people and clients — in high school, I've participated in several regional DECA competitions, and I've been involved in many other school clubs, like our math club and our dance club. At Tohmatsu, I hope to be able to gain experience that your firm is uniquely positioned to give as the undisputed leading consulting firm in Arizona, while also lending you my talents in sales, marketing, and accounting."
    

    
      Words words words.
    

    
      "Tohmatsu is definitely well-equipped to give you that experience. Like you mentioned, we've been rated the number one consulting firm to work for in Arizona for four years running now. Much of it comes from our employees' grit, resilience, and passion. Could you describe an example of a time where you faced a conflict with someone you were working with — this could be a classmate, a teacher, a colleague, or someone else along those lines. How did you manage it? Feel free to take some time to think about your answer."
    

    
      Conflict? What's there to think about? If they're wrong, simply beat them up. Might makes right. Or just walk away if you don't feel like beating them up right now. What other answer could there possibly be?
    

    
      "I believe that something like that happened just today in class — my friend and I'd just gotten tickets to a concert we wanted to see, but another classmate wanted to show off how much better their tickets were compared to ours. Her attitude made it difficult for my friend to talk to her, and the situation almost escalated to action. To defuse the tension, I congratulated my classmate for getting ahold of the tickets and made it clear that further provocation wouldn't get a reaction out of me."
    

    
      "I'm glad that you were able to resolve it peacefully. Violence is never the answer at Tohmatsu, so we highly value people who are able to deescalate situations. It's very useful when talking to customers, too."
    

    
      What is this nonsense? If you can back up anything you say by beating other birds up, you're right. Who's going to tell you otherwise? This isn't the first time I've heard this argument from humans. No wonder they bicker so uselessly among themselves so often and never get anything done.
    

    
      "Next, I have a couple of more technical questions. Tohmatsu works with a lot of clients every day, so we need to be able to accurately identify market trends. How would you get an accurate number for how many people buy something from Starbucks each day? Walk me through your thoughts. Once again, feel free to take your time."
    

    
      "That's a good question. Hmm… I was thinking of taking a small sample of Starbucks stores so that I wouldn't have to ask every store. I'd have to take more than one to reduce random error, but otherwise I think I have to make the assumption that tracking three to five stores in relatively distinct areas would have to do. Actually, now that I mention it, would I have a lot of resources to do this?"
    

    
      "Sure. Why not? Although, if possible, we'd like to minimise the cost while delivering maximum accuracy."
    

    
      "In that case, I'd expand the program to cover, say, ten stores across various socio-economic and cultural regions, since people drink coffee differently based on their culture. And of course, those in places of higher socio-economic status might have more people visit because coffee tends to be a pretty luxury item. At each store, I'd have a person tracking the people coming in and out. That should do it."
    

    
      "That sounds like it would work. Well done. Last but not least, I have a hypothetical scenario for you. Let's say you're running an event. One of your sponsors is hosting a workshop, but they've suddenly stopped responding to your emails. The event is in two weeks. What would you do?"
    

    
      "First thing I'd do is tell the rest of the team." A fast answer. Almost as if she has experience. "I believe that it's most important to keep everyone involved on the same page. That way, people have clear expectations and can adjust their own plans accordingly. Next, I'd ask the team to brainstorm any possible ideas, just in case they, for example, might have another contact with the company.
    

    
      "Of course, I'd continue to try to contact them, but in case we aren't able to reach them in time for the event, I'd make preparations cancelling the workshop and anything else they might be involved in."
    

    
      "If you had to cancel so close to the event, do you think that that might cause other issues, like if your attendees complain?"
    

    
      "I would tell them that unfortunately, we aren't able to do anything — it would be clear that the company was no longer responding to us, so we'd, ah, shift the blame onto them."
    

    
      "You answered pretty quickly." Smart man. Almost as smart as me. "Have you experienced anything similar to this before?"
    

    
      "Sort of. I was part of the logistics team for a networking event last year, and one of our partners, right before the event, told us that they wouldn't be able to make it. Because we already sent out the schedule to our attendees, we had to scramble to send out correction emails and shuffle our schedule around to fill the open spot. That was a hurdle."
    

    
      "I can imagine. I'm responsible for recruiting and events, myself, so I have to agree that event planning is always harder than it looks."
    

    
      "Yeah. But it's worth it."
    

    
      Oh? Do my ear slits deceive me? A chuckle from our dear Brooke? For someone who wore such an offensively polite expression the entire interview, she's really something.
    

    
      "For sure. Well, that concludes the interview. Thank you very much for your answers, Brooke — I really enjoyed learning more about you. Do you have any questions for me?"
    

    
      "None, thank you."
    

    
      "Wonderful! You can expect a response from us in the next week or so by mail. I hope to see you here in the summer!"
    

    
      "Thank you very much for your time, Mr. Ross."
    

    
      "Take care!"
    

    
      She's done! I 
      believe
       that she wants the job, but it's quite difficult to tell. The interviewer must have loved her if he was so nice. So I suppose all's well that ends well. Personally, I nearly fell asleep halfway through the discussion. There's no 
      tension
      . Where's the drama? The violence? At least a 
      real
       fight nearly broke out at school. But I'm rambling again. Let us once again shuffle out and follow her…back home, I assume?
    

    
      Do wait a moment. That's not the direction she came from. Is Brooke going somewhere else? She's clearly in the correct car — maybe she's being kidnapped! So very exciting. I've yet to see a real kidnapping — I've only heard about such things from the other human-watchers!
    

    
      Ah. That's her mother. My disappointment is immeasurable. It's a real shame that it's nearly impossible for us to get in the car and listen in. When I was a young lass, I dreamed of climbing into a car's mouth, hiding, listening to the humans speak. To this day, only one bluebird has ever done such a thing, and she vowed never to speak of it. How thrilling it must be!
    

    
      For example, imagine what kind of intense conversation must be going on between the two right now! I can hear the loud noises coming from the car, yet not one of the humans has their mouth open! Humans are such mysteries.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      We're stopping here? But there's nothing here. Except for… May Garuda save us all. The dreaded Subway.
    

    
      …What is a "Kumon"?
    

    
      No, no, she might not be going in there. She might be going into the land of delicious bread beside it. Let me tell you, child, that although I have only ever once been inside Subway, the delectable scent of fresh bread has yet to leave my nostrils.
    

    
      Ah… Come, come! While this gracious human enters, you can get your first whiff of the best human food you could ask for!
    

    
      Mind your wings — best not to get lost in the scent of Subway, lest you become addicted. Your great-grandfather was once a renowned human-watcher, but he strayed too close, too many times, and was Subway-ridden for the rest of his life. Couldn't fly a quarter mile away before his wings would lock up and he fell out of the sky.
    

    
      Yes, yes, I see the girl going into the Kumon. My hunger for bread has been satiated. Let us continue observing our Brooke. Inside! Before the door closes!
    

    
      Perhaps she'll purchase some bread before she leaves. Don't just sit there like a fledgling waiting to be fed! On your wings, now! 
    

    
      This is a disappointing classroom. Assuming it 
      is
       a classroom. Strange, how there are no windows and there is only the single area with its grid of seats. I was under the impression that a school was a large institution, with plenty of teachers and students. 
    

    
      Unless... No. This isn't a school after all? Might it be a kidnapping? Goodness, child, we might be able to witness our first kidnapping! Or maybe not. Brooke looks to be quite in control of the situation.
    

    
      "Good afternoon, Mr. Toru! I'm here to clock in for my shift." Humans have such a great variety of colours between them. To the untrained eye, like yours, it's remarkably useful in differentiating them.
    

    
      "Brooke! Good afternoon to you, too. How are you doing? Let me get your binder for you."
    

    
      "Pretty well, thanks! I had an interview with Tohmatsu earlier today.  I might have to cut back on my hours here if I get the job, though. Could I talk to you about that before I leave today?"
    

    
      "Absolutely. Congratulations on your interview, by the way. Enter my office any time today and I'll see what I can do. Here you are."
    

    
      "Thanks."
    

    
      It's much quieter than the other schools I've been to. Don't they teach anything here? What use is an educational institution that doesn't teach anything?
    

    
      One moment. My sincerest apologies. I was under the assumption that this was a school based on the number of older and younger humans, but that may not be the case! The children are working with paper and pencil, yes, but they could be working on…calculating taxes? I've heard many a complaint from humans about calculating taxes.
    

    
      What are taxes? Some sort of currency that they are forced to pay every year. It's rather similar to the annual fruit sacrifices that must be made to Lord Garuda every year.
    

    
      No matter. I shall learn what they are doing for myself. My reading is barely passable, at best, but let me see what I can find out… There are so many symbols! I suppose those might be numbers, but trying to comprehend so many of them causes pain in my head. Let us observe a little bit longer.
    

    
      One of the children rises! Their hand, at least. A universal human signal for attention. If my calculations are correct, now that I think about it, Brooke is still a child, is she not? She still attends school. So why is she on the adult side of the school?
    

    
      Ah, that's right. Let us not jump to conclusions about the adulthood of the other humans. They may all of adolescents yet.
    

    
      "I'm done." The room is silent. Even the child keeps to a low whisper when Brooke retrieves the paper. Such discipline. A certain songbird would practically suffocate in here.
    

    
      No, do 
      not
       break into song! It may be that time of day, but surely you can control yourself. There are no potential mates in this room.
    

    
      These
       symbols I can comprehend! Listen carefully, for what I am about to explain is very important to humans. I've seen them cry over it.
    

    
      Watch how Brooke draws on the paper. That is an ellipse. And that is a checkmark. Usually, those denote correctness. Humans love correctness. Crosses are not good, while circles and checkmarks are usually good. Sometimes, circles can be bad — this is dependent on context, so we can only guess.
    

    
      My. That is a large number of crosses.
    

    
      I do not believe I see a single other checkmark.
    

    
      Goodness. May Garuda save him. 
    

    
      Hm. Perhaps there is a flaw in this human. I do not believe that I have ever seen so many crosses. 
    

    
      "Most of this is wrong. Correct it and do it again. Or would you rather go back a level?"
    

    
      "O-oh. Okay…"
    

    
      Sometimes, people are simply wrong, and there is nothing to say about it. I suspect that this principle holds for birds and humans alike. We must make it clear that they are wrong, but I question if harassing the poor boy is prudent. A lack of intelligence is not a choice. We do not poke fun at those unable to fly — we can only look down upon them, sympathise, and offer our condolences.
    

    
      Ah, I'm rambling on again. Do forgive me. Let us continue observing the boy as he ponders and scribbles.
    

    
      "I'm done again."
    

    
      "Most of this is still wrong. This is wrong, this is wrong, this is wrong — how could five plus ten be sixteen?"
    

    
      Why is he crying? I would be proud to have an elder point out my mistakes. Don't you agree?
    

    
      "I-I'm n-not in s-school yet." I 
      believe
       he said that he wasn't in school yet. A little hard to tell past the choking.
    

    
      "Oh? Huh. I suppose that this is all right, then. Still, you should give it another shot. You can move on if you get at least seventy percent."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Brooke's leaving! Come, come, don't fall asleep — if you can't make it past a single mildly uninteresting part of human-watching, how can you possibly expect to catch the juicier parts?
    

    
      Wake up, child! She's entering the old man's office, and you won't be able to make it in time if you don't immediately 
      wake up!
    

    
      Bloody hell. The door's closed, and I can't hear anything! Perhaps if I strain my ears… Unfortunately not.
    

    
      You bloody fool. You can take your nap now, if you so wish. I shall observe the other children until Brooke returns.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Get up! The girl is leaving! Get up, or I'll make you live in Los Angeles for a week!
    

    
      How are you hanging upside-down like that? Gah. Hurry outside!
    

    
      Bless the Lord Garuda. Her mother hasn't taken her yet. In fact…the back of the car is opening! Quick, child, before our chance is lost! Into the trunk! Mind their eyes.
    

    
      Seven years. After seven years, I've finally made it in a trunk! You must understand, child, how fortunate you are to have made it here in your first year. It's extremely rare that a bird can successfully weave past humans to conduct a proper human-watching inside a car. It is said that two in three human-watchers fail to even fly within three feet of a car.
    

    
      Congratulations. Under my careful instruction, you might grow up to become a capable human-watcher yet.
    

    
      Our tribulations have yet to end, however. Once we reach our destination, we'll be faced with the prospect of something even more difficult: exiting the trunk. With fewer hiding spaces, the moment shall be difficult and fraught with danger.
    

    
      Now that I think about it, the interior of this car is much…drier than I expected. Almost artificial. Watch. The body is smooth and hard. It must be difficult to digest anything in here. I suppose it takes in all of its food through its mouth on the side. Never have I seen an animal that takes in its food on its 
      side
      .
    

    
      What is that sound? Is the car growling? Does it sense intruders inside? Don't move! It should not be able to see us.
    

    
      …
    

    
      I believe the growling has settled. We should be safe now.
    

    
      "How was your day today?" The humans are talking! Bloody hell, I've been waiting 
      years
       for this day: the secret discussions of humans inside a car.
    

    
      "Fine. Pretty good."
    

    
      "You had your interview with Tohmatsu today, right? How'd it go? Is your suit in your bag?"
    

    
      "Yes, mom."
    

    
      "Don't be like that, Brooke. I'm looking out for you. Don't you think you could give an answer longer than four words?"
    

    
      "I thought it went okay." This might be something exclusive to humans. Are you also like this with your mother? Is this normal for a dutiful and good child?
    

    
      I thought so. I never spoke back to my parents, for they were always wiser than I was. Is that not obvious? Your mother and father wish for nothing but the best for you. What reason could there be for you not to tell them the truth, forever and always? And the lack of respect. I would say that this is a human custom, but the many other children I've followed have 
      never
       been so dismissive!
    

    
      If I were Brooke's mother, I would disown her immediately. Let her discover how difficult it is to survive in the world. Then again, it is rather difficult to die in human society, I've found.
    

    
      In that case, I suppose they wouldn't die, but they certainly would not be living.
    

    
      "What kind of questions did they ask you?"
    

    
      "The normal stuff. Behavioural questions — tell me about yourself, some market sizing, some situational analysis. Nothing I haven't done before in DECA."
    

    
      "I see. It 
      does
       sound like a walk in the park for you. Do you have any more interviews coming up I have to drive you to?"
    

    
      "Nope."
    

    
      "I wish you would 
      talk 
      to me more."
    

    
      …
    

    
      "It's rather like talking to a brick wall. Never speaking unless spoken, to, and even then, as if it wants to get it over with."
    

    
      "Brick walls don't talk."
    

    
      "That's true."
    

    
      …
    

    
      "Can you pick up Jacob after he finishes school? I have to run to a dentist's appointment at four."
    

    
      "Sure."
    

    
      Is 
      this
       the extent of the renowned Interior Car Conversation? I know birds that would have given away dozens of fruits just to be here, but they would have been sorely disappointed. The interior of a car is supposed to be for private, juicy gossip! For hearts to be broken! For fights that shatter relationships! For the darkest of secrets to come to light! Where's the 
      spice?
    

    
      Human life is so mundane. I suppose not every part of one's life has to be interesting enough for a novel. Interest is relative, after all. You could never appreciate the highs if there are never any lows, and you could never appreciate berries if you ate them every day your entire life.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      3. Do You See What I See?
    

    
      We have arrived. A site that even I am ashamed to return to, even for a couple of nights — the infamous 
      Los Angeles. 
      How dreadful. Avert your eyes while you still can.
    

    
      As revenge, I shall find 
      two
       humans to watch. Take that, humans! You'll not hold us captive without equal compensation!
    

    
      I expect to see proper bedding in this tree stump within the hour. You do not have to acquire food — even I am not so cruel as to force you to scour this Garuda-forsaken wasteland for something properly edible. When I return, I shall bring whatever morsels of proper food I can find.
    

    
      Be prepared, child. The coming days will be some of the worst you will experience for the rest of the migration. For the rest of your life, if you have half a brain to never come back ever again.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Observe. In front of us lies the perfect candidate. I must preface this by saying that, interesting as he may be, he is extremely easy to track down. He always visits the same five places, unlike the second perfect candidate. They do meet up at their workplaces, so we can always locate him should it come to that.
    

    
      …I have not considered the logistics of simultaneously following two people. Perhaps we could fly back and forth between them when it bores you so much you start falling asleep? Yes, I suppose that would remove 
      that
       quirk of yours.
    

    
      Children these days. Attention spans smaller than a seed.
    

    
      Let us start at their workplace, and then you can choose which you deem to be more interesting.
    

    
      Around this region of human civilisation, expect to see Do you see all of the human buildings? Those are called "skyscrapers". 
    

    
      Here! Through this window. It's quite fortunate that the city is so warm by the coast. When it becomes truly cold, a bird would be hard-pressed to find even a single entrance to a human abode.
    

    
      Ah, there's one of them! The one with the golden hair. Shush. Behind the bush! Be aware of the incoming man.
    

    
      "Max! I'm glad I found you after the exam. That was brutal, huh? How'd find it?"
    

    
      "Piece of cake! The tutoring I got totally paid off."
    

    
      "Damn, lucky! I crammed so hard for the technical parts that I completely flubbed the long answer, ugh."
    

    
      "Don't worry, Shiren. There are 
      two
       full-time spots from the internship. We'll both make it! I know that you're 
      as
       qualified as I am — if not more — for the position."
    

    
      "God, I hope so. Grinding calls for six months without even being paid would stink if I couldn't land a job from it."
    

    
      I see. I was not aware of this. Child, this is yet another complex human construct. Not only are they required to find employment, they must 
      compete
       for employment. Disgusting. Perhaps we could briefly observe what is it they do?
    

    
      "Good morning, Mr. Harris. My name is Max Plouffe, calling from Joseph & Joseph. I'm sure you'd be interested in some of our products, so what time would work — I see. Yes, sir. No, thank you for your time. Bye-bye now.
    

    
      "Good morning, Mrs. Ferrocene. My name is Max Plouffe, calling from Joseph & Joseph. I'm sure you'd be interested in some of our products. What time would work best for you to discuss how we can help you? In…half an hour? I'm sorry, I don't think I can make it there on time. If it works for you, maybe we could discuss it over the phone? I see. Thank you. Take care."
    

    
      "Good morning, Mr. Goldencow. This is Max Plouffe, calling from Joseph & Joseph…"
    

    
      Certainly this 
      cannot
       be all that these people do all day. Forget 
      you
       nodding off, if I have to listen to salespeople conducting sales in this stuffy environment for one more moment, I assure you, I might throw myself out the nearest window.
    

    
      I do wonder where the other human is. I remember that he had quite distinctive dark skin. He should be easy to spot in this crowd. Where did he go? So many dark heads and cubicles.
    

    
      Over here! Mind the leg. Come here, behind the desk leg. Do you see him? Yes, this person here. Perhaps we could shift this way, if only to get a better view.
    

    
      "Good morning, Mr. Danceslots. This is Chris Gardner, calling from Joseph & Joseph. I'm 
      sure
       you'd find our products extremely useful for your retirees. Yes, sir. Thank you very much. Take care.
    

    
      Oh, my. Look at him. He's certainly doing the same thing as the other man — Max, if I recall correctly — but if you compare how Chris does it compared to the people around him, you see that he's actually quite efficient. See how he doesn't put the phone down between calls? He taps a button on the receiver and immediately dials another number.
    

    
      Ah. I'd forgotten. Well, what you need to know is that a phone is a magical device that allows lazier humans to communicate to faraway humans nearly instantly. It truly demonstrates how humans have to compensate for not having basic appendages, such as wings.
    

    
      I was once an engineer, you know. I was present at the founding gathering of the International Engineering Society. 
      Delicious
       seeds. Truly some of the best food I've ever had. A shame that they had such antagonistic views toward humans.
    

    
      So what if you've heard it three times? This is an important cultural milestone of our species' history! You should listen to it at 
      least
       ten times!
    

    
      "Good morning, Mr. Singsalot. This is Chris Gardner, calling from Joseph & Joseph. I'm sure you'd find our products useful for your country club. Would you like to schedule a call to discuss how we could incorporate them? …Twenty minutes? Yes, yes, I can make that. Thank you very much. Chris Gardner, sir. See you soon."
    

    
      It's been at least two years since I've seen a human rush so much. I suspect that this might be interesting. Keep up!
    

    
      …Goodness. Dear Lord Garuda, please do not let this human accidentally kill himself. Perhaps I chose a flawed human. I do not believe that they are supposed to sprint across the middle of the road quite like that. Or be struck by their car companions like that.
    

    
      He's back up! I know that if a 
      bird
       had hit the car at that speed, they would be long dead. A splatter of blood on the glass. Nothing more than an avian pancake.
    

    
      "Chris! Chris, so good to see you. Do you have a I could borrow?"
    

    
      Human expressions are difficult to comprehend, child, so pay close attention. After my seven years of human-watching, I can tell you that that is the expression of a human who deeply wishes to get out of this situation because he has something more important to do.
    

    
      "Mr. Wagner! Sir, what happened?"
    

    
      "I hailed a cab here, but I forgot my wallet in the building."
    

    
      "I'll go back and get it to you, sir." Even young adults. Always 
      rushing
      . Places to go, places to be. You whippersnappers have to learn how to settle down and count your blessings. This man here, Chris, he should learn from the Max person. At least he's relaxed sometimes.
    

    
      "There's no time! The building's at least two minutes away. Don't you have cash on you?"
    

    
      Scratch that, 
      every
       human in this Garuda-forsaken city never stops moving. 
    

    
      "Yeah, uh… I do. I do. Does a five cover it?"
    

    
      "A five is 
      perfect
      , thank you. I'll pay you back!"
    

    
      The way Chris looks as the man takes the bill, you'd think he just lost his firstborn chick. Currency is difficult to understand, but I 
      believe
       that five dollars isn't a particularly large amount of money.
    

    
      And he's off again. I must admire how dedicated he his to his role. Such passion. 
    

    
      If the man sweats any more, he'll have a river running down his back. I 
      shudder
       to imagine how humans release excess heat. Fluttering is much more efficient. Yet another example of avian superiority, and why birds have taken over the entire planet.
    

    
      Another building? This one is tricky. Let us perch directly behind Chris. He must be exhausted if he doesn't see us.
    

    
      "Is Mr. Singsalot in?"
    

    
      "Oh…I'm so sorry. You 
      just
       missed him."
    

    
      I'd forgotten that he was here to discuss business things. Running all this way for nothing… He should have known better. No self-respecting bluebird would let themselves be late to any location. Either one makes it on time or one does not go at all.
    

    
      "…I see. Thank you."
    

    
      Careful. That brusque tone indicates that he's grumpy now. Don't fly too close, or else if he lashes out abruptly, he might hit you. Sialia knows a bird that something like that happened to. The human she was following a tad too closely suddenly swatted out at her, and the fool crashed right into their arm. Ruined her beak. Now she needs her children to help feed her.
    

    
      Unless you have children capable of caring for you, don't go recklessly flying too close to angry humans.
    

    
      "Fuck!"
    

    
      And that is one angry human.
    

    
      I suspect that it'll much be the same back to the building. Perhaps we can check in on our dear Max?
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Ah, how fortunate for us! He's leaving his desk now, so you don't have to fall asleep right away. Come, come.
    

    
      "Yo, where do you want to go for lunch? Dick and I were thinking of dropping by that new Italian place that just opened."
    

    
      "I think I'll just get Chinese again. You know Italians. They take hours for a single meal, and that's hours I don't have."
    

    
      Chinese. A land far, far away, where they say mountains and streams are plentiful, and the berries are twice as sweet. A destination every bluebird dreams about, even the non-human-watchers. Perhaps in my final year. Round off life with a bang.
    

    
      Too morbid? My apologies. 
    

    
      "Come on! You've got the job in the bag. The higher-ups must know how hard you've worked. It's fine to take a break every once in a while, you know!"
    

    
      "Oh, for sure. I'm taking my lunch break, but I'm trying to keep it at most half an hour. Chinese takeout is fast and cheap. Maybe after the internship? Drinks on me."
    

    
      "You and your work. Fine, but I'll hold you to those drinks!"
    

    
      I never understood the obsession humans had with reflective surfaces. Nearly every expansive interior is blindingly reflective. How can their legs grip the smooth surface? How can their eyes handle the strain that comes with the reflections of lights on the walls and the ground?
    

    
      Perhaps it is the smaller rooms that are more important, like this one. After all, I chose this human, and he would not have chosen a poor place to eat. Clearly they recognise that larger does not necessarily mean better. I would not have expected such a backwards species to be so enlightened.
    

    
      Regardless, the current place is quite nice. Plenty of wooden perches on the ceiling and a dull wall and ground. The only issue is the constant scent and feeling of grease and oil in the air. It makes me want to preen my feathers already, and I had just given them a deep clean yesterday!
    

    
      And humans are shoving it in their 
      bodies?
       Goodness. Their constitution must be stronger than I'd anticipated.
    

    
      Observe. Those are called "noodles". I had the opportunity to try them once, the spindly things, and they were quite delectable! Perhaps you'll be able to try one when you're older. The rich, starchy goodness nearly compares to a fine beetle. 
    

    
      You could sit here and do nothing but 
      exist
       in the beloved atmosphere. But you musn't! Every second you sit there is a second you miss watching humans!
    

    
      Move, 
      child! Do you still wish to become an elite human-watcher? Right now, you look like you could quit at the drop of a worm! Pathetic.
    

    
      There is little to be gained from watching this man as he eats, unless you can sustain yourself on flavoured air.
    

    
      Perhaps we can observe our dear Chris instead. Humans tend to all eat at the same time for what I can only imagine is for social purposes, so it may be difficult to track him down if he's left since we last saw him.
    

    
      Ah, he is still here! Perhaps he does not enjoy eating with his fellow humans? Even though humans are perhaps some of the most social creatures I have seen, it is still relatively common compared to us bluebirds. A sign of rebellion, it is. Or perhaps he has already eaten.
    

    
      "Chris! Want to grab lunch together?" 
    

    
      "Sorry, man. I've still got a couple more calls to go through." Definitely has not eaten, then. I suppose we could wait here to see where he decides to get lunch.
    

    
      Do you know how much processing humans do to their food? They don't eat the shells of seeds nor do they eat meat without applying copious amounts of heat to it in a process called "cooking".
    

    
      …
    

    
      Surely this man is going to feed himself at one point or another.
    

    
      …
    

    
      Max has already returned! I assume that Chris here simply does not have three meals a day. How strange. Throughout my travels, I have only seen humans skip the midday meal only if they could not forage enough for it. He must be in a truly unfortunate situation to be unable to feed himself three times a day. Perhaps he suddenly lost all of his money and now forces himself to work for the his and his family's sakes, forever lamenting how he once ruled the world, and when seas would rise when he gave the word.
    

    
      Between Max and Chris, who would you say completes their work faster? Both of them are, I daresay, the best of this motley group of humans. Yes, I agree. Chris does have a slight edge — being poor and skipping lunch also grants him extra time.
    

    
      Oh? Is he departing? For lunch, potentially. But the sun is nearly gone. I suppose it must be dinner, then. But isn't any other person leaving? I would have expected him to be the first to arrive and the last to leave, based on how dedicated he is to his job.
    

    
      "Leaving early again, Chris? It's the last day! I know that 
      I'll
       definitely be grinding harder than usual."
    

    
      "I gotta pick up my son. You know what children are like."
    

    
      He's a 
      father!
       Everything has become clear. I see your confused expression, so let me explain.
    

    
      In human society, humans care a lot about their children. Here, your mother can throw you out of the nest when you reach two months, but humans are fragile, delicate creatures, so they stay with their parents for at least 
      ten years!
       And this, combined with their adorable dependence on their parents, means that there is significantly more responsibility on their behalf.
    

    
      And so, the reason why Chris is leaving early is because his child is relying on him, so he must provide it with food.
    

    
      Although, I must say I cannot see why the child's mother cannot take over his responsibilities. He seems terribly stressed.
    

    
      Bloody hell. Running already? He's barely out of the building! Child, beat your wings faster! We must not lose track of him.
    

    
      …At least he obeys the magic car lights this time. I can't imagine that being hit by one of those monsters a 
      second
       time would be very pleasant. Humans are surprisingly resilient yet surprisingly fragile.
    

    
      Around the corner, yes. Ah, the freedom of the open skies! This area is far nicer than his workplace. It does my heart good to see the nearest skyscraper a mile away. 
      These
       are truly beautiful buildings. Accessible, earthy, and — at least relative to the main city — rather quiet.
    

    
      "Mrs. Chu, how are ya?"
    

    
      "Daycare isn't free. Are you going to pay?"
    

    
      "I'll get it to you next week. Christopher! We're going!"
    

    
      Garuda save us all. It's a small version of Chris. If that isn't the 
      cutest
       little child I have seen — present company excluded, of course — oh, my.
    

    
      …Please give me a moment. My most sincere apologies.
    

    
      …
    

    
      …If I could only sink my claws into his chubby little cheeks! 
      No,
       Elizabeth, control yourself. This is a 
      human
       child whose father will almost certainly kill you if you would dare to even lay a wing on him.
    

    
      Whew. Pardon me. I don't know what came over myself.
    

    
      "Daddy, I'm hungry!"
    

    
      "Aw, that's good, because we're going to get dinner! Get your stuff and we'll head out together. Here, let me help you with that…"
    

    
      Look at his little hands! Clutching his father's bigger ones! And how he wriggles his little feet into his little shoes! Human children are such lovable 
      blobs.
       If I were a human, I would rear as many children as I could. 
    

    
      Shush, child. Don't bother me. I'm watching the human child!
    

    
      "Are we having dinner by the church again?"
    

    
      "That's right. Do you wanna guess what they'll serve tonight?"
    

    
      "We always get soup and boiled vegetables. I don't like the boiled vegetables."
    

    
      "I know, but vegetables are good for you. Do you remember why?"
    

    
      "They have lots of vitamins!" Vita-what now?
    

    
      "That's right. What was your favourite vitamin again?"
    

    
      "Mm…vitamin A!"
    

    
      "And why's that?"
    

    
      "Because carrots got a lot of it!" I cannot believe this. I do understand that I am nearly the same age as the child, but 
      surely
       he could not have more knowledge than a respected scholar such as myself. What is a 
      vitamin?
       Why do carrots have it? What does it do?
    

    
      "And carrots are your favourite food, huh? We'll probably have carrots for dinner tonight."
    

    
      Personally, I must interject to say that carrots are an abomination. Along with potatoes. No fruit, and you have to pull them out of the ground to eat them. And what do you get for all that effort? A bloody 
      chore
       of a food, that's what you get! Disgusting, starchy, barely juicy things, those are. Humans are a truly a different breed, they are. I'll forgive the child just this once for this transgression.
    

    
      Bah. Mind your tongue. Simply because 
      you
       hold objectively incorrect opinions close to your heart does not mean that you can spout off such nonsense in front of 
      civilised
       birds such as myself. Didn't your father tell you to respect your elders? Be grateful that I refrain from using strong language in front of underage birds.
    

    
      "Alrighty. To the back of the line we go, Christopher." That is a long line. Is this the food line? I must say, this establishment must be terribly popular to have humans lining up…nearly to that street over there! My. In all of my travels, I have only seen such a line in a select few places at a select few times.
    

    
      "Daddy, do you think we can make it to the front in an hour today?"
    

    
      "Hard to tell. I sure hope so. Let's make a game out of it. Take a guess!"
    

    
      Not to mention, my understanding is that this isn't even the busiest time for food! Our Chris can certainly choose a restaurant, can't he?
    

    
      The line is hardly moving, however. Shall we take a quick look back at Max in the meantime? I expect that we have quite the wait before Chris and his son are able to sit down.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Good evening, sir. This is Max Plouffe, from Joseph & Joseph…"
    

    
      A hard worker, our Max is. Surely he must leave sometime soon? The sun has already set. What kind of masochist would voluntarily work past sundown? Simply give up at that point. It isn't worth it. If you couldn't do it during the day, you sure as hell aren't going to be able to do it after dark. Unless, of course, you happen to be one of those nocturnal birds. 
    

    
      There aren't nearly as many people as there were before. I don't know whether to be impressed or severely disappointed. 
    

    
      "Max! Come on! Everyone's gone home already. The last five calls you made all blanked because they all went home too. And you're already the hardest worker. Relax a bit! Freddie and the gang are waiting for us at Beertown."
    

    
      "You're right. I guess I'm done too. Goodbye, Joseph & Joseph. See you tomorrow."
    

    
      "Aw, don't be so sentimental about it. You've got plenty of other chances if this one doesn't work out."
    

    
      "Get your arm off my shoulder, man."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      It is fascinating how there are so many different varieties of human food, yet they all share startling similarities.
    

    
      For starters, the unbearable stench of grease.
    

    
      Something different, though, is that queer aroma. The aroma of…goodness. 
      Move! Get out of the store!
    

    
      Take a couple of deep breaths. Get it out. Are you feeling light-headed, child? No? Garuda bless. 
      Alcohol.
       A deadly human substance that causes humans and birds alike to become queasy and dizzy. Sialia once had a sip, and she nearly went bonkers trying to fly into the window glass over and over again. Merely the scent will make your brain tingle.
    

    
      I don't believe there's much left to see here. Max with his human friends and alcohol and greasy sandwiches. It's high time we checked back on Chris, anyway.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      He's 
      just
       entering? Perhaps my initial assessment of this restaurant was mistaken. Popular it may be, but that is no excuse for poor service.
    

    
      "The line ends here. Everybody else, go home! There isn't any more food! We'll be open again at 5 pm tomorrow."
    

    
      "Oh, thank God."
    

    
      Stick to the ceiling. That's the safest place here. The beams will hide you. Follow the group…
    

    
      What a strange restaurant. It reminds me of a cafeteria. Certainly the stream of people moving and being served food is the same.
    

    
      "Carrots! Can I get extra carrots, please?"
    

    
      "Sorry, kid. One serving per person, them's the rules."
    

    
      "Don't worry, Christopher. You can have mine."
    

    
      "But you need to eat your carrots, or else your eyes won't be as good! And you need very good eyes to do your work, right?"
    

    
      This child is much too generous. Someone else offers you something? You take it. If there are no strings attached, what's the problem? Yet another quirk of parenting.
    

    
      "I got an egg in my soup, don't worry. That's plenty of vitamin A already. You take the carrots! I don't like them as much as you do, anyway."
    

    
      "Thanks, daddy!"
    

    
      If this is some of the finest food humans can come up with, it's no wonder they struggle with nutrition. I'd take a good berry anyday. Bah. Come with me, child. We have better places to be.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Mom, I'm home!"
    

    
      And indeed the man arrives home. "Welcome home, Max! How was work today? Think you've got a good chance of clinching the internship? Have you eaten?"
    

    
      Don't touch the white rafters. They will kill you if you perch on them longer than a few minutes. Deadly poison, they are. Stay outside the house, if you can. The human fumes can lead to dizziness and disorientation.
    

    
      "No need. I went out drinking with the boys right after work. I think I got it in the bag. There ain't a single other person at that internship who worked as hard as I did. Every single day, I was the first to arrive and the last to leave."
    

    
      "That's great! Your father and I look forward to seeing you as a stock broker."
    

    
      A second storey! From my experience, only the most affluent of houses have such a floor. Keep your eyes following Max as he goes up. Maybe we can listen outside a window.
    

    
      "Yo, get your shit together. Down for a game tonight? I don't have to sleep so early as I usually do."
    

    
      Where 
      is
       he? I hear his voice, so clearly there must be an opening 
      somewhere.
    

    
      "No way! Go after her, man! There's no shot you just let her walk away from you like that."
    

    
      Aha! The window with the open curtains!
    

    
      "Don't get pussy on me now, bro. I saw you take down that guy in the alley like nothing, and you're scared of a 
      girl?"
    

    
      My ears may be failing me once again in my old age. Is this the same person? Yes? Hm. Has he gone and gotten himself inebriated?
    

    
      "Force that shit down her throat if you gotta, dude. Dude! A 
      real
       man wouldn't give up like you, bro."
    

    
      Perhaps. We shall let him enjoy his time in bed with his phone. Although — his bed is… My. How grand. It is nearly as wide as it is long. And those blankets…
    

    
      Soft. Suffocatingly soft. These might be even softer than the last human's. And he dares to bury himself in them! Courageous.
    

    
      …I must admit, it does look rather comfortable.
    

    
      Ah! No, no. We must leave. I must not be tempted any longer. We return to Chris!
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Where is he… In the future, remind me never to scout more than one person at a time. So much travel time. And locating people is such a nightmare. Goodness. Fortunately, we were only at Max's home for a few minutes. I hope Chris hasn't left without us.
    

    
      How punctual! Speak of the devil and he shall appear. Let us follow them back to their home! I expect it to be far better than that of Max. A 
      skyscraper
       would fare better than that sorry excuse of a home Max has.
    

    
      In my humble opinion, one's residence has a simple purpose: to be a safe and comfortable area to rest. Ideally, it would be easy to construct so you could move it anywhere you wanted. I swear, humans and their inconsistency. Sometimes they insist bigger is better, but sometimes they prefer things if they are smaller. Pick a side, why don't you?
    

    
      "Hey, Christopher."
    

    
      "Yeah?"
    

    
      "Do you know about God?"
    

    
      "The one who created everybody?"
    

    
      "That's the one. Do you know how we go to the church every night?"
    

    
      "Sometimes we go to a hotel."
    

    
      "Only sometimes. We stay the night at the nice church down the street 
      most
       nights, right?"
    

    
      "Right."
    

    
      This is the first I've heard of this. People sleeping in religious spaces? I knew that humans weren't terribly superstitious, but this must be going too far. We would never let any bird defile the Great Garuda by closing their eyes near him, never mind 
      sleeping
       under his watch.
    

    
      "Well, God watches over us as we sleep. And if we're good people and worked hard, God rewards those who believe in him. Do you want to believe in God?"
    

    
      "Yeah! What do I get?"
    

    
      "They say that God will bless you and grant you success in your life."
    

    
      "I want you and mommy and me to successfully go back to our house."
    

    
      "Oh, Christopher. I want that to happen, too. But that might be too much for God to handle right now. Even Santa Claus doesn't have it easy with wishes like that, and he only has to do it once a year."
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      "God is very busy. He listens to everyone's confessions and prayers. Sometimes he forgets about you, too. It's an honest mistake. Happens to everyone. But that just means you have to work harder and pray more so that he can hear you."
    

    
      "I want to try! How do I do that?"
    

    
      "Clasp your hands together, like this, then hold them up to your chest. Just like that. Then close your eyes — not here! — and ask the Lord what you want. Like this: Lord, guide me with your wisdom. May we have good food and a place to rest. Amen."
    

    
      "Hm. Lord, please let the nice ladies tomorrow serve hamburgers. Amen."
    

    
      "Aw, Christopher."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      One of the any churches in the world. Legend has it that some idiot human strapped himself to the cross and got killed.
    

    
      These doors are so large and the interior so dark that it should be no problem at all finding a way in! Follow me. We shall perch underneath this candle. Be cautious around the flame. It is quite hot.
    

    
      "Chris, welcome back. Here are your sleeping bags. Find a space on the floor somewhere here. It's been getting more crowded recently, so I might not be able to let you in much longer."
    

    
      "Not to worry, ma'am. With any luck, tonight'll be the last night. Thank you so much for your hospitality so far. I'll never forget it."
    

    
      "He smiles upon those who are in need. Thank the Lord, not me."
    

    
      "Thank the Lord indeed. Christopher, let's go."
    

    
      So this is Chris's home. How communal! How social! My, what an improvement it is over Max's! Not a single intrusive wall aside from the four to form the square shape that humans seem so obsessed with. Really, have you ever seen a hexagonal building?
    

    
      I thought not.
    

    
      Ah, watch him tuck himself and his son in their sleeping bags. I believe that this is all Chris is doing for the day. Max, too, should be playing video games. Speaking from empirical evidence, that is a common exercise for people like him throughout the night.
    

    
      Personally, my appetite was weaned looking at the monstrosities that Max and Chris had to consume, so I shall pass on tonight's food. Let us retire to the next and return the next morning.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Good morning, humans! What a sight to see from up high. The sea of humans slowly stirring and making their way out, the colourful assortment of sleeping bags lying in their wake.
    

    
      "Good morning, Christopher!"
    

    
      "Dun wanna get up."
    

    
      "Come on, Christopher. It's nearly seven-thirty. You have to go to daycare soon. The sister is going to pack up the sleeping bags, too."
    

    
      "Augghhh…"
    

    
      "All right. Up! you go. There, there. It's a bright new day, full of lots of surprises. I got to go to work after this, too. That's it. Into the bathroom line. You can sleep for a couple more minutes yet. It'll be a bit until it's our turn."
    

    
      A bathroom line! A shared bathroom! How surprisingly efficient of humans. I believe that it services nearly a hundred humans! My, that is nearly the size of a small bluebird settlement!
    

    
      Wake up, child! A human child sleeping does not mean you have the privilege of sleeping. You are better than it! Prove it to me. Stand up straight. Wings to the side. Eyes focused.
    

    
      "If you wake up now, Christopher, I'll ask the sister to put extra jam on your slice of bread…"
    

    
      "I'm up!"
    

    
      Oh, for Garuda's sake — fine. Let us get the blood pumping through your veins first. I trust that you can navigate us to Max's home?
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Max, breakfast is ready!"
    

    
      Brilliant! The woman's gone and opened the curtains to let the sun in. Little does she know she's also let in two stowaways. Mwahahaha!
    

    
      "Thanks, mom. OJ and bacon again? You're the best! I'll take the toast with me, though. I've gotta get to work!"
    

    
      That fragrance… That cloying scent of grease and animal fat… So disgusting, yet so appetising…
    

    
      No, Elizabeth, snap yourself out of it! Remember the vomiting. Remember the vomiting. Yes. Ahh…
    

    
      Please do pardon me. My. You don't feel the same way? Well, you're a lucky one, aren't you? Bacon either smells more enticing than a fatty earthworm or like nothing at all to most birds. I was cursed with the affliction of having extra-sensitive senses.
    

    
      The Kitchen Table Conversation is nearly as special as the Interior Car Conversation. More spacious, more opportunities to exit, so it's not 
      quite
       as renowned, but it's a good starting point for a new human-watcher, to get a good feel for how humans interact with each other.
    

    
      A real shame we won't be seeing one here. Let us follow Max as he rushes out the door to his workplace.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      That was fast. Chris is already here. Male humans tend to finish grooming themselves earlier than female humans, but still! I cannot imagine him eating and losing his child and fiddling with his fancy attire and running all the way here so soon.
    

    
      …And, not to be outdone, Max also immediately returns to his phone calls. What a boring life these two must live, having to do this every single day.
    

    
      "Chris. Come this way, please?"
    

    
      When humans are faced with the unknown, something they dearly anticipate, oftentimes they're affected more by the anticipation rather than the actual thing. Watch that befuddled expression on Chris's face. This hasn't happened to him at all.
    

    
      "Mr. Wagner. Mr. Joseph. Good to see you all." It boggles my mind that humans routinely touch each other with their bare hands. They use those hands to eat food and clean themselves! The price of social bonds — disease. Not at all a worthwhile tradeoff.
    

    
      "It's very good to see you too, Chris. I see that you're wearing a shirt today."
    

    
      "I thought I would wear one on my last day."
    

    
      "We appreciate that, Chris, we really do. But we hope you'll wear one tomorrow. For your first day as a full-time stock broker here at Joseph & Joseph. If you'd like to accept our offer?"
    

    
      "Oh." Is he crying? So emotional. This happens occasionally, child. Observe. Sometimes humans become so enraptured with what they're doing that they become attached to it as it were a particularly clingy child.
    

    
      "Congratulations, Chris. Was it as easy as it looked?"
    

    
      "No, sir. No, it wasn't. … Thank you, sirs. Thank you very much."
    

    
      And another round of handshakes? Perhaps they actually want to kill him, and this is a ruse so that they can physically touch him to spread contagions that will leave him dead within the day.
    

    
      "You'll find the contract on your desk by the end of the day for you to sign. Read it over carefully, but we'll let you go back to your work now. Unless — if you had any questions for us?"
    

    
      "Not yet, sirs. If any come to mind, I'll let you know immediately."
    

    
      "Very well. Please take care, Chris."
    

    
      "Thank you again, sirs. I want you to know that I treasure this opportunity immensely."
    

    
      "We're glad to hear that."
    

    
      I suppose that's it. Humans work hard, humans get jobs, humans get money, humans can live. Distilled down to its barest essentials. That's the end of a chapter of his life. Now let us — oh, think of the devil! Is that Max?
    

    
      "'Scuse me."
    

    
      "No problem."
    

    
      Oh? Is he also receiving an offer?
    

    
      "Mr. Joseph! Mr. Wagner. Mr. Eagul. I hope you're all doing well today. What can I do for you?"
    

    
      "Sit down, Max. We think…you've done enough."
    

    
      "Sir?" That is the sound of a rapidly increasing heartbeat if I've ever heard one. Isn't it strange how human hearts beat so slowly? I would imagine that they are responsible for far more blood than any avian heart, but it pumps at sometimes less than half the pace of ours! One of nature's many unsolved mysteries.
    

    
      "You heard us right. With your constant calls and return rate, we think you've done enough. So…how would you like to work here full-time?"
    

    
      "Sirs? Sirs. Did I hear that right?"
    

    
      "You did, Max. You've worked real hard to get to where you are now. I can't imagine a more suitable candidate. Congratulations, Max. Was it as easy as it looked?"
    

    
      "No, sir. No, it wasn't."
    

    
      I see! The purpose of the handshakes were to transfer 
      Chris's 
      germs to 
      Max.
       That way they can kill off whoever receives the job offer second! Ha! Your grandmother's got a little of that genius intellect she was renowned for still!
    

    
      Yet…h
      ow strange. The offers were near-identical. Yet something felt different between the two. I wonder why.
    

    
      "Thank you so much, sirs. If it's alright, might I take the rest of the day off? My family got me a new car if I landed the internship."
    

    
      It's truly difficult to find a single difference between the two. I suppose one is darker than the other, but that should have no difference in their intellect. It may be impossible to uncover. Humans occasionally do the most inexplicable things, after all.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Finally. We can rid ourselves of the memory of 
      Los Angeles.
       Pack your things, child. We shall head up into the far north, beyond the lands of the lukewarm oceans. The warm ocean lies further north yet.
    

    
      "Say, hey there, fellows!"
    

    
      A fellow bird? Wherever could that voice be coming from? What kind of stupid, arrogant, 
      deranged
       bird would voluntarily come to 
      Los Angeles?
    

    
      Oh, my. Ahem. What I mean to ask was — what kind of strong, dashing, chiselled, courageous, alluring, scarred-backstory bird would voluntarily come to 
      Los Angeles?
       Never mind his skewed, slightly awkward flight. Don't say anything stupid like you usually do.
    

    
      Good day to you, sir. Might I inquire for your name?
    

    
      "My name is William John Swainson, dear madam. And might I inquire for yours as well?"
    

    
      Elizabeth, but please, sir, call me Liz.
    

    
      "Then I must insist that you also call me William."
    

    
      Please forgive me, Mr. Swainson, but I cannot. This would be a great betrayal.
    

    
      "Oh? How so?"
    

    
      It would be below my position to besmirch your esteemed name by merely addressing you as 
      William.
       I must imagine that those scars along your chest are evidence of your exploits.
    

    
      "Please, pay them no mind. Old, long stories, these are, best told on or after a long flight. What brings you to this place, might I ask?"
    

    
      Los Angeles? My grandson and I — say hello to Mr. Swainson, child — are observing the humans in this area. We are flying to Vancouver — ah, I mean, the ocean by the great mountains — for the usual migration.
    

    
      "Vancouver, hmm… A lovely place to be during the summer. A great choice. Although this is the first I've heard of a bird taking this particular path up north. I myself will be headed across the continent to Montreal this migration.
    

    
      The revered land of Montreal… My good friend Sialia was headed that way, too. Might I take you for member of the Human-Watching Society as well?
    

    
      "You most certainly may! And might you be in the same esteemed Society?"
    

    
      Yes! For certain. When I was younger, I used to run the blasted thing myself!
    

    
      "Elizabeth… Elizabeth… Might you be the legendary Elizabeth of Phoenix, Arizona? The two-hundredth and seventy-eighth Director of the Bluebird Council?"
    

    
      The very same! I'm rather surprised you knew — that was many years ago.
    

    
      "How could I forget? Your Council repealed regulations to allow us bluebirds to more freely interact with other species. Less isolationism. Now we can observe humans nearly without restriction! I would be forever grateful for the work you did on the Council."
    

    
      Oh, please. You're going to make me blush. I did what I had to do for myself. If I want something, I work to take it.
    

    
      "And I admire that sort of attitude very much. I must be going now, Liz, but it was truly a pleasure to see fellow bluebirds in such a hostile area such as Los Angeles. Safe travels!"
    

    
      And you as well, Mr. Swainson! Let us continue our discussion the next we meet!
    

    
      Is it just me, or did he look at me rather strangely before he left? No matter. He said Montreal, yes? That is…a little ways off from our destination.
    

    
      Say. Child, what do you think of taking a slight detour? Just a slight one.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      This was important, child. Don't question it too much. 
      New experiences and all are critical for one's perspective and education, so we must go to Montreal. This frigid temperature be damned.
    

    
      "Liz!"
    

    
      Yes, it is a 
      complete
       coincidence that Mr. Swainson is headed there. Birds visit Montreal all the time! Remember Sialia? Did I tell you that she's going there for the summer too?
    

    
      "Liz!"
    

    
      I do believe that I might have heard a certain bird's voice. Surely not. Not here.
    

    
      "Liz! Are you going to make me call you every single time we meet. I thought you were headed to the great mountains! What brings you this way?"
    

    
      Ah. It's you.
    

    
      "What do you mean, 'it's you'? You're way off-course if you're going to the great mountains!"
    

    
      We're not going to the great mountains. Not yet, anyway. Now that you're here, I suppose we could join you to Montreal.
    

    
      "And why in the world would you want to go to Montreal? I thought you hated Montreal. Too cold, I remember you saying."
    

    
      Can't a bird change her mind? Isn't that a sign of learning, a sign of willingness to change? So judgmental, Sialia.
    

    
      "You're doing it again."
    

    
      Hm?
    

    
      "You're doing the thing where you try to throw me off the rails of what I was gonna ask. I've got you now, don't worry. And I'm not ever letting go until you tell me why you're going to Montreal."
    

    
      Oh, fine. It's not a big secret, don't worry. Have you seen a William J. Swainson fly by?
    

    
      "A what?"
    

    
      Never mind, then. You wouldn't understand.
    

    
      "Liz, I swear, the next chance I get, I am going to take the gleeful, probably cancerous prick growing out of your head and ram it up your —"
    

    
      Not in front of the children!
    

    

    
      
    

    
      4. Hearts Aflutter
    

    
      Welcome to Montreal! Truth be told, Sialia actually knows more than I do about this city. Unlike me, she spends more of her time in the east, and I myself have only entered the city once with her. So consider this a special trip of sorts.
    

    
      "I still cannot believe that you're here because you wanted to check out a hot bird."
    

    
      I very explicitly 
      did not 
      say that, Sialia. Stop putting words into my beak.
    

    
      "Right. How did you put it? 'The most incredible bird you've seen in years. His physique, his manner, his scars'? I can't possibly imagine how that could be construed as something even remotely romantic. No, not at all."
    

    
      Your harsh words wound me. Still so sarcastic.
    

    
      "She calls 
      me
       harsh! Archie, who do you think is harsher? Me or your grandmother? It's okay if you say me. Liz is completely harmless."
    

    
      What did you say? Are you calling me 
      old?
    

    
      "Aren't I?"
    

    
      Why, Sialia, if I weren't so generous, I would have your head pinned to the ground under my claw until you begged for mercy.
    

    
      "Aw, thanks! I have to say — you have better lines this time. If you want to get this William Swainson —"
    

    
      That's William 
      John
       Swainson to you.
    

    
      "— this William 
      John 
      Swainson — between your legs, you have to try a little harder than 
      that."
    

    
      I have 
      years
       of experience, Sialia. I'm not a fledgling anymore.
    

    
      "Archie doesn't seem like he believes you."
    

    
      Of 
      course
       I have romantic experience, child. Where do you think your father came from? Adoption? Ha!
    

    
      What does that expression mean? Sialia's been a terrible influence on you. Sialia, you stay out of my grandson's education. You'll corrupt him! As punishment, you'll be responsible for finding the human we watch.
    

    
      "You're going human-watching 
      here?"
    

    
      Of course? What other reason would I have to enter a human city? Montreal is far enough that I expect to see humans quite different from the sorts along the usual route. My grandson and I are fatigued from so many days of human-watching, too.
    

    
      "So needy."
    

    
      And I expect you to bring back the finest food Montreal has to offer!
    

    

    
      
    

    
      These earthworms are heavenly, Sialia. My thanks.
    

    
      "You're welcome! They absorb more nutrients in the less populated Canadian Shield, so they end up fatter."
    

    
      Don't be so picky, child. Eat it. You heard Sialia. She'll be very much heartbroken if you don't try it, you know? She'll fall over, bawling her eyes out to the world, body wracked with sobs at the sheer offense brought to her by one small bluebird named Archie. But I digress.
    

    
      "If you don't want it, you don't have to eat it, Archie. But I would suggest that you eat 
      something
       — you're a growing boy, after all, and you'll need your energy for today's human-watching."
    

    
      Why do you listen to 
      her??
    

    
      "Let's face it, Liz. I'm just a nice bird. They like me more."
    

    
      They like how you always spoil them and let them get away with anything. Garuda knows that if 
      you
       had kids that you'd understand.
    

    
      "Maybe, yeah. It's possible. It makes travelling easier, though. And speaking of travelling, we should get going before the sun gets too high in the sky. I'm not sure if they'll still be where I think they are.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "They're down there, by the bagel store. The ones with matching baseball caps. Do you see them?"
    

    
      Two questions: What's a bagel, and which one are we following?
    

    
      "Both. I learned that the one on the left is called Jeremy, while the one on the right is called Natalie. In case you couldn't tell, they are holding hands, which is a universal human symbol that they are in love with each other. Second question: a bagel is a type of bread. Kind of shaped like a donut?"
    

    
      Oh, donuts! I see. Well, let us observe.
    

    
      "I heard that the competition between this one and Fairmount is really fierce, but there's no contest that are the two best bagel places in Montreal."
    

    
      "Mmm. We gotta try both of them, then! Come on, Jeremy. I'm hungry!"
    

    
      Into the shop! Wait for it… Charge! I hope everyone has safely arrived? Good. Shift around a bit; make yourselves comfortable.
    

    
      Oof! Don't push me!
    

    
      "Well, sor
      ry
      , but there isn't much I can do about three birds perching on one beam."
    

    
      You have at 
      least
       two inches of space on your side. Don't be lazy, Sialia. Just because you're farthest from the bread doesn't mean you get to squeeze everyone else.
    

    
      "Oh, wow. That's a lot of different bagels. Nat, I don't think I can eat more than one."
    

    
      "It's okay, we can split and share. Look over there — they have an entire stock of bagels flowing right out of the oven. They look so warm and fresh! The poppyseed ones are the classics, according to my research."
    

    
      "I guess we're getting one of those for sure, then. I'm leaning toward also getting a blueberry?"
    

    
      "I'm down! One blueberry and one more garlic and herb bagel. One and a half for each of us? I can take one of yours if you can't finish."
    

    
      "Sounds good to me."
    

    
      "Awesome. Hi, excuse me — could we get one poppyseed, one blueberry, and one garlic and herb bagel?"
    

    
      "No problem. They're excellent with cream cheese product. Would you like a box? It'll be a little bit extra."
    

    
      "Should we get the box of cream cheese?"
    

    
      "Sure, why not? Add it to the list. Plain bagels aren't nearly as good."
    

    
      "Yes! Here you are, thank you — no, the second bag won't be necessary. Alright let's go let's go let's go! Somewhere we can sit down. How about the park on the other side of the street? I'll race you to the picnic table!"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Ah, young love. The boy and the girl look so happy together. You know, child, that in my youth, I was 
      hounded
       by men for who they thought I was? It is wonderful to see that today's human youth have moved on past such frivolities. To my knowledge, it is still an ongoing issue with us. If the boy and the girl were bluebirds, they would treat every interaction like a transaction, until they realise that it isn't worth being so on guard to every single person around them and decide to love each other unconditionally.
    

    
      "Regrettably. Their names are 
      Jeremy
       and 
      Natalie
      , Liz. You don't have to call them the 'boy' and the 'girl' just because you want William Swainson to take care of you like that."
    

    
      William 
      John
       Swainson. Don't forget the middle name. The middle name helps it sound more sophisticated.
    

    
      "This cream cheese. Oh my goodness. The cream cheese. Nat, you've 
      got
       to try this. It's 
      heavenly
       on the poppyseed. It's 
      nothing
       like Philadelphia. Look how it puffs up like that! And the bagel! "
    

    
      I am more tempted than I have been in a good two years to snatch whatever they are eating for myself. It looks beautiful. Everything is so very fluffy. The bagel itself, even though it is untoasted. The cream cheese product, which more resembles a kind of whipped cream than the cream cheese I commonly see in the west.
    

    
      "You're cute when you're excited." So Jeremy 
      does
       emote with a greater intensity than a whisper! I did not believe I would see a laugh until now. At the same time as he wipes away cream cheese off of Natalie's chin, no less. How bold. How passionate.
    

    
      "Aww, thanks! I've always wanted Montreal bagels ever since I read the fanfic. You're adorable too, all the time!"
    

    
      Ah, Jeremy. You've fallen into her trap. Trying to play the mastermind, you have been outstepped! Let the flush on your cheeks be an acute reminder that you have much to learn before you can  —
    

    
      Or, I suppose, you could kiss her neck too. That works.
    

    
      "One day, I'll get one over you, Nat. I promise."
    

    
      "We'll see, heh. That one wasn't even that bad, I thought."
    

    
      [they finish their bagels]
    

    
      "I'm kind of thirsty. What do you think of getting coffee?"
    

    
      Coffee. An abomination to society. Research by the International Institute of Human Food Safety have deemed coffee to be the number two cause of birds mistakenly consuming a toxic food that they thought was tasty. It's rather fortunate that we live in an enlightened world, where important information to the birds propagates within months instead of dozens of years. It's estimated that millions of birds are saved every year thanks to the Institute's astute advice. Never consume it, child.
    

    
      "I love coffee. There's a coffee shop right there — thoughts on Cafe Felice?"
    

    
      "Ooh, I like the aesthetic! I think I might need an espresso drink. Are you gonna finish that?"
    

    
      "Hm. Thanks. Let's go?" How romantic. Sharing food must be one of the best love languages. Right up there along with resting on each other and arm-chopping. But where's the tension? Where's the drama? This is among the more…mundane relationships I've watched.
    

    
      "Liz, don't you think that humans might not fight for mates like we do? They're rather social and cooperative, from what little I've seen."
    

    
      That's impossible! I have seen humans gleefully 
      stab
       each other simply because of infatuation, just like bluebirds. Literally 
      every single 
      couple in human society has major issues that prevent them from being a perfectly functional unit. Every single one. I'm sure we'll see it crop up eventually with these two, too.
    

    
      "Aren't you going to eat it?"
    

    
      "I'm saving it. It's better with coffee. I would 
      kill
       for a bitter-sweet affogato right now. They better serve affogato. Montreal is supposed to be one of the great places to have international cuisine."
    

    
      My expression would be the same as Jeremy's if I could wrinkle my nose. Like I've mentioned before. Human noses are so expressive.
    

    
      "Ice cream and coffee in the morning? Isn't that a dessert?" Ice cream is another food that will kill you. No matter how much sugar you detect, it's poison! All poison. Humans should be ashamed, leaving out bait for good, honest birds to consume. And it's not like they eat them either! We simply die for nothing. How incredibly rude.
    

    
      "I gotta get my coffee fix. 
      In
       Italy, it's a dessert. 
      Outside
       Italy, which is where 
      we
       are, it can be whatever I want it to be. And 
      I
       say that it's a perfectly fine espresso to perk me up in the morning!"
    

    
      "Right, right. And do you want 100% dark chocolate with that? As a side?"
    

    
      "If they have some. I doubt it, though. You know that there isn't a single — 
      Heeeey.
       Go after the affogato, but leave the dark chocolate out of this! It didn't do anything wrong!"
    

    
      "It exists. Therefore it's wrong. And because you're defending it, it must be wrong. See how everything logically ties in together so neatly?"
    

    
      "I'm gonna throw you off the hill."
    

    
      "With your noodle arms? Fat chance."
    

    
      "These noodle arms picked up your skinny ass once before, Jeremy."
    

    
      What did I tell you, Sialia? They're already threatening violence. We just skip the discussion bit and go straight to the violencing. Another way how birds are significantly more efficient than humans.
    

    
      "More than once."
    

    
      "Oh, you're right. Yeah, I don't think you liked that first time very much."
    

    
      [attempt to banter]
    

    
      Every human relationship ends up like this eventually. They argue back and forth with each other until one of them breaks.
    

    
      "Archie, don't listen to your grandmother. She doesn't understand a bit of friendly ribbing. Banter, if you will."
    

    
      Banter?
       You call this 
      banter?
       No wonder you don't have a partner, Sialia. If you consider this "friendly ribbing", I shudder to imagine what you must consider verbal abuse.
    

    
      "Have you listened to yourself recently?"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Stay alert, child. There is something in the air. The scent of coffee has many side effects on bluebirds, including making them hyper. You must be vigilant. Sialia, get back here!
    

    
      "But the coffee…it makes me feel so awake. So alive!"
    

    
      Garuda save us all. Child, stay right here. I'm going to restrain her and stop her from making a fool of herself.
    

    
      "Yikes! I guess Monday morning is a bad time to get coffee, huh? Jeremy? Oh, really?"
    

    
      "C'mon, Nat. You can't expect me to see a bluebird and not check it out!"
    

    
      "Holy shit. Is that real?"
    

    
      Sialia, you absolute buffoon. You incompetent, high-on-coffee lunatic. 
      Hide!
    

    
      "Where'd it go?"
    

    
      "I think it went up into the shadows somewhere."
    

    
      Ahem. 
      I expect them to be stuck in the line for a long while yet. At least two minutes. Perhaps we could examine some of the other clientele in this establishment. I suppose we could start with the front.
    

    
      "…One latte, two milk, two sugar, two cream. Is that everything?"
    

    
      "Just one question. Did it hurt?"
    

    
      Oh no. Garuda save us all. Get me out of here. "Oh, Liz. Don't be such a fraidy-bird. I thought you could take more than that."
    

    
      Easy for 
      you
       to say! Do you know where this is going? Have you realised how doomed the boy is? Let us evacuate now, before the entire establishment erupts in flames from the second-hand embarrassment. "How bad could it be?"
    

    
      "What do you mean, sir?"
    

    
      "When you fell…"
    

    
      "I didn't fall?" An important lesson to you, child. Although the girl has a blissfully unaware expression on her face, you must hone your instinct to realise that we are moments before disaster. Sialia, if you don't let me leave, I will hide ants in your nest.
    

    
      "…from heaven."
    

    
      I'm going to vomit. Let me vomit, Sialia. You can't tell me what to do. I don't care how much seed will pour out of my beak. I cannot spend one more minute listening to this sappy nonsense.
    

    
      "Uh, it's a metaphor. It means you're beautiful. Are you an angel?"
    

    
      …How strange. Everything seems ordinary again. The line was still horrible, mind you, but I think that I've become so inoculated against terrible pick-up lines that it all wraps back around to perfectly normal. "See? That wasn't so bad, was it?" Oh, hush, you.
    

    
      "…No. Thank you. Will that be all?"
    

    
      Oh, he had 
      better
       look disappointed. If he knew 
      exactly
       what he was doing and he 
      still
       decided to do it, that is in no way anyone else's fault. If 
      I
       were the barista and I was here just to make money, I would not entertain the bozos either. Next group of people. We might be able to fit in one more before Jeremy and Natalie get their coffees. Hmm. How about this couple in the corner?
    

    
      "Look, Linda. That's not what I want. I didn't come in here wanting to break up. That's just what 
      you
       thought."
    

    
      "So what do you want from me?"
    

    
      "Let me finish. You can have a guy best friend. But you didn't tell me about him, and that's a betrayal of trust. That's not okay. You have to tell me who you're meeting."
    

    
      "I don't see why I have to. I can have my own friends, can't I?"
    

    
      "If I was friends with another girl, I'd tell you about her. Because I don't want misunderstandings like this one. That's what this talk is for. I'm trying to figure out what went wrong, because I think that both of us want to be happy. But if you're not reaching back, I don't think that there's anything else I can do. I love you. I do, but you're making it real hard."
    

    
      "What do you want me to do?" Not to be a humanologist, but I can 
      clearly
       tell how she is struggling and failing to apologise because something keeps on catching them before they leave her mouth. Which I do understand. Is it even her place to apologise?
    

    
      "You broke my trust. And it's hard to get that back. How can I trust you if you're willing to go behind my back on something like this?"
    

    
      "I don't
       know
      . How can I make it better?"
    

    
      I will take a step back here. Sialia, are you following this conversation? What's going on?
    

    
      "I'm not too sure. I think we're missing a bunch of context. Something to do with the female having a male friend, making the male jealous? So now he's mad, but from my point of view, that's not too nice of him."
    

    
      Eh. What they do is none of my business. I'm only here to watch.
    

    
      "Coffee for Jerematalie?"
    

    
      "Here!" Ah, they're done. Let's go.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Want some of my ice cream?"
    

    
      "Nah. It'll taste like coffee. You can take it all."
    

    
      "It's all mine then! Where are we going next?"
    

    
      "According to the itinerary, we should go to the Botanical Gardens. But it's March, and we're idiots, and there are, like, zero flowers there in March. Wanna go subway station hopping instead? Check out the different places the Metro can take us."
    

    
      "I'm down. The prettiest flower was always right beside me, anyway."
    

    
      "
      …Natalie!
      "
    

    
      "Hm? What is it, my lovely lily?"
    

    
      "Natalie, please. Noo…"
    

    
      "Haha! Sorry, I couldn't resist. Here, have a lick as compensation."
    

    
      "How romantic! Archie, you can uncover your ears now."
    

    
      What a load of rubbish. This is child's play. I could think of a line in my sleep that would cause male birds to swoon over me like they did in my youth.
    

    
      Ahem. Did you stick your brain in a beehive when you were younger, or are you really just that stupid?
    

    
      Simple. Direct, to the point, and clearly expresses your intent. I'm sure a cultured bird like Mr. Swainson would understand. Charmed every single boy back in my prime.
    

    
      "Liz, I don't think that these humans are into that kind of thing. They might think that you're attacking them."
    

    
      What? Then obviously they aren't proper partner material. If they can't handle me at my worst, they don't deserve me at my best. Besides! Look over there, on the bench by the metro station! Clearly 
      some
       humans are better at flirting than other humans. Come on ahead. The escalator will be a long while yet, and our couple doesn't look like they want to speed it up any time soon.
    

    
      "Yeah, you'd like that, wouldn't you? You dirty, dirty freak."
    

    
      "Yes, I'm your dirty, 
      dirty
       freak! I want it so, so much."
    

    
      "Now get on your knees. The handcuffs stay on. That's an 
      order.
      "
    

    
      "Ha… Yes, yes, of course!"
    

    
      "Did I say you could talk back to me?"
    

    
      See? Now 
      this
       is proper flirting. Mind the whip. At this range, it could clip your wing off. If I were a human, I'd marry this human right now and here!
    

    
      What are you two looking at me like that for?
    

    

    
      
    

    
      This might be the first time a human I've watched has done nearly nothing the entire day but ride the subway. It 
      is
       a rather impressive system, I'll give them that, but do you two also think that it is almost excessive?
    

    
      "Honestly, if a human wants to do something, who am I to stop them? They can do whatever they want. I thought we were human-
      watching
      ."
    

    
      Just because we watch doesn't mean we can't judge. I personally believe that there are rather below-average humans I've observed thus far.
    

    
      "Auuuugh. What's for dinner? Stop moving your shoulder, Jeremy. "
    

    
      "Sorry about that. You must be tired."
    

    
      "Yeah."
    

    
      "After running around my head all day."
    

    
      No,
       do not smile, girl,
       what is wrong with you. I have 
      had
       it with this couple!
    

    
      "That was terrible and you should feel terrible."
    

    
      "Aw… But you love me anyway. You smiled!"
    

    
      "I did and I hate it. But I love you anyway."
    

    
      Enough is enough. Child, we're leaving. Sialia, it's time we found a new human in Montreal. These two are terrible! Not a single proper romantic bone in any of their bodies. They besmirch the very concept of romance itself!
    

    
      "Liz, you're being rash again. Slow down for a second and think about it?"
    

    
      If we move any slower, we'd be travelling back in time! The two we were following must not have been in a 
      real
       human relationship. I
    

    
      "Are you sure? They seemed plenty in love to me."
    

    
      That it may be, but that is not how the humans I've seen do it.
    

    
      "I guess I'll take your word for it then. How many humans in romantic relationships have you seen?"
    

    
      Hundreds, if we include those in passing. Six or so otherwise. Perhaps romance has changed in the younger generation since I last saw it. Ah! Let us observe this older couple.
    

    
      "Harriet. Now that we're finally alone — it's been too long."
    

    
      "Yes, George. Nine years…both of us have changed so much. Your hair is gray now. And your skin…" Why would you 
      caress
       him? What has he done to deserve such a thing? He merely sexes once and never has to do anything again. 
      You
       are the one with the capability to actually bear the child, girl. 
    

    
      "Maybe six wasn't enough people to get a good idea of how humans generally romance each other."
    

    
      No, that wouldn't make any sense. Do you know the probability that I wouldn't see a single other kind of romance of in six different people? Unfathomable.
    

    
      "If we do the math, it works out that two out of eight are different, emporically, which isn't that small of a branch."
    

    
      Sialia. I'm going to need you to trust me on this.
    

    
      "Always. Actually, make that most of the time. With certain topics."
    

    
      I can tell you that humans are different from bluebirds. They think differently. They reason differently. They care about different things. Nearly everywhere I go, I see a human settlement. They only want to expand and grow their population. Reproduction to them is nothing but pleasure and growth.
    

    
      "Liz, sometimes I get the feeling that you're not listening to me."
    

    
      Of course I do. When have I ever not acknowledged anything you've said?
    

    
      "I mean, I feel like you never really consider it."
    

    
      I consider everything from everyone at great length. I am always correct, after all. In order to be so correct, I must acquire any new information as fast as possible.
    

    
      "That's not exactly what I meant. Here, follow me for a moment. 
      I'll 
      find someone this time."
    

    
      If you can conclusively prove otherwise, I'll catch you an extra earthworm for dinner. 
    

    
      "Consider it a deal. What about that couple?"
    

    
      What couple?
    

    
      "The two women kissing over there in the shadows."
    

    
      That's not a couple, Sialia, what are you talking about? Where's the human male? 
    

    
      "What do you mean? Can't two women get together and be a couple?"
    

    
      Where's the man? There has to be one man and one woman in a human couple. Otherwise how would they reproduce? They must merely be friends. The purpose of entering relationships is to produce the most viable children, after all. What use would a relationship have if you cannot have children? That is why humans that can no longer sire children are always ejected from relationships. It's a common trend, but the correlation can be difficult to see sometimes. I understand.
    

    
      "I…didn't realise that was your opinion."
    

    
      It's not — it's rather obvious fact, if I may be blunt. I'm surprised 
      you
       thought otherwise. Does any other human in this Garuda-forsaken city understand romance? This is incorrigible.
    

    
      There you have it. Once again, Sialia, I am proven to be absolutely correct. Let me take over the search once again.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      There, a true couple!
    

    
      "
      Those
       two? Archie, don't look!" 
    

    
      Exactly. There is nothing that quite identifies a couple as much as people having sex and raising children. I approve. 
    

    
      [honestly have no idea where i wanted to take this, see outline below]
    

    
      	
        Sialia and Liz
      

      	
        we follow a main ganqing-like couple as they're on vacation in montreal
      

      	
        along the way, Liz only has eyes for romance, so we hear snippets of relationships in other stages
      

    

    
      	
        literally just flirting, oblivious
      

      	
        flirting, uncomfortable
      

      	
        getting together (dating)
      

      	
        together, questionable
      

      	
        married (honeymoon stage)
      

      	
        married (old, know each other)
      

      	
        married (with relationship issues)
      

      	
        ex (hatred)
      

      	
        ex (indifferent)
      

      	
        ex (friends)
      

    

    
      	
        a silly thing in which 
      

    

    
      	
        married (abusive)
      

    

    
      	
        end with fucking mr william swainson himself coming in, lead into the trauma chapter
      

    

    

    
      
    

    
      "I did not expect to see you here, Mrs. Liz! What a coincidence. I had thought you were headed to Vancouver this time of year."
    

    
      Well, I decided to take a short detour, that's all. Montreal is quite nice this time of year.
    

    
      "Why, how kind of you. Allow me to accompany you to the Manitoban border, at the very least. Canada is not nearly as kind to bluebirds as you are. Particularly to those travelling with children."
    

    
      Oh, it's no trouble at all. He might be feisty sometimes, but in the end, children are children, and what can you do about them?
    

    
      "I find that children can often offer a fresh perspective that we old birds may have overlooked. Young man. What is your name?"
    

    
      Don't mind Archie. He's picking up some human-watching skills from me. Now, shall we be on our way?
    

    

    
      
    

    
      5. Interlude — Culture Shock
    

    
      "
      Dude, 
      look at this! Holy shit, dude. Dude!"
    

    
      If I hear that 
      inane 
      word one more time, I might have to commit bodily assault on one of the humans here. Thank you, child, I do not need the earplugs.
    

    
      "Dude! You're so based. It's so fire, bro!"
    

    
      Child, when you grow up, learn how to properly speak, using clear and formal terminology. None of this "dude" and "bro" nonsense. No matter your species, human or bird, everyone likes people who are clear in speaking their opinions and can communicate them effectively.
    

    
      "Wait. Bro. I think that might be a woman."
    

    
      "Yeah?
       You think so? No shit, bro."
    

    
      "Dude, wait. Howard, did 
      you
       make this? It's so fire, bro! You're the goat! How did you do it?"
    

    
      …What is a goat? I suspect that they don't mean the animal. What do these words 
      mean?
       What are they 
      saying?
       Speak properly!
    

    
      "Dude, it's really easy. As long as you don't be Chinese and do it right, it's just that easy, dude."
    

    
      "Bro, I'm not gonna spend 
      five minutes
       folding the paper just to get a perfect crease. Look up one of those tutorials. Not a Chinese one this time. He looks like he's just doing it for extracurriculars or something."
    

    
      "Dude. In class today, there were a bunch of Chinese people right in front of us. Must have been international students, the way they were chattering, dude. Like, dude! I couldn't hear a thing. I wish I was in your program. Nothing but Chinese after Chinese people in mine, bro."
    

    
      "Bro, would you rather be gay or Chinese?"
    

    
      "Dude! That's a tough choice. Give me a minute to think about it."
    

    
      "Dude, I might just kill myself if I had to choose."
    

    
      "Dude, I think you're right. Bro, I can't imagine having to be Chinese. They're so boring to talk to. They always avoid other people, and nothing they actually 
      do
       say is interesting. It's always about school or work. Always on top of the class, but somehow so stupid. Dude, I bet they don't have any real hobbies, either. Bro, people say that they're not brainwashed by communism, but I think that some of them are brain-damaged based on the way they speak or something."
    

    
      "You're so right, dude. Not to mention how disgusting they are? I swear, all of the ones in my class came from farms. Probably never touched a computer in their life before this, but they got iPads and MacBooks and everything."
    

    
      "Dude, obviously they just want to 
      look
       like they know what they're doing. They're 
      Chinese
      . Bro, if I were Chinese — ugh, I'm about to vomit — I'd want to get out of China as fast as possible too."
    

    
      "Dude, speaking about Chinese people, did you know that Joseph's living with 
      four
       Chinese roommates?"
    

    
      "Dude, it's over for him. No residence is worth living with 
      Chinese
       people."
    

    
      "Bro! He told me too! Yesterday, they left the place full of bags of bubble tea. Apparently one of them is a barista at a bubble tea shop and he just decided to leave it all over the common room."
    

    
      "Dude, what a niggler."
    

    
      "And the food they make, he said that it's like they never finish making food. Like, bro. You gotta pick it up yourself from, like, central dishes instead of having one big meal that's easy to split. And they 
      never
       use the dishwasher, too, so the dishes all pile up and they make him clean it."
    

    
      "Dude — I had really good Chinese takeout the other day. But it was this yellow fried rice and I don't think you can only have fried rice, so you're still right. What 
      do
       Chinese people eat?"
    

    
      "Dunno, dude. Dogs or some shit?"
    

    
      To be fair, dog meat is delicious. I don't see why humans here don't have any.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      6. Interlude — Throwback
    

    
      Where are we going, Mr. Swainson?
    

    
      "Somewhere special. Earlier today, I saw that a shining star crashed down just nearby. It might be worth investigating."
    

    
      "Is that it?"
    

    
      What'd you find, Sialia?
    

    
      "Over here, guys! Look! It's still shining!"
    

    
      "Ah, you're right. I believe that if we approach slowly, we can — 
      argh!"
    

    
      Argh!
    

    
      "Argh!"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Where are we? Why does this place look so different? Did we teleport somewhere or something?"
    

    
      "Do not panic. Is everyone alright? Elizabeth? Sialia?"
    

    
      I'm perfectly fine. A little bit blinded, that's all.
    

    
      "Same."
    

    
      "Good. Let us find civilisation. There is a city to the south. Perhaps we can start there as we figure out what exactly happened."
    

    
      "According to this sign, it's the city of…Teyvat?"
    

    
      Never heard of it. It doesn't matter, though. There's a university campus up ahead, judging by all of the students milling around. Why don't we stay there for the night?
    

    
      "That sounds like an excellent idea."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh my goodness 
      look at them!
       Aren't they cute together?"
    

    
      I suppose. Sialia, you're such a hopeless romantic. A still single hopeless romantic.
    

    
      "It warms my heart to see the younger generation hold so much love in their hearts."
    

    
      You're completely right, Mr. Swainson. I absolutely agree that today's youth must unlock the true love within them and search for a partner.
    

    
      "That's not how love works, Liz."
    

    
      Says the only one here not in a relationship.
    

    
      "I 
      choose
       to be single!"
    

    
      Yeah, sure. Yep. What's so interesting about two human females working at a desk, anyway?
    

    
      "Ganyu… We've been up past two every day for the past two weeks. If it's as bad on you as it is for me, you must be exhausted. C'mon. We'll go to bed together. You must be exhausted. I can barely think clearly. Please?"
    

    
      So they overworked themselves, big deal. I'll have you know that in 
      my
       youth, when 
      I
       was a sprightly young bird still serving on the Bird Council, I regularly got less than six hours of sleep. And we didn't have any coffee, either!
    

    
      "I don't think that that's something to boast about as much as you think it is."
    

    
      "I agree with Sialia. A lack of rest results in poor work the next day. It's never worth it to continue on beyond your limits to meet an arbitrary deadline."
    

    
      I..see.
    

    
      "Just one more question, then we'll go to bed?"
    

    
      "…Four more."
    

    
      "Two?"
    

    
      "Okay. Two. Then you have to stop working too and we go to bed together."
    

    
      "That's right."
    

    
      "Can you check my answer for 2a? I got a weird answer."
    

    
      "Hm… The Laplace transform there should be 
      e
      2t
      sin(t)
      , not just 
      sin(t)
      . It's number nineteen in the table."
    

    
      What are 
      these
       words? 
      e
      ? sine? Letters?
    

    
      "I see that you have not observed much of the human field of mathematics."
    

    
      I have not, Mr. Swainson. If you would be so kind as to enlighten me? I do love hearing your explanations. They're so clear!
    

    
      "Humans have extracted math into variables — name aliases that represent numbers. In this case, 
      e
       is a specific number — if I recall, it is about three. 
      Sine,
       on the other hand, is a way to represent a number such that it fits in a circle.  haven't had the chance to learn about it too much, so I'm not able to describe it particularly well, sorry."
    

    
      No, that's not an issue at all! It was plenty clear for me.
    

    
      "Oh. Fuck. Ugh, I have to redo the whole bit afterward."
    

    
      "Why don't we do it together tomorrow morning then?"
    

    
      "Yeah, that's a good idea. Sleeeeeeeep…" Goodness. Can she support her weight like that? The Human-Woman Carry is rather difficult to do, especially if the other person is heavy.
    

    
      Hey, what's the big idea with the flashing lights?
    

    
      "I'm blind! I'm blind!"
    

    
      "Stick together, Elizabeth, Sialia. I'm over here. Something strange is happening, and we should take care to avoid being caught in the thick of it.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Where are we now?"
    

    
      We aren't in the city, that's for sure. Everything is so earthy. So natural. I rather admire the grass-thatched houses, dirt roads, and hot sun. Extremely practical. Very reproducible. They've earned my seal of approval. Now what is that infernal 
      screeching
       out in the distance? Oh goodness. That is a human child standing on the edge of that fountain. Human males' voices deepen so much when they become old.
    

    
      "Someone like me can look past all your traditions and know exactly what to change."
    

    
      "Change? We don't need change. Have you seen my glorious city? We are more prosperous than you could ever imagine."
    

    
      "That's stupid. You make them work without being able to make their own decisions, you take everything they make and hoard it with the other goddesses, you're just taking advantage of everyone here!"
    

    
      A salient point. I'd almost forgotten how much I could enjoy a good debate, with plenty of back-and-forth. A battle of the minds.
    

    
      "Everyone, 
      listen! 
      The goddesses are useless to you! They erect statues of themselves everywhere like shedding snakes, they bully people who disagree with them, they lie to you about their history to look better, and they take 35% of your food! All for what? She doesn't need it, just look at her waistline! Look at her dress! I bet she forced some poor seamstress to make one extra-long and fancy instead of the three sets of useful clothing for the people she could have made ins —"
    

    
      Oh, my. Violence already? Is the woman so offended? All he did was insult the country. And to my understanding, humans do that all the time. So it should be no problem!
    

    
      "And most of all, that slap was unnecessary at best and designed to humiliate the poor boy. Let him express his opinions!"
    

    
      Right, yes. That too. Ah, right on cue. The shining lights are here once again. Wherever Garuda takes us next, please be somewhere interesting.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Woo! Back in the forest! I've missed this place."
    

    
      "I do not believe that it is 
      our
       forest. The flora are quite different. The trees here willow downward."
    

    
      "I think that's another human city over there."
    

    
      What are you waiting for, then? Let us depart! The buildings are low to the ground and rather primitive. I expect that it would be a piece of cake flying around here.
    

    
      "Hey, check that out! There's some kind of commotion going on over there."
    

    
      Oh? So there is. Shall we investigate?
    

    
      "You brats! Get back here, you two! Thieves! Thieves!"
    

    
      I suggest we follow the two children clutching bags of produce and running away from the stall. They seem interesting.
    

    
      "Ahhhhh! Nano, why are we running so faaaaast?"
    

    
      "Shut up, Rymo, and save your energy. Turn here!"
    

    
      What a chase! There must be at least 
      two
       people running after these two.
    

    
      "Watch your bags. We're gonna hop back into the forest and try to lose these goons."
    

    
      "Okay! Hey, Nano, there are some bluebirds following us from the sky!" We've been spotted! Dodge and weave, dodge and weave!
    

    
      "Ignore them. We have to hurry, Rymo. Don't get distracted!"
    

    
      "So pretty…"
    

    
      "Hey! You two, 
      stop running!"
       See, this is why it's important to get regular exercise. Take breaks like that woman is doing and you'll never be able to catch up to someone who's been doing something like that their entire life. Add insult to injury too, by having an apple lobbed in your face like that. They'll surely get away now.
    

    
      "Ha ha, sucks to be you, doesn't it? Bleh!"
    

    
      "Rymo, 
      don't
       waste food!"
    

    
      "But she was gonna catch up to us!"
    

    
      "Slide down here in three, two, one!"
    

    
      "I don't see anyone behind us. I think my apple worked!" I believe so too. An unexpected but useful distraction.
    

    
      "Good job." How begrudging. Surely you can be nicer to your…son? Younger brother? Adopted child-but-not-quite-a-son?
    

    
      Humans have strangely defined relationships, okay? Who am I to judge?
    

    
      "How far is camp from here?"
    

    
      "It's nearby. We cut it pretty close today. I don't think we can use this route anymore. Next time, we're gonna go around the lake."
    

    
      "But that's so far! I don't wanna run that far."
    

    
      "Better to run harder than to get caught and flayed alive. Come on, Rymo. Watch your step."
    

    
      If I may interject — the contrast between the child and the slightly older child is rather amusing. One sounds like the grim reaper haunts his every step, while the other is bumbling around without a care in the world. A strange duo.
    

    
      "Stash the fruits, bread, and smoked meats that we won't be eating in the hole right away. Then we can have breakfast."
    

    
      "Can I have an orange?"
    

    
      "Of course you can have an orange. Get me some of the smoked ham with bread, please. It's been 
      ages
       since I last had such a hearty breakfast."
    

    
      Not to be terribly picky, but I must respectfully disagree that that is a hearty breakfast. Back in any of the cities — even Chris at least had eggs. No wonder these two are so scrawny — they barely eat anything!
    

    
      "How long is it gonna be before we can go back into Ciers again?"
    

    
      "…A long while, Rymo. A long while. We'll do a quick supply check today, then I think we'll try to go to Xunil. It's not part of the Farelean Alliance, so we won't get caught there, and it's supposed to be easier to get your feet planted in the ground there."
    

    
      "I don't wanna go to Xunil, though. Can't we stay in Ciers? I want to see the flowers at the flower shop again."
    

    
      "Me too, Rymo. But it'll be hard to stay here the way we are now. Think about this: Eifie lives in Xunil. Don't you want to see Eifie again?"
    

    
      "Eifie! I like Eifie. Can we go see her? It's been a long time since she visited."
    

    
      "Sure. We'll set off after breakfast."
    

    
      A group of travellers, I see! Perhaps we'll be able to follow — how rude! Whatever mystic force is forcing us to teleport between different places, please do make it more obvious when it happens. 
      And
       don't take us away before the interesting bits end!
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Where are we now? A lonely house in a forest. How quaint. When I grow older, I might find a place like this to settle down.
    

    
      "Personally, I prefer bustling cities, with the skyscrapers and the human traffic. It's so much more exhilarating!"
    

    
      "I agree with Elizabeth. These old bones have had enough adventure for a lifetime. I only want the best for my child, and it is vastly easier to take care of them somewhere with peace and quiet."
    

    
      Let us proceed in the direction of forward! To the house, see whatever humans may be living there. Ah! The garage is opening. Perfect timing. Today's humans of the week — what in Garuda's name is 
      that?
    

    
      "I've never seen anything like it before. Is it 
      flying?
       It's like a white lizard of some kind."
    

    
      "With wings."
    

    
      How is it 
      flying?
       And carrying two humans on its back? Shall we get closer?
    

    
      "It'll be more dangerous than normal human-watching, Elizabeth. Stay cautious. That…creature could swoop down and kill us all if it wanted to."
    

    
      Not to worry, my dear Swainson. I've dealt with far worse before. A little bit of aerial maneuvering isn't going to kill me.
    

    
      "Rio, pass me the laptop! To save the dragons, I've got to hack into the Nomekop mainframe and eliminate all traces of Aderyn before we land!"
    

    
      "Chill, Ray. We've got time. There's still most of Europe and all of Asia to fly over."
    

    
      "Precisely. Take your time."
    

    
      What was that? That voice that sounded like it was coming within my mind… Did you three hear it too?
    

    
      "By the way, I believe we might have a couple of stowaways. I read their mind, though, and they seem to be quite friendly."
    

    
      I feel like I've been dipped into an alternate surreal reality. What is going on? Who are you?
    

    
      "Wait, Addie, are you talking about those birds trying to follow us?"
    

    
      "Yes. Hello, bluebirds. Please rest on my back. I understand that flying at this speed is quite tiring for most other creatures. My name is Aderyn, and I am a dragon from another world. We bid you no harm."
    

    
      "Er, can they even understand us?"
    

    
      Of course! Who do you take us for? Dumb chickens? 
      Humans.
       So prejudicial.
    

    
      "They say yes. Rio, I'll explain what's going on? I think they're curious."
    

    
      "Sure, why not? As long as you're sure they're not, like, Nomekop secret agents or anything."
    

    
      My thanks for your hospitality. 
      I
       am Elizabeth of the Mountain Bluebirds, and here are Sialia and Archie of the Mountain Bluebirds. This fine gentleman here to my left is the distinguished Mr. William John Swainson.
    

    
      "Pleased to meet you all. What brings you to this part of the continent?"
    

    
      Ah…that's a long story. Perhaps some other time.
    

    
      "We have a good few hours before we make landing by the Nomekop Tower."
    

    
      We might disappear in a flash, though. Regrettably, we don't know how we got here or where we're going next. Why don't you tell us your story instead?
    

    
      "I guess that works. Once upon a time, in a land far, far away, there were millions of dragons like me, all living peacefully. The Magnum Opus guarded us all from evil, and we were happy. But there were always dragons that wanted more.
    

    
      "Sometimes, there were wars. Dragons who wanted more power over other dragons. I’m sure you birds have never had anything this bad, given your size. Starting in 43222 DB, Lodfa Eltihr wanted to change the world. He spread a message of individuality and appealed to our base desires. ‘Every dragon for themselves’ and all that. Some believed him, others were against him. He stole our Magnum Opus, throwing our species into chaos. Anarchy reigned, and the dragons officially split into two factions. Eventually, a full-blown war erupted in Tua’asri, spreading around the region until the devastation became such that half of the world population was killed.
    

    
      "After that, though, once we recognised the senseless destruction we were causing, the Magnum Opus glowed, and banished Lodfa to the crack between space and time. No dragon was ever so foolish to attempt to do that again, and we formed an secret organisation to promote world peace. 
      I
       am the current leader of the Order of the White Dragon, known by my white scales and purple eyes, which are unique throughout all of the dragons. I was sent here from my world while attempting to stop the return of Lodfa. He has been slowly gaining power, and soon he will be able to breach his containment and return to the world, stronger than ever. The Magnum Opus is still spent, and we do not have a thousand years for it to fully recharge. Dragons are more divided than ever, so it is up to the Order of the White Dragon to reinforce the Seven Seals."
    

    
      I'm really sorry, I'm sure that there was a lot of very important exposition there, but I tuned out roughly where you said "Magnum Opus". Could you repeat that from the beginning?
    

    
      "Oh, for goodness' sake —"
    

    
      I guess you won't be able to. If you can still hear me, there's the white flash I was talking about. What a strange place. Mystical flying creatures. Ridiculous circumstances. Where are we headed next?
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Ah. Where are we now?
    

    
      "It's rather dark outside, so I may be mistaken, but if my memory serves, those city lights off in the distance are part of Regina. We've done and travelled across a third of the continent in less than a day!"
    

    
      Oh. Are we truly back in our world?
    

    
      "I wonder if we really left."
    

    
      Surely
       there do not exist mystical flying dragons like the one in the last world in our world. Does that mean…we'll be splitting up here?
    

    
      "Personally, I plan to stay the night here. No harm in waiting a day before heading back to Montreal."
    

    
      "Liz, I think we should be getting on our way as soon as possible. We lost a lot of time detouring to Montreal, so we'll already be a couple of weeks late for the mating season."
    

    
      Let us rest, Sialia. It's been an eventful few days. You and I, we're old birds now. We only want the vacation, anyway. How about just one day?
    

    
      "Oh, Liz. Could you be any less subtle? A day it is, then. William, would you mind guiding us around the city tomorrow? Liz and I are new to this area, you see."
    

    
      "Certainly. It'll be no water off of my feathers."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      7. Glorious 
      Pain
    

    
      Good morning to you, child, Sialia, Mr. Swainson. Shall we start the day?
    

    
      "Why, but of course. Are you all prepared for human-watching? Have you everything you need?"
    

    
      Of course. Let us travel across the skies of Winnipeg!
    

    
      "Excellent. Please follow me. The Forks are rather busy this time of year. If I ever needed a quick human, the Forks were a fine place to find one."
    

    
      What accessible architecture! The highs and tumbles all mesh together beautifully. A bird could hide or swoop around this area anywhere!
    

    
      "Another reason why it is such a perfect location for birds. There is a lively debate over here. That's usually a good sign to find interesting people."
    

    
      Let us listen in, then. What an angry woman, pulling her friend close to her like that. That other man might be getting a little too close to them for comfort.
    

    
      "Get your hands off of him! How 
      dare
       you insult him like that? Do you know what he's been through?"
    

    
      "Woah, dude. Take a chill pill. I didn't even touch your friend there. I just called him out for being rich. Y'know, got his whole life sorted out before the age of ten by his parents and all that. You don't gotta act like I slept with your mom last night."
    

    
      "Um, Sera, it's okay. Isn't this a bit of an overreaction…?"
    

    
      "No! Absolutely not, Leo. If anything, I can't believe that you aren't reacting more! How can you let him say that to you? You lived in poverty since you were three. You scrimped and saved and worked as hard as you could just so you could feed both yourself and your family while going to school. 
      You deserve nice things.
       It's okay to want for things."
    

    
      "Damn, man. I didn't know you had a backstory like that. Sorry, bro."
    

    
      "Yeah, well, you should apologise! Don't judge people by how they look, loser."
    

    
      "Come on, Sera. I'm sure he didn't mean any harm. People are staring. Let's just go."
    

    
      "Hmph. You value yourself 
      way
       too little. This world is full of injustices. I just want to see you succeed, Leo."
    

    
      I daresay that this might be the most interesting human yet, this 
      Sera
      . A blunt and direct person, isn't she? Let us follow these two as they leave the malls.
    

    
      "Seraphina!" A new girl.
    

    
      "Oh, hey, Amara! You can totally call me Sera, you know that, right? What're you doing here? Oh, this is Leo, by the way. Leo, this is Amara. We've been friends since high school."
    

    
      "Heya. Great to meet you!"
    

    
      "Nice to meet you too, Leo. Seraphi — sorry, I mean, 
      Sera
      , I was gonna go shopping with Phoebe today."
    

    
      Out of all of the noses I've seen, Sera's nose is up there for most expressive. That wrinkling is remarkably clear, even to birds such as myself.
    

    
      "Phoebe? Phoebe Sinclair?"
    

    
      "…Yeah. Is something wrong with Phoebe?"
    

    
      "Not at all." That sniff says otherwise. "She's perfectly fine the way she is. I just wish I understood how she got to where she is today."
    

    
      "Huh. Okay. Well, maybe you'll get to talk to her at Ethan's birthday party today. You're going, right?"
    

    
      "Of course! Wouldn't miss it for anything."
    

    
      "Cool, cool. Phoebe's been waiting for me at Zara for a while now, so I'm gonna dip. See you tonight?"
    

    
      "Yeah, for sure. Bye!"
    

    
      "Nice meeting ya."
    

    
      Child, this is a once-in-a-year opportunity! Humans' birthdays are incredibly significant to them, and the particularly interesting ones make a big fuss out of it and throw a party. You're incredibly lucky to see something so special at your age.
    

    
      Mr. Swainson, please don't raise his ego. Garuda knows it's flying too close to the sun already. The humble bird gets the worm, as they say.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      One more piece of advice to you, child: You can easily tell if a house contains a lot of humans by looking at the number of cars in the driveway. Usually, those with more guests have more cars, as the cars refuse to leave without their owners. From there, you can use the information in a variety of different ways. You could track the humans entering and leaving the home based on what cars they take and how many humans each car holds. You could also link the cars to the home and build a network of humans. The possibilities are endless!
    

    
      In this case, we can use the information to easily verify that this is indeed the correct house. The richer humans with the larger houses are particularly nice because they usually have at least one open window somewhere that is suitable for human-watching. Additionally, the density of humans in the house is lower, so your chances of getting caught are much lower.
    

    
      For now, let us find a nice open window to eavesdrop from. Oh! Actually, we can approach the window later. A new car is pulling up to the house!
    

    
      "Hey Ethan — happy birthday! And Sera! When was the last time I saw you guys?"
    

    
      "Phoebe! C'mere. Oh my god, it's been way too long. Love the necklace, by the way."
    

    
      "Thanks! My mom helped pick it out for me last week."
    

    
      "Hmph."
    

    
      "Hm? Sera?"
    

    
      "Nothing. Don't mind me. Why don't you come in?"
    

    
      It's going to be difficult to squeeze by them. Shall we head to the window to continue their conversation?
    

    
      "…and then I told my mom, so she was like, 'Do you need a new one?' And of 
      course
       I'm not gonna say no to a new phone, right? Sera, is something wrong? You've been kinda smug this whole time. I know that we've had our disagreements sometimes, but 
      surely
       you're over it now?"
    

    
      "Oh, but of course. How could our 
      little princess
       here be troubled? 
      Everything
       must end up perfectly for her. Oh, the horror? How could you possibly be bothered by something as trivial as 
      disagreements?
       'No,' she says, 'look at me! I'm so perfect and smart and pretty and I have so many friends!' Even though you haven't done a single 
      damn
       thing to deserve it. Acting so high and mighty like that — it disgusts me."
    

    
      "What are you on about? Did I do something to you?"
    

    
      " 
      'Did I do something to you,'
       she asks. More like what you 
      didn't
       do. 
      You're
       probably just here because you're Amara's friend. Honestly, I don't know what she sees in you. Have you ever been grateful for anything or worked a 
      single
       day of hard work in your entire life?"
    

    
      "Hey! Don't mock me. Look, I don't know what your problem is, but this is getting out of hand."
    

    
      "My
       problem is that 
      you
       don't realise just how good you've got it while you brag about all of the 
      nice things
       you have to other people. Actually 
      good
       other people, unlike you. See Amara here? She 
      chooses
       to be kind even though she's experienced first-hand how cruel the world is. She lost her innocence when her parents died, when 
      no one
       wanted to help her, and when her closest friend betrayed her. Yet 
      still —
       still she has ten times the heart that you do."
    

    
      "Sera, 
      please
       calm down…"
    

    
      What a proud human. But strangely…not for herself. She's proud of the people around her. Quite refreshing. I'd say that I've rather had enough of the usual narcissists. And, if I may say, with rather strong, correct opinions too. Listen closely to every word she says, child. There is much you can take from her insights.
    

    
      "I will 
      not
       calm down, Amara! How can you possibly be so calm when there's someone like 
      her
       right in front of you, spouting things off like she knows everything?"
    

    
      "I'm just a normal girl, Sera. It's not that big of a deal."
    

    
      "Have you seen her 
      house
      , Amara? She practically lives in a mansion. Her whole life, she's never had to worry about food, about having a roof over her head, about if she'll be alive tomorrow. And now she 
      dares
       enter into your lives without even a single sacrifice?"
    

    
      All excellent points. Child, no matter how old you may be, you will remain a child in my eyes until you suffer true hardship. Learn that there is no free lunch in this world. Learn that if you truly want something, you need to 
      work
       for it. If you don't work for it, you won't get it. It's as simple as that.
    

    
      There is no sense believing that all of the puzzle pieces will align one day, and suddenly everything will fall into place. That's at best a fantasy that should be relegated to stories. How can you possibly be happy if you've never been truly sad? How can you recognise success if you've never failed?
    

    
      Respectfully, 
      William
      , I must disagree. Life is nothing without suffering. If one does not suffer, they cannot understand how other people who truly 
      do
       suffer feel. Those who experience more suffering are objectively better. Not knowing that only means that you have not experienced enough to understand the incredibly large range of emotions and experiences one can go through. I'd recommend going out and travelling more.
    

    
      "Woah, woah! What's going on here? Ladies, ladies, calm down! It's a birthday party — let's not get too aggressive." Oh, go away, new boy. Don't break up the debate 
      now
      . It was just starting to get interesting!
    

    
      "Even if you're the birthday boy, Ethan, this isn't something I can back down on. Look, Phoebe. If Amara has her own reasons why she keeps you around, fine. I'll respect that. But why should you, someone who's been sheltered all their life by 
      mommy
       and 
      daddy
      , knowing nothing but their love, never having to worry about food or shelter or survival be here over someone like Leo?"
    

    
      "I gotta say, Sera, I'm on Phoebe's side here. It's not 
      wrong
       to be normal. In fact, I think that normal people are great! I love normal people. I feel like it'd be better if people 
      didn't
       have to go through things just to have nice things, y'know?"
    

    
      "Huh? That makes no sense. 
      What about all of the people who 
      do
       go through things?
       How is that fair? I disagree with my parents on a lot of things, but being grateful for what you have is something that we both share an opinion on."
    

    
      "Why would you ever want to want to bring people down?"
    

    
      "Amara?"
    

    
      "I get trying to lift up people in pain, Sera. I do. But why would you ever want to push down happy people? I don't think that life is transactional like that. Phoebe and I equally don't deserve to get murdered."
    

    
      "I agree. 
      Murder
       might be a stretch. But it's not equal. Things should be equal. Why aren't they equal?"
    

    
      "If you really want to have this conversation, why don't we have it in the room over there?"
    

    
      "Only if everyone hears."
    

    
      "Oh my god, Sera. Why are you such a drama queen?"
    

    
      "Ex
      cuse
       me? How am 
      I
       the drama queen? What about you? You chose to defend Phoebe by 
      yourself.
      "
    

    
      "Sera, I like you a lot, I really do — I might reconsider after this conversation though, depending on how it goes — but you gotta come back down from your outlandish opinions, girl."
    

    
      "All of the people you've talked to, Ethan and me and Chelsea and Ken and the many, many more I'm sure I don't know, we're all really grateful that you're so understanding toward us. But — well, I don't want to assume, but for me personally — I don't want to be treated differently. I just want what happened to go away. I'd rather not talk about it, y'know?"
    

    
      "Why not? It should be a badge of honour. You should totally share it! You'd be way cooler to other people. Dark and brooding. 
      So
       interesting."
    

    
      "…Is this how you thought the entire time?"
    

    
      "Duh? I don't know why you're trying to stop me, Amara. You're all the way up there with all of your experiences, and I'm just here trying to get us lowly peasants up there so we can understand you better. It's hard to do that when you keep pushing us back down."
    

    
      "Oh, Sera. Please tell me you're kidding. I didn't — there's no way you could possibly be 
      below
       me. It's…it's not helpful. At all. All I want is to just be a normal person in a normal world. That's it. You don't need to be that person for me. Don't — don't hurt yourself doing that. It's not healthy. And it's never worth it."
    

    
      "There is no such thing as normal in this world. Everyone has their perspective, their side, their story. Everyone is different."
    

    
      "Oh, no. Trust me. There is 
      absolutely
       a normal. And I strived for that for 
      so very long
      , Sera. Way before I met you. Please trust me when I say that no one wants to experience trauma. It's 
      never
       a good thing."
    

    
      "You're telling me that what I've been through wasn't 
      real
       trauma? When I asked my dad to shove my head underwater for fifteen seconds? When I asked George to tie me up against a board for a few hours? Drat. Maybe I should poison myself instead, that might have a stronger lasting impact…"
    

    
      "You did 
      what??"
    

    
      "Oh, whew. You didn't know. Thank god. I thought it wasn't gonna count and I'd have to pull out all the stops to join the cool kids club."
    

    
      "No, no, that's not what I meant. I — I think I might need to take a seat just to comprehend what exactly is going on. Maybe we could continue this conversation later."
    

    
      "Yeah, yeah, no problem. By the looks of it, I might not be at your level, Amara, do you think I've suffered enough to beat Ethan, maybe? Maybe an Ethan and a half?"
    

    
      "I…I can't. I'm sorry. I have to go."
    

    
      "Oh, shit, Amara. I'm sorry. Did I trigger your latent trauma?"
    

    
      "No, no, please — please leave me alone for a moment. Please."
    

    
      "Ooh. Gotcha. Lemme know if you level up again!"
    

    
      "Yo, Sera, what'd you do to Amara to make her run out like that?"
    

    
      "She taught me that I have a lot of room to improve. Not as much as you, Phoebe, but there is still a great distance between me and her."
    

    
      "Er… That's not 
      bad
      , I think. So why was making an expression like she wanted to vomit?"
    

    
      "Oh, y'know. People with checkered pasts often relapse into it, they get sad after something reminds them of it, and it's a true journey and a clear example of humans thriving through adversity that lets them overcome it. I'm really impressed by how she handled it, myself."
    

    
      "Huh. There's…a lot to unpack here. Um."
    

    
      All of these humans are so strange. They bear such strange expressions toward each other, as if they cannot understand each other. Bluebirds do not have this problem at all. Why don't they stare at each other and immediately comprehend what the other is thinking?
    

    
      Or fight it out. That's always a clean and decisive way to determine any winners or losers. Hell, if I could, I'd fight on Sera's behalf myself. I've never met a human who so clearly understood our perspective.
    

    
      When you grow up, go adventuring more. See the world. See its people, face its challenges, and suffer until you can experience the full range of bluebird emotion. All of these pussycat humans are cowards. Probably never worked a single day in their life. Never had to forage for food in the winter, or watch another human die.
    

    
      To hurt is to live. How can one possibly know happiness if they are never sad? How can one possibly know pleasure if they are never in pain? These humans will never reach the heights of emotion, never achieve their true potential.
    

    
      "Sera, I'm on your side!"
    

    
      Ah, another sane human.
    

    
      "Eh. Lucas, you don't count. You're not even at my level, let alone 
      them
      . Glad you have the right mindset though. If you listen to me, you'll be able to understand the world more. Understand people more. And how could that possibly be a bad thing? I simply want people to broaden their perspective."
    

    
      The other girl returns.
    

    
      "Sera, could we talk about this later? It's Ethan's special day, and sometimes it seems like you talk about nothing but how people would be doing so much better if they just stabbed themselves sometimes."
    

    
      "But they should! It'd be a learning experience."
    

    
      "Sera…"
    

    
      "Oh, right. Fine. Ugh, what a spoilsport. Right, guys?"
    

    
      Hey. These are Sera's friends, aren't they? Why aren't they sticking up for her? Just because they share an objectively incorrect opinion doesn't mean that they can dismiss their friend like that. How rude.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "How was the birthday party?"
    

    
      "Not great. Some sheltered rich girl was there and she was being a jerk. That kinda ruined the whole thing."
    

    
      "You should be grateful that you even have the opportunity to go to such a frivolous event. When I was your age, I was already married and working, not fooling around and spending lavishly on snacks and treats. Consider yourself lucky."
    

    
      "You keep telling me over and over again. I 
      get
       it, ma. Unlike some other people."
    

    
      "Oh, sweetie. I know. There's not much you can do about it if they really don't want to change. You have to be willing to look at the flaws inside you, and it seems like these people just don't want to do that. It's a shame that there are so many like them out in the world."
    

    
      "I told one of them that 
    

    
      "Hmph. Ungrateful rats. Their parents must have been too protective of them. Didn't want them to get their hands dirty in the real world. Probably only went to the 
      sanitised
       plastic playgrounds. No, they were the ones 
      sanitising
       the playgrounds."
    

    
      "They gotta be."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Sialia, I know that 
      you
       never wanted kids, but Mr. Swainson, I cannot believe you. I thought that as a fine, distinguished gentleman, you would have had the orthodox mentality that one must experience as many things in life as possible. This is an impossibility.
    

    
      "Elizabeth, let me be frank. I have seen enough of the world, and I would rather my children not have to see the parts that they do not need to see. There are some things better left unsaid."
    

    
      You are much too protective.
    

    
      "There are things that birds 
      should not
       experience. It would be incredibly traumatic and have a terrible effect on their mental health."
    

    
      Mental health? What are you talking about? Birds can function perfectly fine no matter what Garuda throws at them. It's how we thrive as a species. Why, my eldest daughter flew straight into a travelling car's windshield and she values her life all the more for it. I myself tried the same — with a slower car, to minimise the risk of injury — and found myself with a greater appreciation with the world.
    

    
      "Why would you do that to yourself?"
    

    
      To understand her and the experience. How could you be so aghast about this?
    

    
      "Liz, you're an affront to all that pain stands for. Things hurt for a reason."
    

    
      If one never hurts, how can one love? Emotions are relative. A bird with the emotional range as wide as a feather will never feel true, unadulterated joy. Birds — and humans for that matter — have to hurt sometimes.
    

    
      That is what pain is — a reflection of happiness. Pain 
      helps
       us feel happy, Sialia, Mr. Swainson. It is a very good thing.
    

    
      "Elizabeth. Let me ask you this. I understand that it may be difficult to change your mind —"
    

    
      Absolutely.
    

    
      "— but if you could put yourself in a situation where you would never hurt or feel sad again, would you?"
    

    
      No! Didn't you hear a single word I said? 
    

    
      "Liz, I almost forgot to bring this up because of all the other crazy philosophical stuff you went on, but let me remind you that Juliette is 
      not okay.
       I have no doubt that if you asked her, she would agree in a heartbeat to not have had her beak crushed in. She didn't and still doesn't 
      want
       that memory, Liz. Pain is something Garuda blessed us with so that we know what to avoid."
    

    
      She can absolutely have memories that she'd rather not have but still are better for her in the long run. Children never want to do work around the nest, but you would still encourage them to do that, wouldn't you?
    

    
      "That's what I'm trying to say. It's 
      not
       better for her in the long run. I can't believe I have to explain to you why making your children do chores is not at all comparable to She's deathly afraid of any moving object now. Don't you know that that's why she stopped human-watching with you? Why she avoids flying? Why she moved to Florida? She's so afraid that she never wants to experience anything like that again. She barely talks to the other birds, Liz. When was the last time you visited her?"
    

    
      I… It must have been nearly three years now. I was not aware of this. Regardless, if she tries harder, she can overcome any obstacle. Give it some more time and she will surely rise up to the occasion and rise through the ashes like a phoenix to her new self. Stronger than ever before.
    

    
      "Help me out here, William. She's not on my wavelength. Got any solid arguments to stop her from putting through Archie here through some sort of torture machine later on in his life? I wasn't worried before, but now I definitely am."
    

    
      "How many years have you been human-watching, Elizabeth?"
    

    
      Almost ten. Why?
    

    
      "And in those ten years, how many humans have you seen that were hurt?"
    

    
      Quite a few. Why?
    

    
      "Most humans who are hurt don't express it. To my understand, instead, they actively try to hide it to reintegrate with society. There are a lot of them — both humans and bluebirds — that aren't able to fully. Maybe an equal number that aren't able to at all."
    

    
      Suppose you're right. These people are harder to see in the world. But 
    

    
      "Maybe we should drop this topic. Clearly we aren't getting anywhere. William, I'm sure you must want to get home by now. We've kept you for far too long. I'll stay with Liz, don't worry. At least until we reach the great mountain range. Help her keep an eye on Archie, too."
    

    
      "My thanks for your companionship the way here."
    

    
      No, no, the honour is all ours! Sialia and I, we've loved having you here. You've provided such a great perspective that we've learned a lot from. Perhaps in the future we could meet up and have more…insightful discussions in the future. I'd love to visit you in Montreal.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      8. Degrees of Separation
    

    
      The flat plains of Saskatchewan. A surefire sign that we soon approach the great mountain range — the Rocky Mountains.
    

    
      "Yep, there'll definitely be rocks in those mountains. What's the point of giving a special name to a location if you're only going to describe how it looks? If I were a human, I'd call it the Sialian Mountains."
    

    
      Humans simply aren't as self-absorbed as you are, Sialia. They are complex, considerate creatures.
    

    
      "If 
      I'm
       self-absorbed, what are you?"
    

    
      Self-obsessed, perhaps. I care a great deal about myself, as I should. This region is so very beautiful this time of year.  The sun setting over the luscious fields, gently swaying in the breeze. The golden stalks casting long shadows across the prairies. Almost as beautiful as I am.
    

    
      "It 
      is
       really pretty."
    

    
      Precisely. 
    

    
      "Say, what do you think about snacking on some of those?"
    

    
      They're toxic. You really shouldn't.
    

    
      "What!"
    

    
      Yes. The International Human Society has conducted extensive research. The humans spray poisons all over the plants so that we can't eat them. Rather ingenious of them, really. They hated us bluebirds so much that they invented substances that would kill birds but not plants.
    

    
      Still, I suppose that the smaller shrubs growing alongside the road that don't look like they were planted there by humans are edible. Birds have to be very careful in this part of the human world.
    

    
      Down over there. That large, lonely house. If there's one difficult part of living on a farm in the prairies, it's that getting around places is harder and takes much longer. At least you can admire all of the crops growing around.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Here we go, up and at em! Billy, Eddie, it's time to get up! You're going to be late for school!"
    

    
      Another day, another screeching of a creature who decided it would be fun to wake up earlier than me. I'm surprised that it's a human this time, though. Humans rarely get up before midday. Bah. Good enough. We shall follow this human today.
    

    
      "Come on — your eggs are getting cold! Mom needs to go out and work today."
    

    
      As I always say: with a 
      plump
       and a 
      thump
       the kids come rolling down. Happens every single time. No exceptions.
    

    
      Do humans all eat the same kind of food? I could swear that this is the tenth time I've seen orange juice, eggs, and bacon all trip.
    

    
      I suppose that it's fast, at least. That means that they can leave whenever they want to. By the sounds of it, the mother is trying to get to work as soon as possible, so hold that position a little longer, child. Don't fall off.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Mira! Dropping off the kids today?" If my knowledge of human institutions is correct, it is rather improper for an educator to talk to a parent so informally. It's as if they're friends. Conflict of interest and all that.
    

    
      "Dillon! So good to see you. Yep. Sorry, I won't be able to talk much. I'm running late for work this morning."
    

    
      "Ah, not to worry, surely you can spare a minute or two —"
    

    
      "Principal Chansler? Caliya's bleeding." Oh. Indeed. In fact, that forehead is rather 
      gushing
       blood, in my opinion. 
    

    
      "So sorry. I gotta get back to work, too. Take care!"
    

    
      The temptation. Shall we peek inside another building of children? Or perhaps a woman at work? Both options seem overdone, but child, I'll let you make the choice. Which are you more interested in?
    

    
      The woman? We follow Mira, then. Keep up, you two! Be sure not to lose the car! Prepare your wings — it'll be a long drive.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Mira, you're late!"
    

    
      "Sorry, Michelle. I got caught up this morning."
    

    
      "I know you got two kids, but it's important that you make it to work on time. We'll let it slide this time, but keep in mind that you'll have to finish your quota, regardless of how late you are."
    

    
      "No worries, I got it."
    

    
      "Great. Just wanted to let you know. 
      Now,
       do you want to know a little secret?"
    

    
      "Hit me."
    

    
      "Justin Trudeau
       is visiting the company today! The Prime Minister! I think it's for some eco-friendly thing — I don't really care — but isn't it going to be exciting? The higher-ups are going to tour him around the building, they said. But I feel like there's always more."
    

    
      Oh my goodness. Child, you're about to meet an important human! There are only so many of these in the world, so you're extremely lucky to see one so early on in your human-watching career. And so close too!
    

    
      Hm. Strange. I get the feeling that I've said something like that several times already.
    

    
      "Huh. Just to reiterate, this is secret?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "You got it, then."
    

    
      "I guess I might drop by and say hi later today then. But then I won't be able to finish the laundry. We'll see."
    

    
      This feels so strange. So wrong. A human running almost errands from house to house and basically nothing else. Playing results in losing .Thus the only way tow in is to not play. Even though they have twice the number of dextrous appendages as birds do, humans are remarkably not dextrous. In fact, I'm rather amazed that they can manipulate their body so well.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Shayla, grab lunch with me? It's nearly two, so if we want the ultra-discounted lunch box we gotta hurry."
    

    
      "Oh, shit, you're right! Go without me! I'll find you there. Thanks!"
    

    
      "See ya there!"
    

    
      This architecture is truly terrible for human-watching. A large rectangle that makes it impossible to see inside many rooms unless you're able to properly guess the correct room. If only we could follow along inside…
    

    
      "Here it is." My, what large portions for such low prices! No wonder she likes the place. I approve! A bird could gorge themselves for days on a human's lunch that size!
    

    
      "Hi, can I get the fried pork rice and the steamed chicken noodle? I'll take whichever two boxes are discounted. Thank you!"
    

    
      Two massive boxes indeed. Child, quick! The window's flapped open! Into the metal box that both of them are going into. Before the door closes!
    

    
      Oh no. Why is it so cramped? Press yourself against the ceiling. If we're lucky, humans never look up. Stay as quiet and as still as possible. Take my claw if your grip begins to slip.
    

    
      "Good morning, Mr. Ulysses."
    

    
      "Good morning to you too.…Say, what might your name be? I don't believe I've seen you around before."
    

    
      "I'm Mira. I work in accounting on the tenth floor. What kind of toy is that in your hands?"
    

    
      "I see. You can call me Alex. This here is for my grandson. A curious little lad, he is."
    

    
      "Aww. Hey, have you ever heard of the shop Teddy Across the Street? They sell the 
      best
       perfumes and colognes, I swear. I've got entire 
      vats
       of them in my house."
    

    
      "That's a great idea, Mira. Are you wearing one right now?"
    

    
      "No, unfortunately. They're a little pricey right now. I'm going to wait for them to go on sale?"
    

    
      "Hey, are you the type of person who doesn't plan their groceries beforehand and instead you just make whatever based on what you have based on what's on sale?"
    

    
      "For years now. I think that meal planning well in advance means that you lose most of the game just to take some stupid — hey, what's that?"
    

    
      "The elevator stopped moving. Why did the elevator stop moving?"
    

    
      "Don't ask me. I know as much as you do. Ah, there's the emergency alarm. I guess we're gonna be stuck in here for a while. So, nice weather today we're having, huh?"
    

    
      You have to be kidding me. My claws are going to be sore for a long, long time after this. Human technologies. So fallible. So inefficient. Such lazy creatures.
    

    
      "I cannot believe this. Is this common? Is this country full of natural disasters like they said?"
    

    
      "Don't worry. Everything is built to the highest of safety standards. If it weren't, we'd be dead. Now all we have to do is wait for rescue. Wanna play Pres?"
    

    
      "Do you have cards on you?"
    

    
      "Hmph. Do I have cards? I have an entire 
      wallet
       of poker cards."
    

    
      "I guess we could try some of those, then. Hm. By the way, I just realised, I don't think I've seen you around here before?"
    

    
      "That's because I don't work here. Employee privileges and all that. I'm here to evaluate a business proposal on behalf of their team. Pardon me, but…are those two boxes you're carrying food?"
    

    
      "Yeah. It's from the Chinese place downstairs. I was bring them back to the office for me and my friend. Although…if you're hungry, we might be stuck here for a while. Want one?"
    

    
      That is a tantalising smell. Garuda knows I would kill for food. Why didn't we eat anything before coming out here, again?
    

    
      "Are you sure that's alright with your friend?"
    

    
      "Oh, she knows where we are, and that she's not getting her lunch. Don't worry. If you want, it's all yours."
    

    
      "Why, thank you very much. I haven't had lunch yet, you see."
    

    
      "Would you rather have the pork fried rice or the steamed chicken noodle?"
    

    
      "I can't eat pork. Might I take the chicken noodle?"
    

    
      "No problem. Here's your fork."
    

    
      "Thank you."
    

    
      It is strangely wholesome to watch two businesspeople all dressed up and eating food in this box. From what I know of human culture, perhaps even a little bit taboo. I suppose food is food, and when you need food, you 
      need food.
       That's still the same between bluebirds and humans.
    

    
      "Hey, Alex. How about that card game?"
    

    
      "Certainly. Although, if possible, I would like to avoid touching the ground. Not that the cleaners don't do a good job, but…"
    

    
      "Oh, yeah, no, I totally get that. How about Go Fish? Then we can play standing up."
    

    
      "That works for me. Would you let me split the deck? I have a mean shuffle in me from my younger days."
    

    
      "Go for it."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      The man knows how to play a surprising variety of card games. Even taught Mira a couple of variants! But all good things must come to an end. The doors, they open with a light resembling that of heaven, welcoming us out of this enclosed metal box with barely enough ventilation for a bird, let alone two birds and two large humans.
    

    
      "Thank you so much, Mira. You must allow me to take you out for lunch some time in the future."
    

    
      "I'll hold you to your word, Alex. Expect a call from me sometime in the next couple weeks."
    

    
      Child, please wait. My claws are currently unable to unclench. Don't let the doors close. No. No. 
      No!
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Whew. Human technology is so useless. Can't even detect a bird crying for help in the corner of their metal box. Not to worry, I only lost a couple of tail feathers. I can hardly feel the difference! Don't mind me. Let us continue observing the dear human who was also trapped in that horrific box.
    

    
      "Mira! Are you all right? I called maintenance as soon as you called me, but they said that they were on lunch break, and I think something was wrong with your phone or my phone because I couldn't call you back."
    

    
      "I'm okay, Shayla. No harm done. I think my phone was running low on battery and the reception wasn't very good. It wasn't so bad. I was stuck in the elevator with this business guy I met named Alex, and we had lunch and played card games together."
    

    
      "You happened to have cards on you?"
    

    
      "There's poker club today. I 
      have
       to bring my cards."
    

    
      "That was really lucky. If I didn't have anything to entertain myself with for two hours, I think I might die."
    

    
      What a strange affliction humans have. Boredom is fatal? In birds, as a hunger for the brain, it only induces progressively stronger compulsions to hunt and kill or sing, but humans must have so little tolerance to it that their brains eat themselves inside out and they die. I can only imagine how much suffering a human who dies of boredom must go through.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Welcome to the grocery store. Even though we've traveled the continent and seen so many different people, I don't quite believe that you've seen one of these. Humans acquire food here. There is a remarkably large selection that humans can simply browse and snatch the different types of food they want.
    

    
      Here, for example, the two women from earlier today are speeding down the aisle with that machine that they call a "shopping cart". Humans obtain so much food at a time that they store it for later in their homes.
    

    
      "Mira, we need more vegetables!"
    

    
      "It's 
      okay
      , Shayla! Meat tastes 
      way
       better, so we need more meat!"
    

    
      "Come on, at 
      least
       we should have as many vegetables as we have meat, right?"
    

    
      "I live on a 
      farm.
       I can get all the vegetables I want!"
    

    
      "You grow nothing but corn and grain, woman. Those aren't 
      real
       vegetables."
    

    
      "Sure they are. Corn has plenty of vitamins."
    

    
      "It's not even green! How can it possibly contain vitamins?"
    

    
      "According to Corn International, corn has more than —"
    

    
      Woman, look where you're going!
    

    
      "Look out!"
    

    
      Now look at what she's made him do. He just dropped most of his groceries. And his hair fell out.
    

    
      At least she bends down to help him.
    

    
      "Oh, shit. Sorry, sorry! Are you okay? Is your…wig okay? Wait."
    

    
      "Mira?"
    

    
      "Justin?
       How're ya doing? It's been a hot minute. Are you shopping for yourself? Here're your tomatoes."
    

    
      "Thank you. I was hoping to stay anonymous, Mira. Oop. The paparazzi is going to be here any minute now. Oh, right. Things have been better, but it's quite alright. I know what they mean now when people say that being head of state ages you. How about you?"
    

    
      "I've been doing great! Here're your bananas. The farm is thriving, the kids are learning, the money is coming, what more could you ask for? How's Xavier doing? How's the potty-training going? Here're your greens."
    

    
      "Thank you. We think that Xavier's almost got it. Thank you very much for your help with that, by the way. We think that he'll be all set after a couple of weeks."
    

    
      "Awesome. Oh, you're right. Those are 
      definitely
       paparazzi. I'll talk to you later, man."
    

    
      "Take care."
    

    
      "Mr. Trudeau! Mr. Trudeau! …." Bleh. More pointless chatter.
    

    
      "Wait. That was justin Trudeau." Who?
    

    
      "Yeah."
    

    
      "That was 
      Justin Trudeau."
       The woman has to be clearer. She just repeated the same name. Who?
    

    
      "Right."
    

    
      "You're on a first-name basis with the Prime Minister?" Oh, I see. That is the leader of this small region of humans. I suppose that might be of some import. Although, this is not terribly surprising. You and I, we've both met Sialia, have we not? She travels everywhere. Not too unusual to have met her.
    

    
      "Huh. I guess so. I babysit his youngest son."
    

    
      "Since when? How come I never knew?"
    

    
      "You never asked. And you two never bumped into each other or anything."
    

    
      "Of 
      course
       I never bumped into him, he's 
      Justin Trudeau!
       I'm more curious how 
      you
       bumped into him." If the woman's pitch rises any higher, she might be able to compete with some of our strongest songbirds.
    

    
      "I told you already, didn't I? I babysit his oldest son."
    

    
      "That explains nothing at all! How did he find you? I would've expected someone so high up to send their children to daycare or somewhere with better security."
    

    
      "My home is very secure, thank you very much. RCMP agents swarm my house every time I go over or he comes over."
    

    
      "Justin Trudeau 
      goes to your house?"
       I didn't catch that last bit. I think her voice went so high that it actually went outside my range of hearing. How about you?
    

    
      Lucky child. You're still young enough that your ears haven't lost any hearing yet. Cherish them while you can.
    

    
      "Mostly to discuss payment. He pays in cash, you know. I give him a 13% discount. 
      It means I get to dodge the taxes.
      "
    

    
      "I cannot — what? He? Huh? I have so many more questions."
    

    
      I know you must be as confused as the woman. Let me try to explain it to you — it's a fairly complex topic, so please pardon me if I get some of the details slightly off.
    

    
      When humans work, you know that they get currency as a reward. Then this currency is used to purchase goods and services. Think of it as an inefficient middleman in trading. But the middleman doesn't want to have to manage this for free, so they take a share of the currency. It's actually a stroke of genius on behalf of the middleman. They introduce a standard, force everyone to use it, which allows the middleman to garnish a portion of their work. Taxes are that garnishment.
    

    
      "Well, feel free to ask them a bit later. Help me load these groceries for now?"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      These two have been talking for much too long. Stay close, now. We wouldn't want to lose them in the mall.
    

    
      Now that I mention it, you haven't been to the mall either, have you? My goodness. There are so many weird and wonderful places in the human world you've yet to see. We've covered quite a few of them on this migration, but it will be up to you to explore the world and its many wonders in the future.
    

    
      In any case, from my experience, malls are also easy to hide in — humans never look up. Now, let us sneak under those glass doors — careful, they're difficult to see — and follow Shayla and Mira into this "H&M".
    

    
      "Mira, help me pick out a turtleneck." Humans and their clothing. Yet another one of their strange obsessions. Why even bother covering up if one only covers barely half of their body? "What do you think about a tank top crop top?"
    

    
      "Ew, not the green one. Try this red or turquoise one. I think it matches you better."
    

    
      "How about black?"
    

    
      "Meh. What kind of vibes are you going for? That one makes you look like a spy."
    

    
      "A spy, huh? Hmm..."
    

    
      "Maybe I should get a new cardigan for myself. Just in time for spring. How about this purple-and-yellow polka dotted one?"
    

    
      Gah! My eyes! The contrast is too great! Yet I can't tear my eyes away. It is — it is 
      objectively
       offensive to the eyes.
    

    
      "Gah! My eyes! That is the most 
      offensive
       cardigan I've ever seen. I didn't even know they could make them like that. You should get it."
    

    
      "You think so? I think it'd be funny to stroll around in this. Change up the look a little."
    

    
      "I agree! You should totally buy it."
    

    
      "Hang on, let me get someone else's opinion on it. Hold my stuff while I change?"
    

    
      I see. She must remove her existing outer layer of clothes before putting on a new outer layer of clothes. Such a hassle that they even have a dedicated private room for it.
    

    
      Oh my goodness. I cannot look at her. I think I might go blind. My eyes feel like they're flying into a glass sliding door over and over again. It's horrifying.
    

    
      "Honestly? It's better than I thought. For some reason, it doesn't look nearly as offensive on you as it did alone. They won't run you out of the store for this or anything. I'm still going to pretend that I don't know you." Pardon me? Madam? Do you need to see an eye doctor? Perhaps acquire some glasses? Are we looking at the same shirt? Did your eyes perhaps lock themselves into place looking at her face and steadfastly ignoring every other part of the outfit for the sake of their sanity?
    

    
      "Strange. Don't be a scaredy-cat, Shayla. I thought it was abominable. Come on. Excuse me? Hi." She's roped in a new poor woman. May Garuda have mercy on your eyes. "So sorry to bother you, but on a scale from one to ten, how offensive is this outfit?"
    

    
      "One. No contest."
    

    
      "One being least offensive."
    

    
      "Yeah, still a one. I feel like I can barely see it. It's pretty hard to notice." Her eyes are locked onto Mira's face. No wonder it's difficult to notice. The sight is elicits such a visceral reaction that their eyes dedicate all of their power toward self-preservation.
    

    
      Mira must not be able to see the full thing, so when she looks down at her cardigan and back up, she doesn't get the full effect.
    

    
      "Huh. Thank you very much. Shayla, I think I want a third opinion. I think maybe both of you are gaslighting me or something."
    

    
      "It's fine, Mira. How could we both be gaslighting you?"
    

    
      "I don't think I saw either of you actually look at the cardigan. It kinda felt like you were staring directly in my eyes the whole time."
    

    
      "No way."
    

    
      "Let me find someone else who might have functioning eyes. Ah. Excuse me!"
    

    
      "Hello, yes? How may I help you — 
      good glory!
       My 
      eyes, 
      my 
      EYES!
       Ma'am, I am so sorry, but my brain is restraining me from looking in your direction — it's the cardigan, I swear, not you personally."
    

    
      I knew it! Finally, my opinion validated. I was beginning to wonder if our superior inhuman eyesight was the only thing that let us recognise truly how ugly that cardigan was.
    

    
      "Thank god! I was about to believe my friend when she said that it looked fine. How could dull yellow polka dots work on a purple fabric?"
    

    
      "Absolutely — wait. Was that from 
      here
      ?"
    

    
      "You bet. Picked it up from the bunch of cardigans over there."
    

    
      "Yeah, no. That is not okay, ma'am. Sorry, but — ahem. In my professional opinion, I would advise you remove that cardigan and let me take it to the incinerator."
    

    
      Such a wise employee.
    

    
      "I kinda wanna take it home, though. It gets really good reactions."
    

    
      "Look, ma'am, if you want to take it home, I'm not going to stop you. But I hope you know what you're doing."
    

    
      "Of 
      course
       I do. Right, Shayla? When have I ever not known what I was doing?"
    

    
      "Shockingly, very few times."
    

    
      "Exactly. So let's go check out. I still want to visit the market on Main Street going on this week!"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Back to the skies! Only a couple of clouds out in the gorgeous blue. I've missed the sunshine. Poor humans, stuck in their buildings. They should go outside more. At the very least, it would make those that are sad because they're stuck inside happier.
    

    
      "They have a thrift section. Mira, we have to go thrifting. Look at all of the weird and wonderful things they have here. Oh my god."
    

    
      Look at all the buildings! There's nothing in the natural world quite like the straight and neat rows of buildings filled with humans walking around. It's so busy.
    

    
      "Shayla, didn't you say that you wanted a new tea set? This one looks really good!"
    

    
      "Ooh, let me see. Oh, wow! I love the design on this one. There are a couple of chips in the ceramic, but… Excuse me, how much for the whole tea set?"
    

    
      "Fifteen."
    

    
      "Can you do ten?"
    

    
      "Twelve."
    

    
      "Deal!"
    

    
      I suppose that's one benefit of currency. It makes it so that when one has to purchase something, one doesn't have to bring everything they can barter with along with them. There are a 
      lot
       of things humans purchase. I suppose that that is a suitable use for it.
    

    
      Still! I stand by that it should only be used for large acquisitions. For smaller trades, simple bartering is perfectly good enough.
    

    
      "Hm. It doesn't have a filter infuser in it, but I don't think I would want a used filter anyway. What do you think, Mira? …Mira?"
    

    
      Foolish women. They've gone and already split. Rule number one of safety from cats: always patrol in groups so for backup. Mira hasn't gone too far, though. She's just gone over to the area with books over there.
    

    
      Dusty old tomes, these books are. Perhaps the most worn I've ever seen a book. Clearly the people who handled them before did not take care of them.
    

    
      "'Scuse me, how much is this book?"
    

    
      "Five bucks."
    

    
      Child, don't turn around, and stay very still. There is a human staring daggers into us. From the side of my eye, she is slowly approaching Mira. Do not move. She may be carrying a dangerous weapon. Tense your wings and be ready to fly away at any moment. We are not such fools to risk our lives for humans, after all.
    

    
      …I believe that we may be safe. She's walked right past us. Now I worry for Mira's life. Humans die very easily. Almost as easily as bluebirds. One stab in the right place — and there are a surprisingly high number of right places — and they can die within minutes.
    

    
      Now that she isn't going after us, let us shift our position and put Mira between her and us. Just in case. Although I think she might have seen her. Certainly I would have, but humans' eyes are positioned so strangely. They can hardly see anything around them.
    

    
      "Um, hey. Did you want this? I caught you staring at it like you wanted to drill holes in it." Yet she can still catch a suspicious human! Well done.
    

    
      "Is that okay? You saw it first, so if you want it, it's yours." Do you take us for fools, woman? Anyone could tell from a single glance that you want that more than anything else in the world. Humans these days. Can't even pretend to be generous to save their life.
    

    
      "No, really. It seems like it means a lot to you. I thought it was interesting, that's all. You don't usually see books like this around."
    

    
      "It's…" Why is she whispering? Did she see us? Is she trying to hide some devastating truth about the human race from potentially malicious bluebirds who might try to take over the world? Little does she know that we can approach closer!
    

    
      "It's my manuscript. Not exactly published. It still should have my editing notes from when I read through it the first time. Kind of like a commentary."
    

    
      "Oh, for sure. You can take it then. It was yours before, anyway."
    

    
      "Really? Thank you 
      so
       much, you have no idea how much it means to me. I'm Stephenie, by the way."
    

    
      "Heh, it said that on the cover. I'm Mira. Nice to meet you."
    

    
      "I forgot. Oh my god, I have to repay you somehow. I'll buy you lunch or something?"
    

    
      "No, you really don't need to —"
    

    
      "I insist."
    

    
      "Well, if you insist, I'm not going to say no! Here's my number." So shameless. She's almost like a bluebird. How sensible of her.
    

    
      "Mira! There you are. I've been looking for you everywhere — oh my god. Are you Stephenie Meyer?"
    

    
      "Oh? Shayla, do you know her?"
    

    
      "How do you not? She wrote 
      Twilight
      !"
    

    
      "Ohhh. I thought it was a pretty fun book. Skimmed a bit. Loved it when the alpha vampire showed that omega who was boss."
    

    
      It is quite dangerous to hyperventilate like Shayla is doing right now. If you can, no matter how stressed you might be, take deep and regular breaths. That way, you maintain your composure and can rationally yet quickly make better decisions."Mira, let me preface this by saying that you're one of the most amazing people I've ever met. But my 
      god
       you're oblivious to the craziest of things. Um, Mrs. Meyer, could I get an autograph?"
    

    
      "No problem."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      What a beautiful human building. A huge tourist attraction for migrating birds. Do you see the flatter, oddly shaped building by the ocean roofed with plants? Humans call that the Vancouver Convention Centre. They hold many events that have lots of humans congregating there often. An excellent starting point for any human-watcher. In fact, if my eyes do not deceive me, there are swaths of humans bustling around inside for some unknown reason right now.
    

    
      "Hey, Mira, look over there! They've got something going on in the convention centre. Wanna check it out?" How convenient. 
    

    
      "I'm down. We still have a couple of hours before poker club."
    

    
      "Hi, excuse me? What's going on here today?"
    

    
      "This is Art Vancouver, a collection of galleries and exhibits from all around the world. If you're interested, admission is free for all BC residents.
    

    
      "Your thoughts, Mira?"
    

    
      "It's free. Sure, why not?"
    

    
      "Do you have ID? Very good. Please enjoy the convention."
    

    
      Don't rush inside, child. Do you see all of the humans wearing black suits and sunglasses? They will catch even the smallest bird and kick them out of any building they find them in. Cruel and unusual, yes, but terribly effective. We must be very careful in sneaking in.
    

    
      How, you ask? They have eyes all over the entrances to ensure that only authorised personnel are permitted inside. To get around them, listen carefully. Human eyes aren't nearly as good as our own, and the sunglasses actually make it worse for them. We can take advantage of this by starting a couple hundred feet back, then building enough speed that they won't be able to see us. If we're lucky and they're too busy examining the humans to pay too much attention to the skies, we can sneak ourselves in.
    

    
      Not yet! Have patience. Once we're inside, you must take care to slow down and veer upward as soon as possible to avoid the gaze of the security humans on the floor. This is a highly risky maneuver, but the wealth of knowledge you could gain is tremendous. Are you sure you want to do this?
    

    
      Oh, don't be such a scaredy-rat. Get ready in three, two, one… Go!
    

    
      See? That wasn't so bad, was it? Now, where are our lovely two humans?
    

    
      "Cheese!"
    

    
      Ah, there they are. My, what good taste they have. A knowledgeable work of art. A warning all birds must heed. Take a long glance at it, child. That is a remarkable polished silver panther striking out at an innocent bluebird. Realistically depicted, too. Although you might not have seen these terrible creatures back near Mexico, dangerous predators live all around us in this area once you leave the relative safety of Vancouver.
    

    
      Cats have killed many a bluebird, and maimed further more. Even here, although humans rarely let their cats outside, I got this scar on my right wing from a fearsome encounter with a housecat in which I barely escaped with my life. Lucky was I, nearly five years ago, when I was watching a human child cuddling with their cat. I, being the young bird I was at the time, paid no heed to the warnings my elders gave me.
    

    
      I snuck ever closer to them, crouching beneath the window and sliding against the wall for a better view of the events that were unfolding beneath me. To be able to trace the child's every motion and expression in my mind. But it was not to be.
    

    
      To this day, I am still not sure just how sensitive a cat's hearing is. Certainly I was quiet enough that any human or bluebird would not be able to easily detect me. Yet it was like the cat knew exactly where I was. Without a sound, it creeped out from under the child's arms and pounced before I knew it! I was grounded for weeks after that. I had to humbly beg Sialia for assistance to help forage, for I could not move in the air at all. Those were troubling times. Some lessons one must learn the hard way, through trials and tribulations, but those lessons stay with you forever. But I digress.
    

    
      "Did you get the tail? Awesome. Thanks, Mira!"
    

    
      Human art are truly works of art. They have such an adorable affinity with constructing animals. Do you see that bald eagle suspended in the air? If it weren't missing the deadly gleam in its eyes, perhaps it would be more realistic. But humans have a vastly different perspective, and we must recognise that they cannot know as much we do about the world.
    

    
      "Woah, check out this cool abstract painting on this wall. All of the cool abstract paintings."
    

    
      Although some human creations are meaningful, these particular few hanging on the wall mean nothing at all. Simply an array of virtually random colours. Utter chaos. What is the purpose of art if it has no meaning?
    

    
      "I'm not gonna lie, I can't really tell the difference between each of them. I think I like this one better, since it's a bit less red than the other ones. It makes it look more unique. Also, do you see a bunch of different faces in this one? I kinda feel like it's looking at me. Staring deep into my soul."
    

    
      "What are you talking about? It's just like the other two. A bit more graffiti-like, though."
    

    
      "You think so? Never mind then. Hey, what about the naked people over there?"
    

    
      Human anatomy! Child, this is an extremely rare opportunity. Rarely can you see what humans truly look like underneath all of their clothing. It's particularly difficult to see near where their legs join to their abdomen. And here there are an entire series of sculptures depicting just so! So many different body shapes and sizes and genders.
    

    
      Regrettably, some of them have been smoothened to the point that it looks like they have clothing on. Humans and their modesty. How very confining. It's like they wanted to double down on their lack of freedom on not being able to fly and decided to hide the rest of themselves.
    

    
      "Why do they all have buckets on their heads?"
    

    
      "Maybe there's some sort of symbolism there? Uh, it says here that they're supposed to represent blindness. Something about human support. When children are born, they carry a bucket with them to build a foundational supply from their parents. Then, when they grow up, they place it upside their heads and use the torrent of support to keep them going through adulthood. In a way, these adults are blinded by the bucket, the desire to continue acquiring more with nothing to put it in. If only they could raise the bucket, they might be able to see outside and truly see the world as they did when they were children."
    

    
      "Damn. That's deep."
    

    
      It all sounds rather complex to me. Keep in mind that all of these so-called desires are mere human constructs. They don't actually need all of this "work" to survive. Clearly evidenced by us bluebirds, all you need to live a good life is food, shelter, family, and entertainment. And we don't need to throw ourselves into work every single day to get it.
    

    
      "Ouch. What happened to this guy?"
    

    
      "Looks like he's getting poked and prodded with sticks to me. Maybe some whipping, judging by his expression."
    

    
      That is a human in pain. I could never understand how humans glorify pain so much. Why would you want to see your species-mates in pain? Certainly 
      I
       would not enjoy staring at a sculpture of a convulsing bluebird. I can only imagine the people at the ends of those sticks, poking and jabbing him in all the most sensitive places to make him squeal.
    

    
      What do you mean, 
      you'd love that
      ?
    

    
      "Yikes. Is there any deep symbolism for this one?"
    

    
      "Hmm. I can't find it anywhere, but it's probably like how individuals get ganged up by groups that try to exclude them from all directions so it hurts or something."
    

    
      "Yeah, you're probably right. You're pretty good at this, you know. Have you ever thought about becoming an art critic?"
    

    
      "I could never. Ugh. Just the thought of bullshitting like that all the time is… Mira, I'm pretty sure you could do it though. You manage to pull the most absurd shit out of your ass all the time."
    

    
      "Aww, thanks. Is there anything too big we missed?"
    

    
      "At least one, that's for sure. But we can always come back later. It's just an art convention, right?"
    

    
      "That's true. I wonder if they have anything cool at the gift shop!"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      For some reason, humans have so many distinct types of stores to spend their currency in different ways. This one, for example, is mostly for non-consumable items.
    

    
      "Shayla, what do you think of these rocks?"
    

    
      "They're 
      adorable!
       And very affordable, too. But I was looking at these sculptures. A bit pricier, but they'd make a much fancier paperweight than a bunch of coloured rocks."
    

    
      "Mm — I like the rocks better. The statue with the guy blasting himself is pretty funny though. Off to checkout."
    

    
      I cannot imagine catching a worm and trading it for 
      rocks
      . It is far easier to create one's own coloured rock than it is to hunt or forage for food. Humans are so wasteful. Perhaps that is why there aren't nearly as many of them as there are birds. If they spent less of their resources on frivolous things like statues and rocks, perhaps they could feed more of their children.
    

    
      "Wait, is that what I think it is? Sir, excuse me, but is that a Papyrus keychain you have there? It's really cute." A what now?
    

    
      "Thanks! Are you also into Undertale?"
    

    
      "I just played it last week! My name's Mira, by the way. It's one of my favourite games of all time now."
    

    
      "I'm Toby. That's cool. What part do you like best about the game?"
    

    
      Oh, pardon the interruption, but I must interject. Please let me know if this becomes too frequent, by the way?
    

    
      It's already too frequent? Well, in that case, I am going to continue anyway.
    

    
      Humans have this strange obsession with constant, short-form entertainment. In order to stave off the disease that is boredom, humans suffer every single day with many of their inventions, including these games. In fact, I have seen humans 
      die
       as their entertainment was taken away from them. It's a curiously human thing, but I fear that it may be contagious — although normal bluebirds do not suffer from this ailment, I've observed that human-watchers tend to acquire some traits from the humans.
    

    
      I, myself, for example, have begun to display some of the symptoms for boredom. Just a warning for you, child. Although I started at the tender age of three weeks, I did not truly encounter real negative effects until my sixth year. Old age… Your attention span grows longer yet with constant exposure to humanity, it drastically shrinks to the point that you often need boredom supplements to function as a proper bluebird.
    

    
      "It's gotta be the characters and story. The way how they laid it out is 
      so good!
       There are so many facets of each of their personalities, and they change depending on what you do, so you can kinda dive deep into them and explore how they would react in different situations. You can't help but grow attached to Toriel and Sans and Papyrus, right?"
    

    
      "No kidding. I — they must have put a lot of work into it."
    

    
      "I bet. Oh, I'm sorry, am I holding you up?"
    

    
      "A bit, yeah — that's all right, though. It was nice talking to you."
    

    
      "Nice to meet you too, Toby!"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      A darkened room. Spotlights on tables all around, each covered with green felt. It's rather reminiscent of that sport that old people play with balls and sticks. This "poker club". Personally, I never saw the appeal myself. Any old rod that can stir a fire will do.
    

    
      "Shayla, are you gonna stay for poker club?"
    

    
      "Ah, maybe not. I've gotta get back to my kids. I told Johnny I'd be back by nine. Are you gonna stay out for the night?"
    

    
      "I think so. I asked Cal to pick me up 'round eleven, so don't worry about me. Get back to your kids! We had a great day out."
    

    
      "We should do this again sometime. Ugh, it feels so nice to walk around and chat outside of the stuffy office. Bye-bye!"
    

    
      This underground area might be worse than the building. The oxygen content is notably lower, and it's certainly not helped by the 
      obnoxious
       smoke in the air. I can hardly breathe.
    

    
      "Heath! Yo, it's been 
      way
       too long since we last saw each other. How're ya doing?"
    

    
      "It's been 
      two weeks
       since we saw each other, Mira. And then the time before that was two weeks before 
      that
       for last month's poker club. Definitely not that long."
    

    
      "Huh. You're right. I guess it seemed longer than it actually was. What are we doing tonight? How's the fam?"
    

    
      "Charlie's taking care of Max for the evening — he's a great dad, oh my god, I gotta tell you about the time when we found out that Max was secretly texting this girl —"
    

    
      "Dude! Heath! You're a tech bro, right? D'you know what's going on with my computer?"
    

    
      "Oh, sorry, Mira. I'll be right back."
    

    
      "No problem."
    

    
      "Jack, just because I work in IT doesn't mean that I can fix your computer."
    

    
      "But you're the smartest tech bro I know! And you fixed my printer that one time a few months back."
    

    
      "And I already regret that. This'll be the last time. Deal?"
    

    
      "You got it."
    

    
      "Okay, let me just pull out my laptop…"
    

    
      "D'you know what it means when it says that I gotta send it in to Microsoft? I was going to but then I remembered what you said about never trusting something that tells you you gotta send it in."
    

    
      "Did you install something sketchy again?"
    

    
      "You know I can't afford to be buying Photoshop again. Why can't you just install the Photoshop you're using on my computer?"
    

    
      "It's not actually Photoshop — it's a photo editing program that only runs on Linux, so it's not gonna run on your computer."
    

    
      "The fuck is Linux? Some sort of geek shit?"
    

    
      "Just some computer thing."
    

    
      I’d just like to interject for a moment. What they’re referring to as Linux, is in fact, GNU/Linux, or as I’ve recently taken to calling it, GNU plus Linux. Linux is not an operating system unto itself, but rather another free component of a fully functioning GNU system made useful by the GNU corelibs, shell utilities and vital system components comprising a full OS as defined by POSIX.
    

    
      Many computer users run a modified version of the GNU system every day, without realizing it. Through a peculiar turn of events, the version of GNU which is widely used today is often called Linux, and many of its users are not aware that it is basically the GNU system, developed by the GNU Project.
    

    
      There really is a Linux, and these people are using it, but it is just a part of the system they use. Linux is the kernel: the program in the system that allocates the machine’s resources to the other programs that they run. The kernel is an essential part of an operating system, but useless by itself; it can only function in the context of a complete operating system. Linux is normally used in combination with the GNU operating system: the whole system is basically GNU with Linux added, or GNU/Linux. All the so-called Linux distributions are really distributions of GNU/Linux!
    

    
      What do you mean you don't understand a single word of what I've just said? What could possibly have been unclear about that?
    

    
      "This is going to take some time… I should start charging for this."
    

    
      "Please no."
    

    
      "Mind if we get tonight started? This looks like it'll take some time to get rid of. Next time we have game night I'll peek at it."
    

    
      "Fine. But only because I won't need it for work in the next week!"
    

    
      "Rachel! So good that you could make it. I was afraid that I was gonna have to spend the night only with these 
      boys
      ."
    

    
      "Rude. What's wrong with 
      these boys?"
    

    
      "Nothing. But Rachel is Rachel, y'know?"
    

    
      "Aww, thanks. Love you too, Mira. Do we need chips today? I brought my set just in case."
    

    
      "Oh, shit, I was gonna text the group chat that I forgot my set. This is perfect. Now that everyone important is here, wanna get started?"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Child, you might not know how the game of poker works. But I, as a master bird who has spent years studying the perfect game through the eyes of dozens of humans, will guide you through exactly the moves you should be making to get the optimal result for what you gamble.
    

    
      What is gambling?
    

    
      An easy way to multiply any resources you might have by abusing the psychology of others.
    

    
      "The usual rules, minimum bet of twenty. Anyone particularly feel like dealing?"
    

    
      "I'm down."
    

    
      "All right. Rachel starts as dealer."
    

    
      We're going to pick a human and then play as if we would win. I did this all the time on my previous human-watching sessions. Let us start with Mira.
    

    
      Two of diamonds and queen of spades. Count the number of shapes on the card — that is the number it represents. The higher the better. The shape of the elements on the card also denote its category — anything identical or in sequence tends to do well. If it were me, I would surrender, or fold, immediately. There is no point in playing out this game — we are sure to lose it.
    

    
      The three cards in the centre are the two of spades, five of clubs, and ten of clubs. All in all, terrible.
    

    
      "I'll start us off with fifty."
    

    
      Are you 
      insane
      , woman? What is wrong with you? Why would she start with an additional fifty? There is no plausible, reasonable explanation that could possibly justify it, unless she wants to go all in. But that is a great risk. When one goes all in, there is potential for great reward, but also for great loss.
    

    
      "Call."
    

    
      "Call."
    

    
      "Call."
    

    
      Interesting. No other player raised the bet. Perhaps they're not as confident in their hands. Isn't gambling exciting?
    

    
      The turn comes down on the jack of clubs. 
      Very
       close to the queen. With this hand, a straight might be possible with an eight or nine. Rather concerning. Once again, I would fold right away.
    

    
      "One hundred."
    

    
      Is the woman 
      made
       of money? Where does she find this courage? I would find human-watchers willing to travel to 
      Antarctica
       who wouldn't make the same sorts of decisions that she makes.
    

    
      "Raise to two hundred."
    

    
      "Call."
    

    
      "Call."
    

    
      Damn right Mira should be looking closely at her hand. Bail out, woman, before it's too late!
    

    
      "I'll fold."
    

    
      Precisely. She must not be very good at the game. It happens. Surprisingly often too, I might add. I suppose that bluebirds must be generally better than humans at human games.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "And the river is the queen of clubs." An interesting position. This would have given her two pairs — not terrible, but risky to commit too much to. It would be easy for other players to present a straight or a flush — case in point.
    

    
      "Looks like Jack gets the pot with a flush with clubs!"
    

    
      "The night's early yet, Jack. Just you wait."
    

    
      "Lookin' forward to it. Minimum bet down."
    

    
      Let us switch players since Mira wasn't very good. How about…I believe his name was Heath? Hm. That is a 
      very
       powerful hand. Two kings? It'll be a miracle if any other player won. But just because you have a powerful hand doesn't mean you win much. Poker is as much a game of deception as much as it is a game of luck. In the event that you have a powerful hand like Heath's, you want to bluff as much as possible to get the other players to put as much money as possible into the pot to maximise your winnings.
    

    
      "Fifty." An interesting choice. These numbers represent the amount of money the player is willing to put into the winning pool. With a minimum bet of twenty, I'd imagine that a fifty sends a signal to the other players that the hand is pretty good. But he knows that. And if they're good players, they know that he knows that. So, in their opinion, is he trying to bluff his way out of a bad hand, or is he trying to get them to commit more to the pot?
    

    
      This is harder to judge. It'd strongly depend on the previous interactions he's had with them and how he's played before. What a game of the mind this is!
    

    
      "Fold." See, now 
      this
       is how I would have expected Mira to play. What's her game plan? Clearly she 
      does
       know when to fold early. Is her hand so bad that she sees no point in continuing to play? This isn't very good for Heath. It takes one player's winning out of the pot. But maybe that makes some of the other players more overzealous…
    

    
      "Call."
    

    
      "Call."
    

    
      "And the turn is the queen of hearts."
    

    
      "One hundred."
    

    
      "Call."
    

    
      "Call."
    

    
      A very 
      confident
       game we have here. Child, in this current scenario, what would you do? You can either choose to fold, call, or raise. Folding is objectively the wrong move here. Raising would give you more money if the other players fall for it, but calling is more stable and can potentially leave more players hooked on until the end.
    

    
      "Call."
    

    
      "That's the river. Ace of spades."
    

    
      This is a full house — three of one number and two of another number. A 
      king
       full house, too. Not much that can beat that.
    

    
      "I got a straight."
    

    
      "King full house."
    

    
      "Damn, Heath. That's pretty strong. That's why it feels all the better that I have…an ace full house!"
    

    
      An 
      ace
       full house? That's practically the strongest hand in the game! What luck! What an upset!
    

    
      "You — Wait, Rachel, let's talk about this —"
    

    
      "Mwahaha, it's all mine! Thanks for the three hundred! Don't worry, it's all going back into the pot anyway."
    

    
      "Still… What are the odds? A king full house and an ace full house."
    

    
      "Damn, y'all are lucky! I had a two and a three. I think those are actually the worst cards in the game."
    

    
      "Your terrible gambling luck will never cease to amaze me, Mira."
    

    
      Me too. That would have formed literally zero playable hands. Literally a single four would have performed better.
    

    
      So what have we learned today? I don't think we have to pay too much attention to the rest of their games. Clearly this is a more inexperienced group of poker players. You won't be able to learn that much from them.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      The last day! Keep your head up high, child. We'll check up on Mira today to see if anything changes, and then we'll move on.
    

    
      "Good morning, Mira! You like you barely got a wink of sleep. Poker ran on long?"
    

    
      "I wish. Billy had a nightmare at two in the morning, so I had to comfort him and sit with him for a while before he would go to sleep again."
    

    
      Human children are so fussy. When you were younger, you wouldn't dare wake us up unless it was truly dire — if you were falling out of the tree or something.
    

    
      "Mira, Shayla? Could I borrow you for a moment?"
    

    
      It's so difficult to tell what's going on with only sound. Once again, I so very much hope that humans can design more accessible buildings.
    

    
      "Mr. Deandre, what is it?"
    

    
      "We've got a new client — he's very important — but he'll be working with you two, so we're introducing him to you now so you can get to know each other a bit before starting work in a professional capacity. I'm pleased to welcome Mr. James Quincey, President of Coca-Cola. Mr. Quincey?"
    

    
      "Good morning to you two. Please feel free to call me James. I'm very interested in your company — Mira?"
    

    
      "Oh! James! Very good to see you again. It's been so long. How're the kids doing? Do you still have that silly goose in your house?"
    

    
      "It's a shame, but we had to get rid of it because of the kids. They wouldn't stop attacking it for some reason."
    

    
      "Oh, let me make a new one for you, then. It'll be no trouble at all."
    

    
      "Er, Mira, Mr. Quincey, have you two met before?"
    

    
      "Ah, Mr. Deandre, I had the good fortune to meet Mira on a shopping trip a couple of years back, and we've been in contact ever since. I had no idea she was working for you! If I'd known earlier, I'd have known that you'd have been in safe hands. A wonderful person, Mira."
    

    
      "You flatter me, James. You have a great many talents too — you bake a 
      mean
       lemon pie that is to die for."
    

    
      " Why, thank you. By the way, is it true that you managed to hold your boy's — Eddie, was it? — hand? Jacqueline is always complaining about it. I can barely make it three steps into the road before she shrugs me right off. At this point I've given up on trying to force the issue."
    

    
      "Oh, my. No, you absolutely did the right thing. No child 
      wants
       to have their hand held the whole way. If I tried to force that on my kids, they would have disowned me. The trick is to make it seem like 
      they
       want their hand held. Like they're in control."
    

    
      "Ahem."
    

    
      "My sincerest apologies, Mr. Deandre. I got a bit carried away. Please, Mira, Shayla, let us continue to see how the company is doing."
    

    
      "How do you know so many people??"
    

    
      "I bump into them, I dunno. I meet a lot of people wherever I go. People are nice, after all. And they have a lot of things to share."
    

    
      "You're a mystery, Mira."
    

    
      "I'm so sorry, everyone. I have to take this call. I'll be back in a minute — go on without me."
    

    
      "Hey Justin! What's up? I'm at work right now. Can it wait? Oh. That is a conundrum. Calm down and we can think through this together. Actually, I just remembered. I have James here — Coke's CEO, you know him? He might be able to handle this better than I can. Yeah, I'll go grab him. Hey, James? Justin Trudeau wants to talk to you. Take my phone?"
    

    
      "Uh…sure. Mr. Trudeau?"
    

    
      "What the fuck is happening, Mira.
       I just saw you patch the fucking CEO of Coke with the fucking Prime Minister like you were old pals."
    

    
      "They're both my friends. I bumped into them somewhere. Y'know. It happens."
    

    
      "No. No no no. It 
      happens
       that you bump into 
      normal
       people. Like Billy from the corner store or Andrea from the supermarket. You don't get to bump into some of the country's 
      most influential people
       just like that. That's not 
      normal
      ."
    

    
      "Shayla, you're being normalising again. Sometimes it's good to expand your worldview. Y'know, that 
      Undertale
       game you introduced me to back then could help expand your horizons. I met this Toby guy who was super knowledgeable about the game. I know you and him are both super into it, so maybe I could introduce you two —"
    

    
      "Ha ha. And was his last name 'Fox', too?"
    

    
      "Not sure. I never asked."
    

    
      "Mira, you're a mystery, you know that?"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      9. Burn Faster
    

    
      Before we leave this city, let us take a look at one more place. It'll be a while before we run into another major human settlement. Look over there. Do you see the building over there with the darkened interior and warm lights? That's a bar — a popular choice where any human-watcher can find nearly every type of human.
    

    
      Historically, only those with impressive constitutions make it here. Prepare your stomach.
    

    
      Now, establishments like these usually don't have too much in the way of security. A bird can easily come and go as they please, which makes it all the better for us if we want to hide up in the rafters and get a clear view of everything going down below.
    

    
      "The strongest drink you have, please." See how that woman over there slumps over, resting her head in her arms? That's a sign of defeat. It means that she's recently suffered a tremendous loss, and that she wants to be consoled. Probably by the man in the suit polishing the special glass in his hands.
    

    
      Humans are strange, I know. Birds can bounce right back to what they were doing before just fine, but humans care far too much about being hurt and all that.
    

    
      "Bad day, ma'am? Here's your gin negroni. Gin, vermouth, and Campari, garnished with a twist of orange."
    

    
      "Thanks. Ugh. You wouldn't believe it."
    

    
      "If you ever need someone to listen, I'll be right here."
    

    
      "Who does he think he is! Fuck that guy, I swear."
    

    
      "What kind of guy is he?"
    

    
      "You know. Always thinks he's the shit. Gets in all of our faces. Like, dude. You might be my boss but 
      I'm
       the expert here. That's why you hired me, after all. Right? If you think you can do better, then do it yourself! Don't micromanage me like a goddamn button pusher."
    

    
      "That sucks. Another glass, ma'am?"
    

    
      "Thanks. So, Mr. Bartender, how was your day? I'm Emily, by the way."
    

    
      "Rick. Pleased to meet you. Kinda the usual. I think it's been a little quiet today. Finally got my lifeguarding license over the weekend."
    

    
      "That's pretty cool. Do you swim often?"
    

    
      "Not much nowadays. Every once in a while, when I can."
    

    
      "Can I get something lighter? Get my mind clearer after that doozy."
    

    
      "Absolutely. Can I get you a classic Cosmopolitan?"
    

    
      "Yes, please. Sounds great."
    

    
      Hm. Wait a moment. Is that… Yes. Yes, I think I've got it. My romance sense is tingling. I sense that these two — this "Emily" and this "Rick" must end up together. Can't you sense the chemistry? The unresolved sexual tension? The sheer potential these two have to build a life together? They're perfect for each other.
    

    
      It's a classic! A man and a woman meet in a bar. She comes here looking for a drink and an escape from her reality, but instead, she finds a man who, although he seems aloof, is actually the mask in front of a troubled soul who, after a great shift in his life, is trying to get his life back together.
    

    
      If they hurry, maybe we can see their relationship progress. You hardly ever see this during the migration season. You're enormously lucky, child. Perhaps we will stay a few more days indeed. We're so close to Vancouver that I feel fairly certain we can afford it.
    

    
      "Here you are. One Cosmopolitan."
    

    
      "'Preciate it. How much is everything?"
    

    
      "$12.50."
    

    
      "Here. Keep the change. It was nice talking to you, Rick. Maybe I'll see you around? And this is for you, too."
    

    
      "Thank you very much."
    

    
      Why are you 
      leaving
      , woman? Don't you want this man? How can you possibly be thinking of anything else? You just spent a good 
      half hour
       in the bar talking to this guy? The man, I understand, since he has to go through all the employment nonsense that humans love so much. Child, don't be like her when you grow up. When you spot someone you love, you have to cling onto them and never let go.
    

    
      Garuda save me. Go to bed, child. I'll join you in the morning and we 
      will
       tail this woman until the moment she confesses her feelings and they enter a committed relationship. It's going to happen. I can 
      feel
       it in my bones.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Woman, why are you even bothering to go to work? You've found the love of your life! All of your problems are solved now that you've found a man! I don't understand. Why isn't she immediately going to the bar to profess her undying love?
    

    
      Oh, 
      now
       she goes. 
      After
       work. Better late than never, I suppose. The man's been waiting for you for 
      hours
      . Humans go on and on about their obligations and how they're busy and if they don't do something 
      now
       they're going to miss it, but why do they always never seem to see what's most important right in front of their eyes?
    

    
      I knew that they were far more shortsighted than we, but I did not anticipate them being quite 
      this
       shortsighted.
    

    
      Come, child. Let us see if 
      now
       she can finally work up the courage to talk to her lover.
    

    
      "Hey, Rick."
    

    
      "Emily. You seem like you're doing better today."
    

    
      "My boss got fired today!"
    

    
      "Oh, that's great!"
    

    
      "Right? There's no fucking way that the next guy could possibly be any worse. I complained to HR a while back, but they didn't say anything for weeks so I thought they just ghosted me and weren't gonna do anything about it. As it turns out, apparently enough other people complained that they got rid of him in the end! What have you got for me that works for a celebration? Not champagne, though. Something a little more affordable."
    

    
      "How about a classic hurricane cocktail? Spiced and fruity, it works wonders with a good mood. It might be a little strong, though."
    

    
      "Hit me. I can take it. Although…it feels kinda weird to celebrate alone. I think my coworkers are all off partying somewhere else. Wanna drink with me? It'll be on me."
    

    
      She is 
      offering
       a 
      drink
       to him! Look! Do you know 
      how many people 
      tell people trying to romance them to buy them a drink first? Well, that's happening right now? This is practically the prerequisite to holding hands!
    

    
      "Ah. Sorry, but I'm on the job right now. Maybe later?"
    

    
      What are you doing, you fool? Look! Your yet-to-be significant other is offering to buy you alcohol, and you declined because of your 
      employment?
       I cannot believe you. How ridiculous. How selfish. What an incredible turn of events. I have seen 
      worms
       inching faster than these two progressing their relationship.
    

    
      "When does your shift end? I might just stay here for an hour, if you don't mind. Got plenty of other things to complain about."
    

    
      "In fifteen minutes or so. Ah, please excuse me for one second — hello, ma'am. Please refrain from throwing the glasses at other people, thank you. They're rather fragile."
    

    
      How inconsiderate! When you grow up, child, don't leave your girl alone like that. Personally, that would instantly disqualify them in my eyes. But humans don't care about that as much, I believe. Still, tending to your "job" for so long can only send the wrong message. How can you commit to a long-term relationship if you can't even commit to fifteen minutes of conversation?
    

    
      "Hi Emily! Sorry to keep you waiting — my shift just finished. Cheers to your boss getting fired?"
    

    
      Finally. They are literally sitting side by side. Look at the development. The progression. At this rate, they might even get together before I die.
    

    
      I just wish they'd hurry up. We have deadlines to meet, after all, and I'd much rather they get together 
      before
       the next migratory season. Humans are so slow in everything they do.
    

    
      "Ooh, what kind of drink is that?"
    

    
      "It's a slightly different version of your drink — I don't like pineapple, so I substituted in some apple instead."
    

    
      "That sounds pretty interesting. I'll have to try it next time. Cheers to my boss — wait, you should also choose something to celebrate."
    

    
      "Oh. Um…I guess…I ranked up in League of Legends recently?"
    

    
      "Shit, you play League too? What rank are you now?"
    

    
      "I just reached Silver IV! My friends are all way better than me, though."
    

    
      "Hey, that's still something to celebrate! My friends are also way better than I am, too. Cheers to graduating out of Bronze!"
    

    
      I'm afraid that I'm acquiring a lot of new vocabulary right now. League of Legends? Who are the legends? Humans have so much jargon. Just when we think we've got the entire language mapped out, they always throw a couple of wrenches into our plans.
    

    
      "And cheers to getting rid of your boss! Ah, that hits the spot."
    

    
      "Damn, you make a mean cocktail. Do you get to drink a lot as a bartender?"
    

    
      Honestly, I'm quite curious too. I am acquainted with several birds who would kill to do nothing but serve and drink all day. A comfortable and fulfilling life, to hear them say it. But I say that being trapped in one place doing the same thing your entire life isn't worth any amount of comfort. Where's the adventurous spirit? The thrill of life?
    

    
      "Not as much as you'd expect, I think. It's a job, after all. The discounted alcohol's pretty great, but I think being able to talk to lots of interesting people is the bigger appeal of a job like this. Like you, for example."
    

    
      Oho! Do my ear slits detect a flirt? Are we getting relationship development? Also. Be consistent! 
      Humans.
       First they want to drink, but then they complain that because it's a job they can't do that. 
    

    
      "Huh. Is it fun? Sounds like it's 
      way
       better than 
      my
       day job. I'd take that any day over pushing buttons and talking to clients."
    

    
      "Sort of? At the end of the day, it's a job, after all. Do you expect to have fun while working?"
    

    
      Garuda strike me down. What are those two 
      talking
       about? The philosophy behind employment? Horrifying. That's something human-watchers should be talking about, not humans. What kind of discussion is this? Why aren't they getting together yet? I don't have all year!
    

    
      "Kinda, actually. Life is always more fun when you enjoy what you go in to do every single day. I get that some people do it just for the money, but — personally, I'm already pretty comfortable, so since I can, I might as well do something I like and have fun doing."
    

    
      "I suppose I didn't really think about it that way. I don't do this full-time, so I think that changes the math on it a bit —"
    

    
      "Oh, absolutely. Part-time is so different because even though it'd still be really nice to enjoy it, you're not spending that much time there, right? So it doesn't matter as much. What do you do full-time?"
    

    
      "I make art. Tying back into what you said before, actually, I sell my own art. So I guess that makes it something I like."
    

    
      "Wait, that's really cool! Man, I'm jealous. I'm just another button-pusher but here you are working as a bartender and as an artist! What kind of art is it? Can I see it?"
    

    
      Now, my human subtleties may be a bit rusty, but even I'm fairly certain that this is a positive sign for romance. Asking to see something as deeply personal as art, nearly unprompted? A match made in heaven! Let the choir sing! To two souls deeply in love.
    

    
      Hurry up and confess to each other already!
    

    
      "I make sculptures. Most of it is in the studio, so when you're not busy, you could pop over and take a peek if you want? I don't have pictures of anything on my phone right now either."
    

    
      "Aw. Shit, sorry. I have things to do after this. Maybe next time? Send me a picture for sure today, though, alright?"
    

    
      "No problem. What's your number?"
    

    
      There it is. If my extensive human-watching training has not failed me, this is a critical step toward the building of the relationship between these two. Perhaps they have it in them yet. The legendary exchanging of the phone numbers. Goodness. 
    

    
      "Let me enter it for you?"
    

    
      Oh! I don't believe I've introduced those yet. My apologies. The slim rectangles in their hands are called "phones". They possess immense power, enough to launch a rock high enough to kill a bluebird. Humans use it to communicate with each other.
    

    
      "Got my message?"
    

    
      "Yep! How much do I owe you for the drinks?"
    

    
      "It's on the house this time, to celebrate, heh, your boss getting fired. Congratulations again!"
    

    
      "Aw, you didn't have to do that. Thanks! I'm looking forward to seeing those sculptures!"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Why must humans have so many responsibilities? If I were Emily, I'd drop everything and pursue love with Rick. Yet she still runs back and forth between buildings, talks to dozens of people, and then goes home to her roommate and talks to her for hours on end for some reason. They're not in love. Why do they bother?
    

    
      Difficult questions. It may be decades before the Institute is able to dig out answers from the humans. Difficult indeed.
    

    
      "Em! You're finally back. Stayed out late with the cute bartender boy again?"
    

    
      "Oh my god, Hannah. I think I have a chance! After his shift ended, we sat down and talked for an hour before I had to head to the afterparty. He's a bartender, a lifeguard, and a sculptor!"
    

    
      "I gotta see this guy with my own eyes. Call me after work ends, and I'll meet you at the bar?"
    

    
      "Works for me. But he's 
      mine,
       got it?"
    

    
      "Loud and clear."
    

    
      Good. He has her roommate's approval. Everything is going smoothly. If only they could move a 
      little
       bit faster…
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Hey, Rick! I brought a friend this time! Hannah, this is Rick. Rick, Hannah."
    

    
      A new challenge for the poor boy. He's being double-teamed! How he rises to the challenge could result in a dramatic change of fortunes.
    

    
      "Hey, Hannah. Good to meet you. So you and Emily are…"
    

    
      "Em and I are roommates, but we also go way back. Around elementary school, I'd say. But enough about me! Can I get a white wine sangria?"
    

    
      "And I'll get the same."
    

    
      "Two white wine sangrias. Coming right up."
    

    
      "I gotta say, he's a real slick piece of eye candy. I approve."
    

    
      "Come on, Hannah. 
      Surely
       you can focus on something other than looks for once."
    

    
      "I've known him for, like, ten seconds! Give me a little while longer, and then I can leave you two together for your hanky-panky time."
    

    
      "Wha—" That sputter is reminiscent of the tractor that killed your Uncle Jordan. 
      "Hannah!"
    

    
      "Hm?"
    

    
      "Here you are. Two white wine sangrias."
    

    
      "Thanks! Rick, when does your shift end today?"
    

    
      "Same as yesterday. Did you have anything in mind?"
    

    
      "I was thinking we could chat a little again."
    

    
      Preferably a little more than chatting, I hope. Chatting is for . Now, some mouth-to-mouth action — that's what we're here for. The way the human lips lock together…the way the heads move as one as hands scrabble for grip… Even an old bird such as I can tell how much passion there is in a good, long kiss! If birds had lips, Marty would be blown away by how much love I'd make to him.
    

    
      "For sure. I'll be off the clock in fifteen, then."
    

    
      This might be the slowest couple in the world. 
      Clearly
       she likes him and he likes her, so why aren't they together yet?
    

    
      "Kinda stiff, actually. He's got the looks, but I dunno if he's the right person for you, Em."
    

    
      "Hannah, have you ever met a person who you wanted to dig deep into, behind whatever act they put up with people, and just admire the shiny core inside?"
    

    
      "That's a very weird way of asking if I wanted to get to know someone better, but yes."
    

    
      "Not exactly like that! Like, getting to know someone's 
      true
       self. I think that underneath all of the stiffness, there's a golden boy inside Rick."
    

    
      "And you want it all to yourself."
    

    
      "It'll be a fun challenge, that's for sure. To get him to open up."
    

    
      "Oh, Em. You've always had a thing for people like that. Not just boys. But I do see where you're coming from. There he is. I'll let you have your alone time, don't worry. Make sure you don't get kidnapped!"
    

    
      "Wait, Hannah —"
    

    
      "I'm done! Am I interrupting something?"
    

    
      "No, not at all! So sorry, Rick, but I really gotta go. I'll leave you two to it, then~"
    

    
      I like this woman. She knows what she's doing, and she has the noble goal of shoving Emily and Rick together just like me. Except she can actually do something about it!
    

    
      "Aughh. That's Hannah for you. She does what she wants. Comes and goes like the wind. Please don't hold it against her. I promise she's a great friend and a super fun person to be around."
    

    
      "No harm done. Actually, Emily, I wanted to ask you something — are you free this weekend?"
    

    
      Oho? The classic "are you free?" Might it be the prelude to, perhaps…a 
      date?
       A lonesome excursion with just the two, together as they figure out how to weave a life together in the tapestry of this world.
    

    
      "Mostly. I'll be out Sunday afternoon. Why?"
    

    
      "Do you want to come over to my studio and make a sculpture together?"
    

    
      It's a date! Excellent. My gizzard quivers at the rapid relationship progression. Finally, the good stuff!
    

    
      "Sure! Is Saturday afternoon okay?"
    

    
      "Yeah. I'll text you my address. …Whew! How was your day today?"
    

    
      "Pretty good. Now that my old boss is gone, it's like everyone is just a little bit happier. Like there isn't a layer of oppression and dread filling us every morning. It's a little strange, but the sun's brighter, the sky is bluer, and life feels so much more pleasant, you know?"
    

    
      I have no idea what she is talking about. Is she drunk?
    

    
      "Oh, definitely. I totally get what you mean. It's like waking up after a good night's sleep after a month of sleep deprivation, or right after exams in college. That's good. Did I tell you how I got my lifeguarding license the other week? Well, I got a lifeguarding job on weekends! It doesn't pay as well as this one, but it's more stable and the time commitment isn't nearly so bad. I get to sit around and just watch people."
    

    
      Why
       are they talking about such mundane things? Why aren't they kissing and loving each other? 
      Hurry up
      , you two. Why are they talking about their jobs? I hope they understand that I don't have all day.
    

    
      "Hey, congrats! That's really impressive. I got my ski instructor license a while back, but teaching really isn't for me. I couldn't handle the kids." Children are easy to deal with. What is she talking about? I'm dealing with 
      you
       just fine, aren't I? Simply tell them what to do and let them starve a little when they get out of line. Works every time. "Like, sometimes they just stop and start crying for their parents and then you have to comfort them and lie to them that they'll come soon. It doesn't feel good."
    

    
      "Did you ever try telling them the truth?"
    

    
      "Yeah, but that doesn't solve the problem, right? They still want their parents. I can't tell them that they ditched them here for five hours. They'd cry even louder!"
    

    
      "I see. I found that if you're nice to them, the kids usually cooperate. They're scared, right? They're in an unfamiliar place. So they need to understand that the teacher is there to support them and introduce them to the new place. It's easier if you make it fun, so they don't want to leave, either."
    

    
      "That's a 
      lot
       of effort, though. Having to take care of them one-on-one like that?"
    

    
      "That's true. It's easier if you really like them. I snowboard, not ski, so I'm not too sure if there are any major differences, but I imagine that it's a little less annoying if you don't have to take their board on and off all the time."
    

    
      I wonder if I could get them to escalate if it was blatantly obvious that they should kiss. 
    

    
      "Wait, you snowboard? Hey, do you wanna go to Whistler together before the season ends? I work there part-time on weekends, so I can get you a discounted ticket~"
    

    
      "Holy crap. Really? That sounds amazing. When can we go?"
    

    
      "Maybe next week? This week I still wanna see how you make your sculptures."
    

    
      Please pardon our extended stay, child. It appears that it'll be just a week or so longer. Although, if we stay 
      just
       another week, we could follow these two west to the great mountain range, which is 
      technically
       in the same direction that we're going.
    

    
      "Or maybe we could do Sunday? A quick day trip. I'm not sure if I want to stay multiple nights there."
    

    
      Scratch that. It'll only be a couple of days longer. Thank Garuda.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      The poor wood. If Emily slams her fist on that door much harder, I fear that the whole thing will fall inward.
    

    
      "Yo! Rick! Open up!" Ah! What happened to him? His apron…his hands — why are they all covered in dust? "Goddamn, what happened to you?"
    

    
      "Emily! Come in. I was just setting up, so my hands are a 
      little
       bit dirty. It washes off, don't worry."
    

    
      "Is all of that wax?"
    

    
      "Oh, yes. We'll be working with wax today. You're not allergic or anything, are you?"
    

    
      "No, no. I'm just…fascinated by how you got it all over yourself like that. Nice place, by the way. Love the sculptures on the railings. Did you make them yourself? They're really intricate."
    

    
      "Yep! These ones are for fun. But if you come this way — oh, you can leave your jacket in the closet."
    

    
      So
       close. They could be making innuendo jokes that bring them closer together, but nooooo. Instead, they're making 
      sculptures
      . The only way that this can be forgiven is if they make sculptures of each other that symbolise their desire for each other that results in the two of them 
      finally
       realising how in love they are with each other, cumulating in a passionate display of love. But I digress.
    

    
      "— over here is the studio. I've got this much wax for both of us. The first thing you have to do is plan out what you're gonna make. How're your drawing skills?"
    

    
      "Not bad. Good enough to help visualise something. Anything I should keep in mind while 
    

    
      "The usual. Make sure that what you're making has enough support so that it doesn't break or fall over, make sure that you can actually feasibly carve it out with a knife, stuff like that. Aside from that, though, you can make whatever you want. I'm gonna be working on this bee I sketched last week."
    

    
      "It's almost Easter, so…what about a cute little bunny? Something like…this?"
    

    
      That is the most hideous thing I've ever seen. All of the proportions are wrong. What kind of bunny has eyes that span half of its head? Why does it have fingers? It's almost some strange alien cross between a human and a rabbit. Clearly human education is not all that it's cracked up to be if they can't even properly visualise rabbits.
    

    
      "That's really good. Maybe a bit too detailed for the time we have, and the ears over here might break off if you put too much weight on them, so you might want to shift it a bit, like so… But otherwise it's a great plan."
    

    
      And he calls himself an 
      artist
      . How can an artist be so blind to not recognise the obvious flaws in a work? This carelessness would never hold water with bluebirds.
    

    
      "Speaking of time, how much time do we have? Also, how long would it take for you to sculpt something like this?"
    

    
      "Me? Maybe around six hours with a block this size. It's already afternoon, and I don't want to keep you busy here that long, so this'll already go right to dinner, and unless you want to stay for dinner, it'd be better to stick with simpler designs."
    

    
      "I'd love to. Join you for dinner, I mean. If you're okay with it. I can cook if you want me to. It'd give us some more time to finish our sculptures, right?"
    

    
      I 
      suspect
       that there is some romantic intent 
      somewhere
       in those sentences, but I've been deceived too many times by these incompetent fools that I shall not be tricked by this yet again.
    

    
      "Oh! Um. Yeah, I have no problem with that at all. Hm. What can we make… Eh. We'll cross that bridge when we come to it. Here. Let me show you how to use a carving knife…"
    

    
      I wish he would show her how to carve out a future for them together instead.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      It's been 
      six hours
       and they're 
      still
       at it. Didn't even say anything important to each other in that time either.
    

    
      "Hey, Emily? Or can I call you Em?"
    

    
      "Hm? Yeah, for sure."
    

    
      "Em. Em em em."
    

    
      "Yeah?"
    

    
      "Just testing how it sounds. Anyway, I'm starting to get a little hungry. Wanna take a break and make dinner?"
    

    
      "Sure. What are we making?"
    

    
      "A great question. Let's see what's in the fridge… Are you allergic to anything? Any dietary restrictions?"
    

    
      "Just seafood. So nothing like that shrimp over there which I'm sure is very delicious but would almost certainly kill me."
    

    
      "Alright. How about burgers? I'm feeling kinda lazy after spending so long sculpting."
    

    
      "I'm down. What do you need me to do?"
    

    
      "Prepare the lettuce, tomatoes, and onions?"
    

    
      "On it. Ooh, what you mixing into the patties?"
    

    
      Now, I'm not sure if I've raised this issue with you before, but I must interject here to say that humans food requires such preparation. What is there to prepare with all of these fruits? Just eat it! Easy. Simple. Fast. Rick complains about feeling lazy and tired yet he goes through this long process to assemble his nutrition! This is perhaps one of the biggest shortcomings of the human race. They care far too much about their food. No matter the region on this planet, I am confident that every single human wants a cooked variety of food. Another one of the true mysteries of mankind.
    

    
      "An egg  and breadcrumbs to hold it together, and a little salt and pepper. That's all."
    

    
      "That's pretty fancy. I'm used to nothing but beef. And you're making the patties yourself, too — I thought you said you were tired of cooking."
    

    
      "I am. But you gotta love the food you make, right? No point in making crappy food."
    

    
      But the 
      only
       crappy food is food made out of literal feces! Why can't they love the food without putting ten different ingredients together? It must be exhausting and yet so pointless. Not to mention all of the waste. I've watched humans that have scrounged for food in all sorts of odd places. If they could see what parts these two are throwing away… A true shame.
    

    
      "Fair enough. Are these good?"
    

    
      "Perfect. Just gimme a couple more minutes and I'll finish up the patties. Mind toasting the buns for now?"
    

    
      "Already done. Hey, that smells really good!"
    

    
      "Glad you like it."
    

    
      How long did this take? Almost half an hour? That's almost half an hour longer than it takes for birds to eat their food. Humans always complain how they never have enough time in the day to do everything that they want to do. Well, if they could just eat perfectly good raw food without complaining so much, maybe they'd have more time in the day.
    

    
      Honestly, it's so strange how they're so ingenious and design all sorts of machines, like their phones, yet they're so dumb that they can't see a solution right in front of their eyes.
    

    
      "Thanks for the food! Where do you want me to put this?"
    

    
      "Leave it in the dishwasher. I'll run it later. You made really good progress on your bunny. Is this your first time?"
    

    
      "Yep."
    

    
      "All you have to do is the lower half and then polish it. You're fast at this!"
    

    
      "It's nowhere near as good as yours, though. I can tell the difference right away looking between the two. How'd you get it to look so…fuzzy?"
    

    
      "Lots of individual tweaks. I have a tweezer here, among other tools. It'd be really hard to do this if you only had a knife. Wanna give it a try?"
    

    
      "Thanks. Huh. I didn't expect that."
    

    
      "Heh. Yeah, wax doesn't exactly stretch like you'd expect. It's soft yet malleable, but it also melts. It's rather candy-like. I can show you how I did mine?"
    

    
      "I see. That's some careful hand technique. How long have you been making these?"
    

    
      "Oh, almost ten years now?"
    

    
      "Damn. I can't imagine committing to something like this for so long, even if it is a hobby."
    

    
      "I like to do i in my free time. It's relaxing. Like…flower pressing or journaling?"
    

    
      "Odd choice of other hobbies you've chosen. Are you maybe…"
    

    
      "No! I don't mean it that way. I don't do either of those things, either. Um, but yeah. Like I said, it's strictly for fun. I don't just sell these nilly-willy. It'd kinda ruin the fun part about it."
    

    
      "I think I get it. I felt pretty similar when it came to programming. Unless it's a really really good job, anything you do for fun stops being fun when you have to do it for work. For me, there's almost a mental block stopping me from having fun. Really strange."
    

    
      "Exactly! It feels 
      wrong.
      "
    

    
      Just one more day. Surely they can get it together after tomorrow. They'll be together. Alone. Like they are now, but still. Perhaps the change of scenery will spark something deep inside them that'll cause them to realise their mad desire for each other.
    

    
      "Yo, Ricky, my man. Cool sculptures. Who's this chick?"
    

    
      Why
       is there a new person here. What is this laid-back, swaggering man doing here? When did he come inside?
    

    
      "Tom, this is Emily. She's a new friend I met recently. We're making sculptures together. Isn't she great? Emily, this is Thomas. He was my roommate in first year college."
    

    
      "Damn, girl. Is this your first time?"
    

    
      "Yep. Nice to meet you. Do you also make sculptures?"
    

    
      "I tried it couple of times. This dude keeps dragging me into making one with him. I keep on telling him how sissy it is, but he keeps on doing it."
    

    
      "I think that they're cute."
    

    
      "C'mon, Tom. It's just a hobby."
    

    
      "You can have better hobbies than fucking sculpturing, my guy. This shit's expensive, slow, and you ain't getting no bitches with it. Though if it was enough to bring this one chick home, maybe I gotta eat my words." What's with the silence? Why isn't anyone looking at each other? I need William here. He could always read humans better than I could. "Oh, shit. It's really happenin'? Ricky, my guy, my dude. Best of luck, man. I gotta go see Vicky now. Probably'll stay over for the night, so you got the whole house to yourself, if you catch my drift."
    

    
      "We're not like that, Tom. Say hi to Vicky for me though!"
    

    
      Oh my Garuda. Is this denial. Have we reached the point that we've entered the five stages of grief? Do humans find romance painful? That would explain many things. For birds, it's actually rather pleasant, but if humans suffer to undergo romance, it becomes completely clear why they choose to step around it so deftly so often.
    

    
      Hm… Perhaps I shall report this to the Institute and get some studies underway. This could be a promising development.
    

    
      "Will do. See ya…Emily, was it? Take good care of my Ricky for me."
    

    
      My. That man was rather…eccentric. Very outspoken.
    

    
      "He's kinda…eccentric. Very outspoken."
    

    
      "Yeah. Love the man, though. He's helped me out of many a tough spot. Hey, by the way, if you want to create a more fur-like texture on your bunny, you could try leaving on a bit of extra wax and shaving bits away like this. That way, you get the telltale strands of fur and hair and stuff."
    

    
      "Like this?"
    

    
      "A 
      little
       less pressure and tilt your hand 
      just
       a little bit. Very good! I'll leave the rest to you, then."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "That's a super cute bunny. Do you want to take it home?"
    

    
      "Can I?"
    

    
      "It's perfectly safe. Just make sure nobody eats it or anything. Also, don't leave it near a heat source or in direct sunlight, or else it'll melt and get everywhere. This kind of wax isn't 
      too
       toxic, so you won't die, but it'll still leave you sick to your stomach."
    

    
      "Gotcha. Thanks! I had a lot of fun today."
    

    
      Nooooo. Those two spent more than 
      eight hours together.
       How are they not in bed yet, holding hands? Rick's roommate even left him his house. What are they 
      doing?
       Even the fools back in 
      Montreal
       weren't this incompetent. When they saw an opportunity, they took it. No matter how attractive or talented you are, if you never seize any of the many opportunities that come your way, you will never amount to anything.
    

    
      "How're you planning on getting home, by the way? Need me to drive you back?"
    

    
      "Do you mind? I don't want to be too much of a bother. I was gonna call Hannah."
    

    
      "Not at all! Here, let me grab my shoes. I'll meet you outside."
    

    
      Is it even worth it trying to sneak inside? I don't believe we can even make it in. Last time we had to hide in the trunk, but they aren't opening the trunk. What are they going to do
    

    
      The moon is so very beautiful tonight. Ah. It's been a while since the skies have been so clear and the moon so prominent. Even though the stars are still blotted out by all of the lights.
    

    
      What is it?
    

    
      What do you mean, I missed a kiss?
    

    
      You must be lying to me. There is absolutely no chance that, the moment I look away, they start being the most affectionate couple — scratch that, that's a high bar — a couple of all time.
    

    
      Hold on just one second. Let me see exactly what's going on. This must be her apartment, right? That's why they've stopped here? And that's why they're…oh. Indeed. That is human affection.
    

    
      It truly is strange. There is this strange feeling in my gizzard when I see humans smiling at each other like so. It doesn't happen with any bluebirds. I suppose I pity them. Yet I am also glad to be proven right yet again. They have kissed. Thus they are in a romantic relationship. A bond to last until the end of time. What a beautiful human construct. I almost wish we bluebirds felt similarly.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      10. A Gilded Cage
    

    
      Welcome to the outskirts of Vancouver. The city so warm, some bluebirds even deign to stay here the whole year. But the mountains are our true destination, and we are here in the city for a short detour. Just a few more humans. 
    

    
      And speaking of humans, what would be better than trying a new place to find humans? Come, come! Let us visit the 
      library.
    

    
      What is a library, you ask? Fear not. It is a quiet area full of quiet humans. Before I knew any better, I thought that humans were social creatures. It is shockingly hard to find the quiet ones. They lurk in the shadows. It's as if they try not to be seen. Oftentimes they're just so similar to the loud ones in public that it's hard to tell between them if you don't watch very closely. But not to worry! I have had years of experience discriminating between humans. And I have deemed that the library holds the greatest concentration of these humans. Something about it is irresistible to this breed of humans.
    

    
      Why don't we spy on this human by the window? He reads a book in his hands. A book is composed of sheafs of paper that have written language printed on them. An efficient method of passing down information, if I do say so myself. If bluebirds had more dextrous appendages, I'm sure that we could do something that could compete with them. I believe the cover says…
      Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix.
       I do not have a single clue what that means.
    

    
      Oh, he leaves! Let us follow. Out of the library and onto the sidewalk.
    

    
      When a human has their head bowed low and their hands in their jacket pockets like so, it usually means that they are planning a bank robbery, in my experience. Or they might just not want to be noticed for some other reason, like shoplifting.
    

    
      In this case, I would lean more toward shoplifting. His backpack is a bit too conspicuous, so unless he needed to take out a lot of awkwardly sized items, he may not be planning a crime after all.
    

    
      Let us follow and see what exciting ideas he has planned.
    

    
      A train station! He is extremely fortunate to have made it out in time. Several humans I've followed have missed their trains or buses that ran only every half-hour. They were not particularly pleasant during that half-hour.
    

    
      In fact, I can see it coming right this way. A pleasant little blue machine, zipping around in the sky. "Zipping" might be a strong word, though. A bluebird could fly laps around it. Irritating it must be for the passengers inside it, but what a blessing for human-watchers! One of the worst things that could happen is that they ride a car so fast that it becomes impossible to catch up.
    

    
      Human public transit is so helpful and so convenient. It bunches thousands of different people together like a menu for us to pick and choose from, it allows humans to travel greater distances within a slightly less unreasonable amount of time, and it travels at just the right pace that even a fledgling could keep up if they really wanted to. But I digress.
    

    
      Let us check in again — is he back on his book again? He looks…I don't know. Mildly young? It's hard to tell with humans. They have so much hair everywhere.
    

    
      Look behind you. Do you see all of the concrete lines spanning the skies? It's rather different from the other cities we've toured, is it not? This is one of my favourite parts of the city. Humans love to construct large, lavish structures everywhere they go, and Vancouver has some of the most unique styles out of every city I've visited. Combined with the plentiful tree life and the proximity to a large river and ocean… It's almost a shame that it had to be 
      humans
       living here. I imagine that I would have settled down here in a heartbeat if I could.
    

    
      Ah, we're slowing down. Is he getting off at this stop? No? Then let me continue where I left off. Where was I? Right. If I had the choice, I imagine that I would settle in a large city, even with all of the greater risks that come with it. There is simply so much 
      more
       going on anywhere, anytime. There is always something to see. It'll knock some life back into the old gizzard yet.
    

    
      Not that it's 
      that
       much better in rural regions. My friends tell me that they're in constant fear of getting shot by hunters. Humans actually eat bluebirds, did you know? Those that are truly desperate. I cannot imagine that I would taste very good. All feathers and bones.
    

    
      You haven't had the chance to see the nightlife in a human city yet, have you, child? Well, today will be your lucky day. I do hope you are well-rested. Tonight we shall explore, assuming this human doesn't go bonkers and stay up the entire night. It happens. It's not good for either me nor the human. But we do it anyway, although I suspect it's for entirely different reasons.
    

    
      Speaking of this human. He isn't doing much, so you might be bored. Are you bored? Be careful not to judge them by initial impressions. I daresay that every human has their own story. I have not found two identical humans yet. If one digs deep enough, if one persists long enough, one is always surprised by the extent to which humans express themselves.
    

    
      Ah, we're slowing again. Is he getting off at this stop? So he is. Keep up, now, child. We can't have you falling behind again. Observe how his back is hunched, how his head always just dips below eye level. This means that he is trying to avoid any interaction with any of the other humans. The way they can expertly navigate their world without looking ahead of them is a unique quirk of the human species.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Already at his home? I suppose he must be another university student. The drastic increase in plant life and the bustle of humans with backpacks around the area are a sure sign. Yet he ignores each and every one of them! He stays on the edge of the path, going somewhere he must intimately know. A straight line.
    

    
      I'm rather surprised that he makes it to his building without talking to or acknowledging a single other person.
    

    
      Oh, my. What a luxurious space! He has his own bed, a desk, and a chair! Everything is so well-contained. So cozy for someone his size. I do not see a toilet anywhere, though. Where does he relieve himself? Surely not on the carpet?
    

    
      Let's see what his plan is. What does he intend to do? Surely it isn't — no. Not after so many hours at the library.
    

    
      I suppose he is simply a true book lover, to flop onto his bed and continue reading. I can imagine how relaxing it must be — to lay in the comforting embrace of the blankets, big enough that asphyxiation is not a concern. To take in the natural sunlight from the open window, a slight breeze tickling the nose and bringing the earthy scent of the trees and dirt around the building. The background of students chattering about anything and everything and the sound of balls being kicked as other students play in the field.
    

    
      It must be comforting indeed.
    

    
      I understand that you must be nodding off by now. I know I mentioned that humans are always interesting if you give them long enough, but if this continues on for another hour, I fear that you might genuinely fall asleep. So, if he doesn't — he's shifting! Open your eyes, child!
    

    
      Progress! He stumbles to his computer! And…does a bunch of what I must presume is work or other various computer things. He isn't saying anything. How am I supposed to explain anything to you if he isn't showing anything I can explain? I wish we could hop inside his mind and understand exactly what he's doing and why. It's so difficult to understand if he doesn't say anything.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Pshah, there he goes again. This time…to food? Yes. Communal eating areas are some of my favourite places. There is so much chatter in the air — chatter that our human here utterly ignores — that makes everything flow so wonderfully. Not to mention that the scent of human food is rather pleasant here, actually. I'm impressed. I never would have thought there would be impressive human food in a place like this.
    

    
      "Hi, can I get a spicy chicken wrap? Thanks." The boy speaks! Barely above a whisper, I must say, but his vocal cords resonate! They can move! I was nearly about to propose that he might have been hard of hearing or hard of speech, but that was a perfectly fine sentence spoken with no trouble at all.
    

    
      Be careful while moving through this crowd of people. The rafters are not properly screwed in, and if you fall, you'll be instantly squashed by the horde of students mingling in the cafeteria. Stay cautious.
    

    
      "One chicken wrap."
    

    
      "You can tap your UBCcard. Thank you." Such fancy technologies. He took out a card and tapped it against a beeper. I'm not entirely sure what the purpose of all of this is, but it's certainly interesting to watch.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Aaaaaand he takes it all the way back. Why not enjoy food while it's fresh? Leaving a worm sitting for a good hour will drain it of its heat and spoil its best part. If I had the option, I cannot imagine accepting the food and taking it half an hour away. It is simply not worth it.
    

    
      Granted, there is a suitable space for him in his room, what with the desk and the chair, but the smell of oil and chicken rather ruins the atmosphere I thought he was trying to nourish here. Not worth it at all.
    

    
      Now, let us proceed in the direction of forward. What adventures shall we see next?
    

    
      Oh my goodness. Really? Back to bed he goes, I suppose. A true reader. I might give him a couple of hours, but otherwise, child, how do you feel about visiting the core of Vancouver to examine the night life? Human cities drastically change after the sun sets.
    

    
      Don't complain. You must have had three hours' worth of naps today. Why 
      can't
       you fly by yourself? What could leave you so devastatingly fatigued that you can't even fly-hop after several long naps?
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Move along, now. There are plenty of sights to see. In the evening, when the sun has set and the lights in the city illuminate the world, it is as if the humans say, "Look at me! Look at me!" what with their arrogant beams that fill the landscape. There is barely a dark patch to properly sleep in. But that just means that everywhere you go, the city is alive. If it had a pulse, you could feel its strength rise and fall as the evening waxes and wanes.
    

    
      See those humans dancing on the street? They are inebriated. See those humans staggering out of what must be a bar? They are inebriated. See that man making out with the woman in that alleyway? They are inebriated.
    

    
      Humans are so daring. So powerful. So courageous. They recognise that their faculties decline in the evenings, so they voluntarily consume alcohol to induce and practice that feeling.
    

    
      They even eat at this hour. Delicious snacks sold in stalls and shops across the road. If there is one thing I wished we might adopt from the humans, it is agriculture. Imagine being able to snack on a fresh worm whenever you wanted, wherever you wanted. Imagine not having to want for food. If you want it, just take it.
    

    
      Hm. Food for thought.
    

    
      My. Now what are those humans doing to that machine?
    

    
      "Yo, does this work?"
    

    
      "I bet you it does. Why would anyone leave a hunk of junk just sitting out on their doorstep?"
    

    
      "It's Vancouver. We've got idiots that'd do that because they think it'll give them good luck."
    

    
      "Do you think it works?"
    

    
      "Yeah, right. The thing's coin-fed, and it must be dozens of years old. You'd be a madman to try and —"
    

    
      "Hey, I got it! Wanna play Street Fighter?"
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      Just a gaggle of children playing video games. It happens. Let us move on.
    

    
      That group of boys walking down the street, stumbling and using each other for support, heedless of the cars loudly yelling at them. One of them holds a beer bottle. 
    

    
      Those two girls walking together very closely, whispering to each other something secret. 
    

    
      The lonely woman in worn clothes and a heavy jacket, hugging her arms to herself as she tries to make herself comfortable on the bench.
    

    
      In the morning, we return to the university to continue observing our human. I shall give him three days to show who he is.
    

    
      Vancouver offers a huge variety of different people, all waiting to be observed. So, child, what do you want to do with all of these humans at your disposal?
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Garuda forbid. Human alarms are the worst. They cannot be bothered to properly be woken up by the sun. It's so noisy. So artificial. So constructed. A solution for a problem they created.
    

    
      Let us follow our human as he starts his day. At the dining hall, this time, he does not talk to a single person, simply grabbing a plate of food and a dark, aromatic drink. And then…I suppose he might go to class, like most students do?
    

    
      Yes. There he is. Back row, at least two empty seats to either side of him. At this point, you might wonder. Why is he like this? How does an asocial creature function in a social civilisation with social creatures?
    

    
      For the most party, they don't. But he must be an exception. One who thrives in the loneliness. We continue watching.
    

    
      He leaves the school? Off to the library he goes, I presume. Only one day of observation and I can already predict his future actions with pinpoint accuracy. In fact, I'll bet that this is all he does almost every day. Wake up, buy food, attend class, go to the library, eat food, read, and then sleep. A self-contained schedule. But it offers so little room for change.
    

    
      I suppose he must like the stability. There he is, coming back from the library. 
    

    
      Listen to that sigh. That is a satisfied sigh. That is the sigh of a man who carefully curated his life such that he would only see things he wanted to see. Hear things he wanted to hear. And only experience things he wanted to experience.
    

    
      And he is once again eating dinner at the same place and the same vegetables. Everything the same. When a person becomes one with their routine like this, should any person attempt to drag them out? Is this inherently bad? Do people 
      need
       to change?
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Regardless, I suppose we are back one more day. For the sake of your sleep-deprived brain, I hope that you do not fall asleep again. Although he might have done nearly the exact same thing for two consecutive days, it is important that you remember that humans do not need to change. If they do change, a catalyst makes it more obvious, but most humans are fine as they are. They have their quirks and their specialties, but also their weaknesses.
    

    
      Although you might want to poke and prod a human, it is important for the preservation of their culture that you do so with the intent that one of you will no longer in this world after deeply discussing this.
    

    
      Come along, we must head to class.
    

    
      Child?
    

    
      I understand that you went to sleep slightly later than when you usually do, but just because we experienced the Vancouver nightlife doesn't mean that you can sleep the entire day away. When I was your age, I could pull 
      two
       consecutive all-nighters and perfectly recover after a couple days.
    

    
      If you don't start moving, I will fetch a bucket of cold water.
    

    
      And then dip your tail in it.
    

    
      And then the rest of your body.
    

    
      There you go! That wasn't so hard, now, was it? Eat your food and we'll be on our way.
    

    
      Now, before we arrive, I must lay down some ground rules. Why, you might ask? Even though it's been a couple of days since we've arrived in Vancouver, you haven't learned a thing! It is incredibly irresponsible for you to be falling asleep every so often. Simply not excusable. I've pardoned you thus far, but one more time and I shall have to dole out 
      punishment
      .
    

    
      Are we understood? Good.
    

    
      Now, once again, observe. Even though it may seem the same every day, some things do actually change if you watch closely enough. See how his stride is much longer this time? This means that he feels urgency and is trying to get somewhere slightly faster. However, given how he follows such a strict routine, I might wager that he instead just wants to assert more control over his life. Poor boy. Not a single pair of wings on him.
    

    
      What might it be like to be like to never have wings? To never know the freedom of the skies? I suppose that one can never yearn for something if one does not know it exists.
    

    
      A depressing thought. Who knows what other wonders exist in the world that we can never understand?
    

    
      Oh! Something different has happened! Do you see? The boy crossed the street the 
      other
       way this time. Instead of going straight then left, he turned left first then went straight! What could this mean? Is it symbolism for how he is searching for a new direction in life, but all roads leave to the same destination? Or perhaps how in order to bring the smallest amount of variety in his life, he can still get to the same destination by taking different roads?
    

    
      How fascinating. Let us see how he changes his behaviour in class.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing has changed. The same two seats to either side, the same position in the classroom. The same content as the day before, by the looks of it. Take it from me — a bird who has no knowledge of human mathematics.
    

    
      Then I suppose he will just go home — unless? That's a completely new path he's taking! Garuda above. Is he finally changing his routine? Is our timing so opportune that we have the chance to see major character development?
    

    
      "Um. Hi." This is yet another classroom. I'd almost forgotten. Humans have different schedules for different days for some reason. It makes it all confusing and forgettable.
    

    
      "Welcome! Are you here for the Tea and Culture Club?" I stand corrected.
    

    
      "Yeah."
    

    
      "I'm James, the club's President. Nice to meet you! Have you paid your admission fee?"
    

    
      "Yep. Oh, uh, I'm Oliver."
    

    
      "Perfect. Let me check your UBCcard — great. Come on back, Oliver, and feel free to mingle around with other people. It's the start of the school year, so I promise everyone is either extremely friendly or here for the first time just like you."
    

    
      Uh oh. This is a bad sign. My human-watching experience tells me that this place is full of cliques. Judging by how people only briefly glance at Oliver — they don't want to talk to him. And so off he goes by himself, plopping down in the couch and, after a minute or so waiting for people to come to him, pulls out his phone and stays on that. A sad turn of events, indeed.
    

    
      "Hey there! Guy in the beanbag chair!"
    

    
      Shockingly, it works. In my experience, people usually walk right past the human until the human stops being scared of doing anything in the complete public and decides to go somewhere else and move on with his life. This person must really like people.
    

    
      "Yeah, you!"
    

    
      "Hello."
    

    
      "Hey! The name's Tanner. Love the shirt, by the way. What did you have in mind when you joined the Tea and Culture Club? Was it this?"
    

    
      "Um, yeah. I'm Oliver. I thought it'd be…quieter. There are a lot of people chatting to each other."
    

    
      "Ah, that's just how the club was built. Two friends who wanted to see what the limits were. Oh, and the free club funding to buy tea sets. Do you wanna join us at our table?"
    

    
      The opposing table waves.
    

    
      "Uh, sure."
    

    
      "Cool! 
    

    
      "Hey guys! I brought back Oliver here! Oliver, these are Amari and Steven."
    

    
      "Thank god! We finally got four players! Oliver, do you wanna play Monopoly?"
    

    
      "Sure. I'd love to."
    

    
      What a capitalist game. There is no reason why individuals need to have merit. All humans are humans, after all. Everything is down to luck and a little bit of rule-bending.
    

    
      "I call thimble!"
    

    
      I guess the car is mine. But don't worry, I'm sure I can prove you wrong.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Sooo. You were saying that you would have banished their GY or something.
    

    
      Do you see how he flinched when the Amari girl put an arm around his shoulder, by the way? That means that she is madly in love with him and is about to confess to him every thing he's ever done.
    

    
      Or perhaps it guarantees that $c_1=c_2=0$.
    

    
      You never know. "Hey, Oliver. what year and program are you in?"
    

    
      "I'm in first year CS. You?"
    

    
      That's a really high problem for a rend this week. Perhaps we could have adopted? Taen when one state is much lower than the Glamour.
    

    
      "I'm a third-year business student. Don't worry if you're younger or slower. There are plenty of people backing you. It's the Tea and Culture Club? We gotta stick together."
    

    
      "Thanks. So what else do you do here?"
    

    
      "Aside from Monopoly? We do a lot of chatting ,we play a little bit of Master Recipe.
    

    
      Also, you can you 
      lost
       to monopoly? They stopped making the herbs and sauce a week before. But we were just far too lazy to properly buy green onion (does he exist?
    

    
      "Don't worry. I am one of the best for my team, so now we also smash down the Sistel Cabbage. Beware that there are plenty of opportunities. Also, if you just want to sit here and do work, you can totally bring your laptop or put up the "Do Not Disturb" signs at the front of the desk.
    

    
      "Hey, Oliver. After this, the rest of us are gonna go get bubble tea. Wanna come?"
    

    
      "Oh. Sure. Is it my turn?" He's engaged in the game? He voluntarily choose to examine the controls in a way that allows him to actually do something. He's talking to people. He's opening up! Child, this is an excellent time to be both him and as a human-watcher. There is so much information that can be cleaned here, If you used pattern stretching to point at but the other ones can't really be used as any constant.
    

    
      "I summon my Mystical Elf! She has 2000 defense, so it'll be a big moment until you kill the Zenmaines myself. Push for lethal?
    

    
      Yep, that's legal and lethan. She swapped to get here! I'm surprised it took her that long, actually. You both were so fun to tease. Great that you all got your daily exercise.
    

    
      Certainly the card that fills up all of his monsters zones is going to do anything. Return three one ite. Kind
    

    
      \text{it's a speci2as your friends means that you have extensive appearance in building something. And you applied for…business? In that csek we might have to let about 500 more or so.
    

    
      Certainly Oliver looks like he's having fun.
    

    
      "Do I told her, "That's a grey bear! Ahything that would, strengthen the bummanity. We can't let that boss keep Egg. Well, we can, provided that we use $0 for everything.
    

    
      We have lettuce enjoyer all of my life. I don't think that I really see any authors at all.
    

    
      The warmth or the flavour must have lossened his tongue. U wish I could have joined. Then I'd at least get a free shae with it. Regardless — wonderful it is lunch time.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      No matter how much food there is in front of him, he always get s the same thing. Usually something a little big higher. Once again, child, bigger is not always better. It may be my imagination, but there were people behind Exodia. How didi the other two guys not do integration?
    

    
      You're asying that Nahida — Lord Kusanali was there but it might be another breakup. The frying pan is looking quite appealing. But first — hide! A child is coming!
    

    
      But that always works. How could he not be happy? What kind of person is having corn soup for lunch.
    

    
      "Hey, James, how do I collect my rank-up awards?"
    

    
      "Room and go straight to the closet in the right. That'll must have things that you can use.
    

    
      "Oh. Um, I just wanted to say that I really like how the public force and how important they are."
    

    
      "That's a great topic. If you need any of us, please slack us and we'll see what we can do from there.
    

    
      There are a shocking number of image viewers. It must be a half of the integral, 
    

    
      If he jumps near the end of the sequence, the Minding only restored the sate of redators. I need to rent something out too, I guess. Luckily, these two can boune anything they might have to win us the game.
    

    
      The first  / Jire ekenebt orig
    

    
      "People are outside more often. This is so similar to the computer in the 90s.  That way we an increase our market share by outcomiet in nearly everything from WXXE." And. Amy. If you ever want to drop by and say hello, please do.
    

    
      "Come with me! Yo, Stan, can we get a lavender tea for Oliver here?"
    

    
      "Oh, uh, you don't have to, please don't —"
    

    
      "On it!"
    

    
      "We got it, dude, don't worry."
    

    
      What coordination! tea leaves flying around left and right, all wrapped up in their plastic bags. A well-oiled machine, this organisation is.
    

    
      "One lavender tea, coming right up." He pours out the tea much like a fine gentleman would. The stream of golden-orange liquid releases a wonderfully fragrant aroma as it trails from the tip of the teapot into the teacup. I approve!
    

    
      "Want to join us in a game after this?"
    

    
      "Um, which game?"
    

    
      "Oh, you know. Some classic board games. Monopoly, Scrabble, poker, anything you can play while drinking tea."
    

    
      "Okay."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      What a relaxing atmosphere. The elegant blend of the various international teas, even though they contain plenty of caffeine, might be just enough to make a bird rather sleepy.
    

    
      That 
      does not
       mean you get to fall asleep, child! Honestly. With how much you've been falling asleep in the middle of human-watching, you might do well as a hedonist in the future.
    

    
      "That's it, folks, our time's up! Wrap up any tea sets you might have, please, and thank you all for coming to this week's meeting! Next week we have our special event to be held in the usual place in ESB."
    

    
      The poor boy in the corner. How delightful. Oliver doesn't look like he knows what he should be doing. Certainly he is doing the 
      opposite
       of mingling. Maybe he thinks that it makes him blend in more if he doesn't interact with anyone. What a fool he is.
    

    
      "Hey, Oliver? You coming back next week?"
    

    
      "Uh, yeah."
    

    
      "Great! I'll see you on Friday, then. Take care, Oliver. See you around. Stay cool."
    

    
      "Bye."
    

    
      And he's off! After a slight multi-hour detour, he is finally back on his traditional path home. Barely any variation from day to day. If I recall, even the traffic light order was similar! It is remarkable just how consistent he is.
    

    
      Now, it may just be my imagination, but don't you think that he seems more…contemplative today? Consistent he may be, but there are things that can change even the most consistent of people. They just have to learn something new. He might still be looking down, but instead of power-walking through everything and around everyone, it's more as if he's in thought. Less rushed.
    

    
      Fascinating. You see, child, that all humans have an interesting side to them? Perhaps not so interesting to other people — certainly some people are more interesting with less work to dig into the interesting parts, but you can always dig deeper to find something that perhaps you weren't expecting.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Hey, Tanner?"
    

    
      "Yeah, Oliver?"
    

    
      "Um…wanna…grab a bubble tea after this?"
    

    
      "Oh? You would 
      dare
       besmirch the sanctity of the Tea and Culture Club with 
      plebian milk tea?"
    

    
      "Oh. Sorry for asking —"
    

    
      "Kidding! I'd love to. Sorry if I tend to go on these long-winded rambles. It's a bad habit of mine."
    

    

    
      
    

    
      11. Illusion of Solitude
    

    
      Keep to the left. Mind the seagulls. We're approaching the coast. Those bastards appear far too often. One of the only reasons why there isn't a permanent bluebird population in Vancouver.
    

    
      We've almost reached our destination. I suppose we could fit 
      one
       more experiment here. Reach out to one last human. For this last one, how about you pick? You've seen me do it a couple of times. If you need assistance, I'll be right here.
    

    
      That building? That could be anything. If I were to guess, judging by the number of residential buildings in the area, that might be a school. Good timing. School should be in session by this time in the morning.
    

    
      Ah, these are younger children. Perhaps no older than two hundred times your age. An excellent choice, any of these. I don't believe we've watched any humans so young. It'll be more difficult, though. Usually you see their parents hovering around them when they're so young. Perhaps not at school, but once outside the compound, humans become fiercely protective of their young. Like no other species I have ever seen.
    

    
      These particular children over here playing outside. Mind the adult. If he sees you, he'll chase you away and keep a more careful eye out. They must be in recess from learning.
    

    
      Which one do you like the most? The one talking to the wall in the corner away from all of the other children? You have good taste.
    

    
      "Zoe, do you want a cup of tea? Here. I made it nice and cold for you. Do you like it?"
    

    
      She is truly talking to the wall with nothing in her hands. Is the wall named Zoe?
    

    
      "Ruth, are you talking to nothing again? Why don't you play with the rest of the kids?"
    

    
      "Mrs. Pernumble, I'm having a tea party with Zoe! And 
      you're
       not invited. So go away."
    

    
      "Right. Zoe. Your…"
    

    
      "My friend. She's waving at you. Oh — be careful, Zoe! You'll spill the tea if you wave your hand like that."
    

    
      I do not see a child waving with a cup of tea.
    

    
      "I…see." As a trained expert in recognising human patterns and mannerisms, I, Elizabeth von Turdidae, can attest that the woman is lying. Kindly lying, but lying nonetheless.
    

    
      "Surely Zoe wouldn't mind if you spent a few recesses playing with Jeremy and Sheila. Doesn't it sound fun to play soccer? They're all laughing in the field. It sounds to me like they're having the time of their lives!"
    

    
      Children are such mysterious creatures. This one might be staring daggers into the woman. "I can't leave Zoe here. She doesn't like soccer. And she gets scared without me. And I haven't finished my cup of tea!"
    

    
      I would like to re-attest that there is, in fact, a lack of any tea or anything resembling tea in the immediate vicinity.
    

    
      "I could keep Zoe company. She's got a lot of questions for me, right? So perhaps we could have a conversation while you play soccer."
    

    
      "I don't think so, Mrs. Pernumble."
    

    
      "Why not?"
    

    
      "Because you haven't said a word to her and now she's very upset. It's okay, Zoe. I'll never leave you. Have another cup of tea."
    

    
      I know that I'm getting along in years, but I 
      do not
       see a human child. Several worm children that look very tasty, yes, but no human child. Or tea. Do you see a human child?
    

    
      Where is it?
    

    
      Interesting. Perhaps this is a special human child. I have not known any human child that could hide themselves from other people, but humans still have plenty of surprises in them yet.
    

    
      …But where's the tea?
    

    
      "Oh, Ruth. Please. I'm sure the other kids would love to play with you. Can I tell you a little secret?"
    

    
      "La la la I can't hear you. Can you hear a Mrs. Pernumble talking, Zoe? Yeah, me neither. Oh, thank you for the biscuit! Let me refill your tea again. You're a fast drinker!"
    

    
      Heh. If there's one thing that is common between humans and bluebirds, children exasperating elders is universal across species.
    

    
      Although I certainly wouldn't sigh and walk away like her. No, misbehaving children must be punished so they don't do it again.
    

    
      "Thank you for the biscuit, Zoe. Have you heard from Miss Piggy recently? I heard that Miss Froggy and her had the most delicious of teas the other day. Mm. You're right. That 
      is
       very interesting."
    

    
      I must admit, it is rather strange to watch a conversation happening with a human I cannot perceive in any way. I hope you're learning more than I am.
    

    
      "Um, Ruth?"
    

    
      That sigh does not belong on a child her age. How adorable — perhaps she thinks that if she's as petulant as one, others will see her as an adult.
    

    
      "I'm 
      so
       sorry, Zoe. I know you don't like it when our tea parties get interrupted. What 
      is
       it, Peter?"
    

    
      "Who are you talking to?"
    

    
      "Zoe, of course. My best friend. She says hi, by the way. Now, get to the point. What do you want?"
    

    
      Ha! Another victim of Zoe's invisibility! He looks so confused — oh, my sides.
    

    
      "Mrs. Pernumble said that maybe you wanted to play with me and Alfred over there? We're playing cards."
    

    
      "Oh. She — um. I… I can't. Zoe needs me to keep her company. She doesn't like it when I leave her alone."
    

    
      "Who? I don't see her."
    

    
      "I 
      told
       you, Zoe's my best friend. It's not 
      her
       fault that you can't see her."
    

    
      That hesitant wave — the worm on top! Glorious. I might have to start observing the younger humans more. They're such a racket! Two inexperienced creatures learning about the world.
    

    
      "Are you sure she's real?"
    

    
      "Of 
      course
       she's real! Say sorry to Zoe, right now! I can't believe you'd say that. I'm sorry, Zoe. He didn't mean it. He just doesn't know better. Right?"
    

    
      "Uh, I'm sorry!"
    

    
      "Zoe's over 
      here
      . Look at her properly when you say sorry."
    

    
      "…Sorry."
    

    
      "Hmph. She says she forgives you this time."
    

    
      "If she wants, she can play with us too?"
    

    
      "Nah. Zoe doesn't like cards."
    

    
      "Okay then. If she doesn't want to. Bye bye."
    

    
      "Bye bye."
    

    
      My scientific mind is racing at the possibilities. The child couldn't see her. The human couldn't see her. I can't see her. What are the criteria for who can and cannot see Zoe?
    

    

    
      
    

    
      "Be sure to finish the letters worksheet — I expect to see perfect 'A's from everyone! Now, children, fetch your bags — it's time to go home!"
    

    
      The chatter of children after school is the same regardless of their age. It's always so relaxing to immerse oneself in the wave of conversations taking place left and right.
    

    
      "Sheila, Sheila, are you still coming to my house after school?"
    

    
      "I got this super cool fire truck for my birthday! Leo, you gotta bring your cars!"
    

    
      "Nooo! My mom grounded me. You have to beat the boss without me, Dylan! You have to!"
    

    
      "Come on, everyone. Less talking, more moving! Once you've changed into your outdoor shoes, line up against the wall outside the classroom!"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Well done, child. You're following your humans quite well. I barely had to help you at all.
    

    
      "How was school, honey? Did you learn a lot of new things?"
    

    
      "We learned about the alphabet! I can draw lots of little 'A's now. Today we learned about the big 'A'."
    

    
      "Hey! It's my favourite kiddo! Ruth! Ruthie. Beat up any boys today?"
    

    
      "Zoe almost. Hmph. Peter was being mean to Zoe. I feel so bad for Zoe, daddy. No one understands her and they're all so…so mean to her!"
    

    
      "There's cookies and juice for you on the dining table, Ruth. Make sure to wash your hands."
    

    
      "Aw, that sucks. Does Zoe want a glass of orange juice, too? Maybe it'll help her feel better?"
    

    
      "Daddy! Zoe is 
      allergic
       to orange juice, remember? I told you 
      yesterday!
       She'll have her unicorn hair tea like she always does. Mommy, can I eat my cookies upstairs? Me and Zoe are having a tea party again."
    

    
      "All right, but don't spill any of the crumbs! We don't want ants moving into our house, don't we?"
    

    
      Oh! How unfortunate. Child, I must interject — allergies are new to you, yes? Bluebirds don't particularly have the horrid disease. If some humans — and it's impossible to tell which humans before they actually eat it — eat certain foods, like peanuts! Or fruits, or nearly anything — they could 
      die
      . That's called an allergic reaction.
    

    
      To have an allergy toward a fruit — truly a pitiable existence it must be.
    

    
      "Tea party time! Zoe, here is your unicorn hair tea. Freshly stirred! Only the best for my best friend. Oh, thank you! Yes, I'm doing great. Can you help me with my homework after this? You're always so good at drawing those weird lines. Mrs. Prenumble says that they're part of letters, which are part of words.
    

    
      "Zoe… Why does everyone hate you so much? They never want to talk to you. Even Mrs. Prenumble. They all pretend that you're not a 
      real
       person. But don't worry. 
      I
       know that you're real. No matter what everyone else says. You're my best friend, right? I can't leave you alone. If you want, I'll stay with you, forever and ever!
    

    
      "Will you also stay with me, forever and ever?"
    

    
      Human children. So adorable! Already forming pacts for life in the tender young stage of pre-adolescence.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Finally some change. Pardon me, but I can only listen to a child have a multi-hour tea party go on for so long before even 
      my
       patience wanes. Let us investigate the commotion at the door. Ooh. An older boy. A family! Human families are so small. Their babies don't die nearly as often as bluebird babies, but there are just so few of them in the world. I suppose that explains the parents' protectiveness. But if they want their children to succeed, why don't they simply have more children? That would maximise the probability of successful children reproducing in the future.
    

    
      "Mom, dad, I'm home."
    

    
      "Welcome home, Jacob! Dinner will be ready in just a minute. Could you call Ruth downstairs from her room?"
    

    
      "Hey, kiddo! How was school? Beat up any girls today?"
    

    
      "Oh my god, you can't 
      do
       that, dad!"
    

    
      "Hmph. All these fancy schmancy new norms are stifling. Back in my day, you could hit whoever you wanted, and the other guy would just hit you back! None of this 'no hitting girls' nonsense."
    

    
      I knew that humans discriminated between their sexes, but I didn't realise that they couldn't hit females. All kerfuffle and waffle, if you ask me. If someone has wronged you in any way, giving them a good knock in the old noggin is always an excellent first move. Really sets the atmosphere for a full-out fight.
    

    
      "They're weaker, so it's not fair. They can't hit back, so it's up to us men to show other men who's boss."
    

    
      Nonsense! Excuse 
      me?
       I don't know about 
      humans
      , but female 
      bluebirds
       pack a pretty punch in their wings. It's true that males usually only fight males and females usually only fight females — because, let's be honest, why would a female ever need to fight a male? — but I did not realise that there was 
      no
       cross-sex combat in human world. Strange, too. I could have sworn that I'd seen human males fighting human females multiple times over my many years.
    

    
      "Son, maybe the times are changing. And I respect that. But no matter what happens, never lose that fighting spirit. Can't fight the girls? Fine. There's still a good half of the population you can beat some sense into. Now, if they say that 
      fighting is bad
       and that 
      no one should do it
       or whatever? That's when you put your fist down and screw the rules. Let no one tell you what you can or can't do."
    

    
      "I'll do my best, dad!"
    

    
      "I know you will, son. Make me proud. Nothing like a good fist to the noggin to help loosen any lips."
    

    
      Wonderful parenting. 
      This
       I can get behind one hundred percent. I know I have a lot of negative things to say about humans, but in reality, they're so diverse that there are so many different viewpoints to learn from. There are some that are objectively wrong, some that are objectively right, and then most are in the middle. It's rather refreshing to have one's opinions validated every once in a while.
    

    
      And what camaraderie! Certainly bluebird children are never so close to their parents. Or their grandparents, for that matter.
    

    
      "Now bring Ruth downstairs like your mom said, will you?"
    

    
      "Yessir! Ruth!"
    

    
      "You might have to go upstairs to bring her down. I think she said that she was having a tea party with Zoe again."
    

    
      "Zoe? Ugh. How long are we gonna entertain her, dad?"
    

    
      "As long as she wants."
    

    
      "Hmph. Ruth! Open up! Mom says it's time for dinner!"
    

    
      I wonder why she isn't responding. Drat! If only we could be invisible and incorporeal like Zoe must be, so we could position ourselves 
      in
       the door and see both sides of the conversation. Having to move around to the back of the house just to see the hallway is 
      so
       irritating.
    

    
      "Ruth! If you don't say anything, I'm coming in in three…two…"
    

    
      "I'm having a tea party! Go away, Jacob."
    

    
      My. She sounds aggravated. What kind of dirt landed on her head while we were away?
    

    
      "I'm not gonna wait here for you to finish your prissy tea party. I'm comin' in!"
    

    
      This is actually quite nice. It means if we circle around to the other side of the house, we should get a nice and proper view of everything that is happening.
    

    
      "HEY! I didn't say you could come in! Zoe doesn't like you, you know. She says that you're big and fat and dumb and stupid for interrupting her tea party. Get out."
    

    
      "Oi. I just came to pass on a message. Why do you have to get so pissy?"
    

    
      "This is 
      my
       room." How funny. Ruth trying to push Jacob out of her room. Certainly it isn't happening unless it's under his own volition. Valiant effort, though. I would applaud like the humans do if I had hands. "Can't you read the sign? It says NO JACOBS!"
    

    
      "Do you even know how to read?"
    

    
      "Shut 
      up!
       Zoe said that you can't be here, and that means you can't be here! Zoe needs her time to herself. She's has a very tiring day and she needs her tea and biscuits —"
    

    
      "Zoe this and Zoe that. Jeez, don't you have any 
      real
       people to back you up?"
    

    
      Oh. That one might have hit her harder than him slamming the door open. What is that expression on her face, I wonder?
    

    
      "Yeah? Don't have anything to say, dontcha? I wonder why?"
    

    
      "Say sorry to Zoe right now. She's my 
      best friend."
    

    
      "Oh my god, Ruth. How are you still so stuck on her? Zoe's not real! She's in your 
      mind!
       She's one of those 
      imaginary friends!"
    

    
      Certainly not. I find it rather unlikely that the human adults and the human children spoke to her if she wasn't real. That Mrs. Pernumble or whatever it was wanted to have a conversation with her, too.
    

    
      However, judging by the blankness of Ruth's face, she might believe him.
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      "Yes." Rather gleeful of him. "You're 
      imagining
       her. Probably because no one likes you enough for you to have 
      real
       friends."
    

    
      "That's not true. Shut 
      up.
      "
    

    
      "Oh, yeah? What's her favourite colour?"
    

    
      "Yellow!"
    

    
      "What's her favourite food?"
    

    
      "Unicorn hair tea with rainbow biscuits!"
    

    
      An eyebrow raised. In his defense, I didn't think that those were real either. But it makes sense to me. What else would an invisible person eat? Oh! It just clicked for me. That must be 
      why
       she's invisible! All of these exotic ingredients must have an effect on the body that makes her difficult to perceive. And Ruth must be consuming enough that she can perceive her but not turn invisible herself.
    

    
      My cleverness and intelligence scare me sometimes. But I digress.
    

    
      "What's her last name?"
    

    
      "It's! Um…"
    

    
      "Where does she live?"
    

    
      "I… She must have told me…" A fearful glance to her right. Is she losing the fight? Come on, how difficult could it be to prove that a human exists?
    

    
      "Exactly. What does she do when she's not with you?"
    

    
      "…Stop it…" Hm. Personally, I would prefer physical combat over verbal combat. Not nearly as emotionally messy. Much easier to know when the damage is done and when they've learned their lesson. Most importantly — much easier to restrain oneself. I suppose she's been thoroughly beaten. Her father will be proud — Jacob finally beat up a girl.
    

    
      "When did you meet her?"
    

    
      Oh? 
    

    
      "When grandmama died! She's 
      real
      , Jacob! I 
      know
       I met her. She was outside on the swing outside grandmama's house when the sun was setting and I was sad and we went on the swing together and we were friends ever since. Zoe's 
      real!"
       And here comes the crying. If she was sobbing before, she's bawling now.
    

    
      Hm? Why isn't he saying anything else? Are tears so effective against physical and verbal combat? He seems shocked. How could this be surprising? Bluebirds meet new bluebirds all the time. Is this not true for humans?
    

    
      "Jacob. Come over here, please." Oh, my. All of the tension in the air and I didn't even notice the mother in the doorway.
    

    
      "Oh! Um. Mom, I can explain. I was just…"
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Welcome, child, to the great mountain range! Also known to the humans as the Rocky Mountains. As we converge to the side with the patch of trees over there, this marks the end of our month-long journey across the continent. You'll be making this journey many more times yourself.
    

    
      Whether that will be alone or with a partner or with a flock is entirely up to you. Personally, as an elder who has lived on this earth nearly ten times longer than you have, I would suggest following your eyes wherever they should take you. Any person, bluebird or human, that catches your eye is worth your time. Do not let your instincts rule you, but never disregard them. To be a bluebird is to strike the perfect balance between them.
    

    
      That
       is how we are different from other animals. We are not so stupid as to desire only for food, and we are not so pragmatic that we cannot engage in a little bit of tomfoolery every once in a while. Freedom is hardly worth it if one can never truly use it.
    

    
      Don't touch my stuff. This is my cubby hole. Off you go. Perhaps I will see you in the returning migratory cycle or in the following year.
    

    
      Now, where is that worms-for-brains Sialia?
    

    
      THE END.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Author's Note & Acknowledgements
    

    
      To my future self,
    

    
      Another year, another NaNoWriMo. Despite having thought about what I would write for a few days now, I don't quite know what to put here. So let's start with the obvious:
    

    
      Congratulations! NaNoWriMo is fucking hard. You know it's hard. But you care so much about it that you do it anyway. And that is truly amazing.
    

    
      I used to think that this was the worst NaNo in terms of writing, but that's not the case. Even with a completely new style and the worst concurrent workload you've ever had, it's actually alright. Not as nice as last year's wide assortment of characters, but still quite nice. Very 
      you.
       The shorts are more composed — the greater length helps a lot.
    

    
      This year was particularly stressful because of the triple whammy of academics, co-op, and housing. You've made many mistakes this year — this being one of them if you truly cared for your career and "future" — but it's great that you can still care about your writing.
    

    
      And now, as is tradition, there are a truly great number of people I would like to thank, without whom this endeavour would not be possible:
    

    
      	
        Jessica Su and Annika Yang, as NaNo companions this year who were always supportive, always encouraging, and really just all-around amazing;
      

      	
        Angelina Zhou, for introducing me to the project;
      

      	
        Amy Hua and Tejas Anand, my lab partners who mercifully took on all of the post-lab work when I could not;
      

      	
        and the members of Society Eats, for feeding me when I could not and being incredibly tolerant — not a complaint even when I showered at five in the morning.
      

    

    
      Please, let me sleep.
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