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Author’s Note

Since my early twenties, I’ve worked with rescued wild animals, with the Bolivian NGO Comunidad Inti Wara Yassi. In 1996, CIWY created the first sanctuary for rescued wildlife in Bolivia, helping the victims of illegal poaching, animal trafficking and the pet trade, habitat loss, deforestation and climate change. Nena Baltazar, one of the founders of CIWY, has always made it clear that she dreams of a world where sanctuaries like hers don’t have to exist, a world without zoos or prisons – no cages at all. I remember thinking how sci-fi this was. How fantastical. Was it really possible to write such a world into being, through the power of our imaginations and collective dreaming? It was Nena, along with Black, queer, feminist sci-fi writers and social justice organisers adrienne maree brown, Alexis Pauline Gumbs, Octavia Butler, Tricia Hersey, Walidah Imarisha and Ursula K. Le Guin, amongst many others, who taught me to imagine what those worlds could look like.

I wrote the first draft of this book during lockdown as Nelo, my canine friend and rescued companion, watched from the sofa, sleeping and dreaming next to me. The London Extraordinary Zoo is not based on any one zoo, and whilst this book is about our world as well as Frida’s, it is a work of fiction.

But in fiction lies the possibilities of many futures.





‘A Robin Red breast in a Cage / Puts all Heaven in a Rage.’

William Blake

 

 

‘To realise our dreams we must decide to wake up.’

Josephine Baker

 

 

‘The heart that breaks open can contain the whole universe.’

Joanna Macy





Chapter Eight

Frida set off at a trot through the Saturday morning crowds, thinking to cheer herself up with some brisk exercise and fresh air. Cliff was right. The first time she saw Lucky would be earth shattering. It didn’t matter when it happened. She was just telling herself this for the hundredth time when she was waylaid by Sora, Cliff’s no. 2. The older, brown-skinned, hawk-eyed keeper from Camden was rushing in the opposite direction with a giant feedbag over one shoulder. Her greying hair was uncharacteristically dishevelled.

‘Oh great!’ Her eyes lit up when she saw Frida. ‘Cliff said you’re going to Raziel. Would you mind feeding the Bugul Noz on your way?’

Frida didn’t hesitate before taking the heavy feedbag. She always loved visiting the Noz. ‘Sure.’

‘Thank you!’ Sora cried. ‘You’re a lifesaver.’

Frida grinned. ‘No problem.’ She opened her mouth to ask if Sora had any news about Lucky, but the woman had already disappeared into the busy crowds. Frida felt a moment’s pang, but she was keeping half an ear to the radio anyway. She knew Lucky was still asleep. Her headache from earlier was still simmering, but the periwinkle blue sky and the delighted laughter of the guests was the equivalent of a double dose of paracetamol.

When she reached the Noz’s vast grove of beech trees however, she was surprised by a sudden recurrence of dizziness. Just as she reached for the door, she winced at the spike of pain, stumbling inside and collapsing on a nearby log. If she passed out, Cliff would filet her. So, she sat there for a while, just holding her head, trying to breathe through her nose and appreciate the dappled shadows, drenched in apricot hues with leaves that whished and swished in the summer breeze.

There was no sign of the Noz, but he was a shy creature made up of the spaces between things: mist and gloaming and falling leaves. He was gentle, and it wasn’t unusual to hear him softly tapping against the beech trees, warning people of his presence, a rap-rap-tapping of branch against bone. The Night Shepherd, some people called him. Legend had it that he was so ugly, you’d die if you saw him, but whenever Frida caught a rare glimpse, his face was made up of white flowers, with nooks for eyes where the owls nested, and his enclosure was always, without fail, full of tiny creatures, basking peaceably in patches of sunlight. He’d been caught by poachers fifty years ago in Brittany and had been a resident of the LEZ ever since. Another of the LEZ’s endlings.

With an almighty heave, she stood up and got to work, heaping little piles of pansies and wood anemones into the bowls of mossy tree stumps. The scent of something primeval wafted over her. Somewhere, there was the flurry of brown birds taking flight and the patches between the trees seemed to shift, dark like raven’s wings. For a moment she leaned back, and just listened, the bag of flowers at her side going limp in her hand.

Rap-tapity-tap.

She heard the faint, distant laughter of a group of guests walking past the fence. A flash of violet flared over her vision, but she blinked it away, rubbing her eyes again.

‘Hello?’ someone whispered, just by her right ear.

Frida jerked up and hit her head on an overhanging branch.

‘Shit!’ she exclaimed, spinning as she blinked away sudden tears. ‘Is someone there?’ The voice had been old and craggy, like nothing she’d ever heard before. She tried to peer through the boughs, but other than a brace of blackbirds lurching out of the tree next to her, there was no one. She could smell something though, something wafting between the dark spaces around her.

When she was a child, she’d watched a David Attenborough documentary about selkies. He’d said that when he was in the vicinity of extraordinary creatures, it felt as if he was sinking in wet sand. She’d just assumed that this was the case for everyone, but a few years later, her mum had told her a story of how a river sprite had once come up onto a beach where she’d been swimming, in southern Russia where she was born, and the frosty air had felt like tongues of fire, licking her throat. When Frida had first met Antony, he’d told her that for him, the feeling was like a warm blue ocean, the colour of Issy’s eyes. For Cliff, it was the ripe scent of forest loam, and for Hamish, it tasted of salty popcorn.

The first time Frida had felt it, she’d stepped inside the cave of the fairy glow-worms. She’d been twelve years old, and her mum had paid extra for them to go on a night tour. That was the moment Frida had realised that, for her, it felt like stepping between the stars. Gigantic, smouldering, and metallic. And as she stood there in the Noz’s enclosure, she caught a whiff of it. The scent burrowed into her, hiding behind damp moss and the chalky odour of clay. It wasn’t unusual to smell such things in the enclosures. The wards only prevented an extraordinary creature’s power from leaving, not existing. She’d felt it countless times before but for some reason, this time, it made her uneasy.

Something in her body, deep in her bones, seemed to stir.

The next second, it was gone. Her nostrils flared, disappointed. She tried to find it again, but all she could smell was moss and the sweet scent of the pansies in her hands. Chalking it up to exhaustion, she got back to work.

‘Enjoy your flowers, handsome!’ she called as she headed out the door. Someone had abandoned one of the LEZ’s pink electric bicycles and she gave a little skip, slinging her backpack over her shoulders and setting off on a wobbly course towards Raziel, almost knocking over two guests arguing about whether to try the Peculiar Pancakes or the Fearsome Fajitas. Frida started to recommend the Peculiar Pancakes with a double helping of the Extra Strange Sauce, but their death stares had her peddling away with a hurried, ‘So sorry,’ tossed over her shoulder.

By the time she reached Raz’s enclosure, she was shuddering from the exertion – an embarrassingly short distance, no farther than from her flat to the Crown and Anchor. She needed another coffee, stat.

‘Hey Raz,’ she called out, carefully propping the bike against the nearest wall. The ghost-lynx was already there, waiting. Hidden from guests, Raz was pacing back and forth, her fur a raging scarlet from the tips of her feathered ears to the fluffy end of her tail. Frida crouched by the fence in concern, stubbornly ignoring the spike in her headache. ‘You ok, baby?’

The ghost-lynx snarled.

Though barely the size of a large handbag, her fluff made her look triple the size. She had enough rolls of fat that when she lay down, she melted into a technicolour puddle.

‘What’s spooked you?’ Frida crooned.

‘WE WANT TO SEE THE LYNX!’

‘THE LYNX, THE LYNX!’

Her heart sank when the distant shouts reached her. Of course Raz was upset.

Raz ducked her head, skirting away from the fence. Eventually, the guests grew bored of waiting and the shouts drifted away. But Raz stayed a furious scarlet, pacing relentlessly and slamming her paws on the ground. Usually, if Frida waited long enough, Raz would calm down. Her fur would melt from that stark, fearful red into the soft pink of a sunrise, and when she finally started to purr, Frida would smile, relieved.

This morning, however, there was no sunrise. Raz’s ears stayed pinned back, her tail jerking in unhappy flicks. ‘Not to worry, sweetheart.’ Frida pushed herself up, forcing a cheerful tone. ‘It’s lunchtime! I know you’ll love that.’

In response, Raz emitted a low, spine-tingling growl and with a running leap, spread her wings and launched into the sky, her fur shifting to the colour of rain-laden clouds, as she banked in laps around the corners of her boreal forest.

Frida headed for the freezer to prepare Raz’s lunch.

It wasn’t unusual for Raziel to act like this. Who could blame her? Raziel had once lived in a palace in Russia, a pampered pet of royalty and fed a diet of veal carpaccio, sweetmeats, and sugar cubes. It was even rumoured that she’d had her own pastry chef. With only three hundred or so ghost-lynx left in the wild, she was the equivalent of owning a Van Gogh. Of course she was a gloriously self-satisfied, deeply spoiled feline prone to fits of theatrical fury, and she made no secret of her disdain for most people. However, she was also scared of everything, from falling leaves to a loud sneeze. Creatures of myth, it was said that ghost-lynxes could see through solid objects, slide through walls, rouse someone from the deepest dream and make wishes come true. But here in the LEZ behind the safety of the wards, Raziel was restricted to neck rubs, turning her nose up at breakfast, snarling at tourists, and shifting through every colour of the rainbow.

The first time Raziel had purred in Frida’s presence had been one of the greatest moments of her life. But even better had been when Cliff first let Frida go inside with the ghost-lynx. As soon as she’d stepped through the doors, Raz had wrapped her tail around Frida’s legs, her fur deepening to the exact shade of brown as Frida’s eyes, flecked with ripples of blues and coppers. Cliff had said he’d never seen Raz turn quite that colour before. Frida had never felt so deeply and wondrously seen. Raz had licked her arms lovingly until they’d bruised and later, the team had presented her with a cake that said RAZ♥SWAN2 in frosted icing. That evening, she, her mum, Antony and Hamish had celebrated with Frida’s favourite takeaway from the China Garden. That’s when her mum had given her the Kiss the Keeper travel mug. It had made her laugh so hard she’d snorted fried rice out of her nose.

Frida swallowed the dry lump in her throat. She used that mug every day. It was already starting to leak. She didn’t think she had the capacity to consider what she was going to do when it broke. This morning, of all mornings, she’d really been hoping that Raz would be in a good mood. Sometimes, when she was around other humans – even Antony and Hamish, occasionally – it felt as if she was disappearing. Like she was just surviving. But with Raz, with Issy and the others, it was different. It was like their hearts met, somehow, wordless.

It was not to be though, not today.

Frida slid open the gate and entered, shuddering as she passed through. This headache was turning into a full-blown migraine. ‘Coffee,’ she whispered to herself. ‘I just need coffee.’

She waited until Raz came back down to land. ‘Hello gorgeous.’

Raz flicked her tail with disdain, prowling crossly towards Frida across the carpet of pine needles, the scent of snow and sap curling around her. She stared up with narrowed eyes; her pupils shrunk to pinpricks. Her fur was stark white.

Uh oh, Frida thought. She did not have the wherewithal to deal with a Level 5 hissy fit right now. ‘Hey love,’ she said, trying to stay calm. ‘What’s wrong? Are you hungry?’

Raz flashed. Not just a shift, but a blaze. Her fur, her tail, her eyes – all the sudden royal blue of an arctic lagoon. The colour landed inside Frida’s mind like a demand: blue, blue, BLUE. She shook her head to get rid of it, only causing a shockwave of pain to skitter down her spine. Raz snarled and, moving quicker than light, slammed against Frida’s leg. Frida stumbled, catching herself as Raz transitioned urgently to a different shade – not lagoon now but the steely, angry blue of the beginning of a storm. Then a flash of brilliant white. The accompanying rush of emotion, all snapping winds and icy teeth, made Frida cry out. Then Raz became the hot purple of fire, and the colour slapped into Frida, clagging her nostrils with fear.

Purple . . .

She remembered last night how she had been lit up with purple.

Before she could do anything, the ghost-lynx had bounded away in a dizzying horizontal lunge. Frida watched, bewildered, as Raz became a literal rainbow, turning colour after colour. Frida had never seen her this het up before. When Raz finally came to a stop, the lynx froze in the centre of the enclosure, surrounded by craggy rocks and cascades of honeysuckle. The cat was trembling. The sharpness of orange blazed through Frida’s mind. Attached to it, like a note tied to a balloon, were words, along with the pungent, unmistakably metallic scent of the spaces between the stars. ‘You are different.’

Frida blinked. ‘What?’ she whispered.

‘You are different.’

Colours burst behind her eyelids, as if they were waves, trying to crash over a breakwater. The vivid iridescent green of a hummingbird’s wing. A blast of night black. Rust red. Toffee gold. The underside of a beetle’s shell. The warm yellow of an afternoon. Lavender. Amber. Holly-berry red. And more. As the spaces between the stars blazed behind her temples, colour after colour burned through her. They were all trying to say something, landing in her mind like letters of an alphabet she couldn’t decipher. What. Was. Happening.

She just stood there, gaping like a fish. Raz pushed against her, flicked her tail.

‘I don’t understand!’ Frida exclaimed.

Raz’s stare was slitted and feline, before she dropped her head in disappointment. All at once Raz dimmed to grey. Drab, ash, slate. The vibrant energy drained from her, and like a strobe that’s run out of battery, the colours wilted.

Frida felt her failure. ‘I’m so sorry Raz, I’m trying to understand.’

The ghost-lynx butted her hand gently as if in forgiveness. Then Frida had a sudden vision of a long icy lake surrounded by pine needles and sap, a flash of hot pink, the pink of a flamingo’s wing, pure happiness, home, and then grey again. And that was it. Raziel changed back into the cold white crust of snow. Her markings stood out like splatters of pale cream as she looked at Frida in that devastating way only a cat is capable of.

Suddenly, Frida’s radio buzzed. ‘Hawk for Swan2, do you copy?’

Frida jolted.

Raz was already turning away, spreading her wings.

‘Raz!’ Frida cried. ‘Wait.’

‘Swan2, do you copy?’ It was Sora.

Frida gave a moan, grabbing her radio. ‘Copy. What’s up?’ Her heart pounded as Raz took off, disappearing into the emerald darkness of the treetops. Sora was speaking, and Frida had to shake herself to listen. Her nostrils flared, but all she could smell was honeysuckle.

‘. . . Urgent, we really need some help over here. Cliff said you’d be delighted.’

Frida blinked. ‘What?’

‘Frida, we need you at Dragon’s Deep. Do you copy?’

It took her a moment. ‘What?’ she repeated stupidly. ‘Why?’

‘Sorry, can you hear me? One of the vet students spilled his tea over the last batch of bloods we took from Lucky. Irma’s hopping.’

Frida felt dizzy, barking out a wild laugh. Irma, the LEZ’s head vet, would be furious. Tea spilled over samples was the kind of thing to send her into a bloodthirsty rampage.

‘We have to take more bloods before he wakes up. Can you be over here in ten minutes?’

Frida was already racing for the gate. ‘Yes!’ she exclaimed. ‘I’m coming right now. Don’t do it without me. I’m coming!’

Sora laughed. ‘Copy that, Swan2.’

Frida had to run back, having forgotten to leave Raz’s food for her, wrapped up in little packages in the management area. She paused on her way out, her hand on the lock.

‘Bye Raz,’ she whispered, the pain in her head suddenly spectacular. There was no reply. Of course there wasn’t. Raz was a cat.

This job was going to be the death of her. She really needed to sleep through the night at some point. Frida left feeling more bewildered than ever, but she couldn’t dwell on it.

She had a dragon to meet.





Chapter Eleven

As the long cul-de-sac of oak trees at the base of the hill loomed before her, she was already having second thoughts. But when she saw Antony and Hamish leaning against Antony’s sturdy zoo buggy, bickering in that easy companionably way of theirs, they looked so reassuringly real, she almost wilted with relief. All she needed was for them to tell her categorically that there could be no fairy hiding in the Hawthorn.

She propped her bicycle against the broad trunk of an oak and steadied herself as Antony and Hamish pushed themselves off the buggy, a beast of a thing Antony had nicknamed Grace. Hamish looked at her empty hands in dismay.

‘Where’s our waffles?’ They had a single line of bronze eyeshadow across their upper lids, and it twinkled in the midday sun. ‘You said you’d bring waffles!’

Frida might have – possibly – said something of that ilk, but she was so relieved for this semblance of normality that she launched herself at Hamish, wrapping them in her arms.

Hamish, looking bemused over her shoulder at Antony, sighed deeply. ‘I told you that she’d forget, Ant. We should definitely have brought our own waffles.’

Antony chuckled. ‘Fri, what are we doing here?’

She let go of Hamish, and winced. Both their hands were stained a deep sapphire blue, and that could only mean one thing. They’d been re-planting a rare genus of lepidoris fungi. Hamish, as inept with plants as Frida, had taken a particularly vivid interest in fairy mushrooms recently, but she suspected this had less to do with the mushrooms and more to do with Antony’s extensive library of mushroom-lore, which Hamish just had to visit Antony’s bedroom to read.

‘I’m sorry, you were busy,’ Frida said guiltily. ‘And I didn’t even bring lunch.’

‘There are more important things than lunch sometimes,’ Antony said sagely.

‘Blasphemer!’ Hamish cried.

Elbowing Hamish in the ribs, Antony looked at Frida with concern. Her message had been a tad overdramatic, she supposed, full of URGENT CAPITALS. She glanced at the trail into the wood. It shone Oz-yellow, the trees swishing in the peachy sunshine. In the branches, a robin sang a cheerful tune. Everything seemed peaceful, at least. But . . . was it too peaceful? Everything had felt peaceful last night, too. And besides, it shouldn’t be peaceful, because it was Saturday afternoon in the summer holidays! Sure, it was Moira the manticore’s feeding time and a lot of guests were probably watching her roll around in a bloody puddle of sheep’s livers. But still. There was usually someone who wanted to see the Hawthorn. The words on the elaborately carved sign nailed beneath the last oak caught her eye. Welcome and beware. All who enter this wood, prepare to be enchanted. She gulped.

‘I have to tell you something,’ she said, turning back to her friends. ‘And I need you to tell me that it is categorically not possible.’

Hamish quirked an eyebrow, patting Antony on the back. ‘Antony James Ruiz, ride or die cynic at your service.’

Antony glared. But Frida’s attention had just snagged on one of the gnarled oaks. An unfamiliar vine of velvety roses had curled around and around its branches like a snake. ‘Hey,’ she murmured. ‘Have there always been roses growing there?’

Hamish cocked their head. ‘You called us here to talk about gardening–’

Just as Antony said, ‘What’s wrong with your eyes?’

Frida startled. ‘What?’

Antony was suddenly looking at her so strangely, she turned pink. Quickly, she peered in one of Grace’s wing mirrors, but her eyes looked normal to her. A bit weird, but they were always a bit weird. Her mum’s eyes had been brown, but the splashes of blue and copper had come from somewhere else. Her dad perhaps, but her mum had never talked about him, and she’d never asked, beyond knowing that it had been a one-night stand.

‘They look fine,’ she said nervously.

Antony shook himself. He peered closer at her, then shrugged. ‘Yeah, I guess they are. I just – they looked different for a moment.’

‘Anyway,’ Frida said, exchanging a baffled look with Hamish. ‘I . . . um . . . something happened today. It’s a bit weird. And I’m not sure if . . . ’ As she trailed off helplessly, Antony slipped his warm, calloused hand through hers and squeezed.

After her mum had died, it had been Antony’s family she’d gone to stay with. It was his mum who’d tucked her wordlessly into the spare bed at night, surrounded by the spicy, rich scent of her cooking. Fried plantain, jerk chicken, sweet potato pudding . . . without Frida knowing it, the warm spices had seeped into her bones. She’d spent days, weeks – she didn’t know – watching Premier League football games with his dad. She hated football, but their sofa was old and soft and scratchy, and it was the only place she’d managed to sleep, lulled by the drone of the commentator and his dad’s occasional shouted curses at the TV.

‘Fri, it’s ok,’ Antony said confidently, dark curls framing his face. ‘Whatever’s happened, you can tell us.’

‘Yeah,’ Hamish echoed. ‘If you’ve released a grootneck into the Extraordinary Café, mistakenly let one of the root lizards drink your coffee, or braided one of the hangferns into a V formation rather than a dreaded W – we’re here for you, babe.’

Frida drew in a shaky breath. ‘Right.’ For the thousandth millionth time, she realised just how much she did not deserve her friends. ‘I spoke to Lucky.’

It wasn’t the best start, but it was all she had.

Antony dropped her hand.

Hamish gave a weak laugh. ‘Ok. Well. That’s new.’

Then it all tumbled out. All of it, in all its ridiculousness. The fact that she might not have been concussed. The strange tappity-tap-tap of the Noz. Raz’s rainbow. Lucky. Oh, Lucky. The mist, the proximity of his fangs, the way she’d stroked his cheeks. Chirping about his dad, about losing him . . . finally . . . oh god. The fairy. The maybe real, un-hallucinated, non-extinct Level 8 potentially homicidal fairy.

For an awkward moment, her two friends just stared at her.

‘You’re saying there’s a fairy up there in those woods, right now?’ Hamish slumped against Grace’s bonnet with an audible thump.

Antony dragged his hands down his face as if he was going to short-circuit. ‘Well, you’re in luck, Fri. I can tell you categorically that that is totally not possible.’

She didn’t know why she felt so completely disappointed by this. It was the answer she wanted, after all. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Cool. That’s good then! Mystery solved. Did you say something about waffles, Mish?’

But Hamish didn’t move. ‘What did you think was up with Frida’s eyes, just now?’

Antony startled. ‘I dunno. Just . . . ’ He made an odd face. ‘Like, a bit purple, I guess. But I imagined it. Fri’s eyes are always a bit purple, right?’ He made a little laugh. ‘That’s what your mum used to say. Amethyst. But it was just the light.’

Hamish however launched for Frida, grabbing her face to examine her. ‘Lucky is purple, guys!’

Frida’s heart lurched. ‘Can you see anything?’ she gasped.

But Hamish dropped her face, looking disappointed. ‘Nah, sorry.’

Antony seemed bemused. ‘Come on, a dragon did not change Frida’s eye colour!’ However, he was looking a bit uncertain now.

And Hamish’s eyes had gone round as saucers. ‘We’re in an Extraordinary Zoo. Anything’s possible, Ant.’

As one, they all turned to look at the sleepy wood.

Together, they took a single step backwards.

‘Huh,’ Hamish murmured. ‘Where are all the guests again?’

Frida looked again at the still empty road. There was definitely an odd feeling in the air now, like things were a bit too tight. ‘Can you smell popcorn?’ she whispered to Hamish. ‘And the ocean, Ant?’ She wasn’t sure if she could smell starlight.

Antony suddenly looking stricken. She wondered if he’d just seen a roiling blue sea, streaking across the backs of his eyelids. He cleared his throat. ‘Maybe we should call Cliff. Just in case.’

‘Yeah, good idea,’ Hamish agreed rapidly. ‘Remind us why he isn’t already here, Fri?’

Frida gazed at them both, guilt making her throat close up. Fuck, was this real? ‘Because I thought he wouldn’t believe me,’ she moaned. Suddenly, she felt as if she was falling down that very steep abyss again. It made her feel like her chest was constricting and she couldn’t breathe. ‘I didn’t think you’d believe me!’ Then, she wailed, ‘Am I going to get fired?’

‘That’s not exactly the most important thing right now!’ Hamish exclaimed.

But when she looked at Antony, pity and dread were infused on his face.

‘Look,’ Hamish said quickly. ‘It’s fine. I’m sure its fine. I’m sure there’s absolutely nothing wrong that a few days in bed won’t fix. And if we’re wrong, well – maybe this will be a nice fairy. They didn’t kill you last night, right?’ Hamish perked up, at that. ‘Maybe they’re already bored of the zoo, and they’ve headed down to Melody’s strip for some donuts and a ride on the rollercoaster. Although,’ they winced. ‘That might be worse, I suppose.’

Antony closed his eyes, and Frida didn’t think she’d ever seen him look quite so unstable, not even when she’d almost lost her ear to a rabid grootneck. ‘But Mish, no fairy has ever been nice,’ he whispered. ‘Not in any history book ever.’

There was a moment of quiet.

‘This isn’t real,’ Antony reaffirmed, opening his eyes. ‘It can’t be.’

Nobody moved.

‘But what if it is?’ Hamish’s Glaswegian drawl trailed off into the supernatural silence. Suddenly, Hamish turned to Frida, inspiration lighting their face. ‘If it is real, you could talk to them! To the fairy!’

Frida gaped at them. She hadn’t even considered that.

‘I mean, that’s what Lucky said to you, right? That you’re a linguist! And it clearly worked with Raz and the Noz. Maybe you’re like an extraordinary translation app.’

Frida sucked in her breath. ‘I am?’

‘Guys, come on,’ Antony shook his head. ‘This really isn’t possible.’

‘But what if it is, Ant?’ Hamish repeated. ‘Frida could talk to that invasive bulk-headed fecundi in the lizards’ habitat that you’ve been so obsessed with.’

Antony’s eyes widened. He stumbled a bit, in what she thought was his shock.

‘Babe,’ Hamish went on, spinning back to Frida, ‘I know exactly what you should say. Hey Dozy. Please try not to kill anyone, ok. We know fairies are meant to be mean, awful creatures, but I’m sure you’re just misunderstood, Dozy, happy non-decapitating fairy.’

‘Dozy?’ Frida queried.

Hamish pfffed, as if it was obvious. ‘Dozy – what else would you call a fairy who’s been asleep in a tree for years?’ Then they giggled, eyes going a bit blurry. ‘Dozy. It’s cute!’

Frida almost put her head in her hands. ‘Cute?’

But Antony was laughing too. The sound was so unexpected, so dream-like and un-Antony, that she spun on him, and her jaw dropped. She hadn’t realised that whilst Hamish had been talking, he’d gravitated towards the wood.

‘Ant, come back from there!’

But he was peering down at one of the extravagant rose bushes that had started to grow. He gave another laugh, low and wondering. ‘Fri, have you seen these roses?’

Before she could do anything, Hamish had hurried over to join Antony, letting out a pealing, hiccupping giggle that was so loud, it made Frida jump.

‘Roses, just like Frida Rose!’

At that, Antony really started to giggle. ‘That’s perfect!’

It wasn’t perfect at all. Neither was it remotely funny. A cold knot tightened in Frida’s belly as Hamish began to sing, twirling in circles.

‘Ring-a-ring o’ roses, a pocket full of posies!’ They tried to take Antony’s hand, but Antony was nose deep in the flowers, his expression reverential. He’d looked like that when they’d taken him on a birthday trip to the Chelsea Flower Show.

‘These are beautiful,’ he gasped, running his fingers over the petals.

Frida begged to differ. The roses were blood red as a wound. She tried to pull them both away, but they were having none of it.

Hamish gave a wild shriek. ‘The wood’s had a glow-up.’

Her friends were enchanted! They were fucking enchanted. She pulled out her walkie-talkie; every sound dulled in her ears. All she could hear was the growing dread. All thoughts of being fired and talking baby dragons dissolving in her terror.

‘Papa Bear!’ she shouted, trying to stay calm and failing miserably. ‘This is Swan2.’ At first, she didn’t know what to say. Then, looking at the dizzy looks on her friends faces, she steeled herself, bracing for the uproar that would follow. ‘Cliff, there is a Code Red at the Hawthorn’s wood! I repeat. A CODE RED.’ She’d never said those words out loud before, not over the radio. She’d never heard anyone else say it either.

However, there was only silence in reply.

‘Cliff,’ she said again, shaking her radio, not quite computing. ‘Cliff?’

Antony looked like he wanted to dissolve into the carpet of flowers that were now curling around his boots. Lilacs and foxgloves, daisies and snowdrops. That was too many seasons! She was certain she could smell the hint of metallic starlight now, wafting down the hillside. Gripping her radio in one hand, with the other she tried to grab her friends again to drag them away. But as dreamy shafts of sunlight spilled through the canopy, dandelion seeds floating on the gentle breeze, her friends were drifting inexorably into the wood.

Suddenly, Hamish squealed. ‘Come on. Let’s go find Dozy.’ And set off at a run.

‘Mish, no!’ she cried. ‘We have to go back and find Cliff—’

Antony turned his incandescent double-dimpled smile on Frida. ‘Hurry, Fri.’ And then he, too, slipped under the emerald boughs.

Oh god. They were all going to die.

‘Ant,’ she sobbed. ‘Hamish!’

With one final desperate look over her shoulder, she sprinted after her friends.

She could hear them, giggling through the trees.

‘Come on, Fri,’ Antony called. ‘You’re missing it!’

‘Last one to the top buys the next round at the Crown!’

Frida burst through the thickets, her breath ragged. Still trying the ineffectual radio, fumbling too with her phone with her other hand, but for the first time in her life at the zoo, she had no signal. With a wail of despair, she cried out after her friends. ‘Please! Come back!’

There were so many berries and flowers, it was as if someone had scattered gems across the forest floor. All the perfect yellow cobbles had been swallowed, turned into a jungle. Impossibly tall ferns bit her cheeks; brambles whipped past her. Frida heard more robins warbling, she heard the rush of tiny birds’ wings, the scuffling of small creatures. A fluffy white rabbit hopped happily along beside her.

‘It smells of spring!’ Hamish crowed.

‘And winter and summer and autumn, all at once!’ Antony called back, distant and dreamlike.

‘Please wait!’ Frida shouted. But their voices had faded, leaving a profound and chilling silence. The sense of the spaces between the stars bourgeoned, galactic. Her mind raced with horrific visions: Antony and Hamish with a thousand bloody thorns through their chests, strung up from the Hawthorn with their veins slit, blood dripping into a cup as a fairy danced, singing, around their corpses. She’d forgotten she held her phone in her hand, forgotten everything apart from this, apart from the knowledge that this was all her fault.

Please. Please no.

She pounded over the mossy ground, pushing the creepers and ivy out of the way, the brambles and thorns until finally, oh god finally, she felt the ground start to level out, and she burst out of the trees at the top of the hill with nothing but a sense of doom lodged in her throat and an ice-cold fear in her heart.





Chapter Fifteen

Sometimes when Frida, Antony and Hamish had been tasked with dreary jobs like cataloguing the manticore’s stool samples, they’d played a game called Zoo Apocalypse, trying to one-up each other with fantastic scenarios. There’s a mass electricity failure causing the fences to lose their power. The wards all die and the animals escape à la Jurassic Park. Cliff gets impaled on Issy’s horn and Gloria finishes him off with a machete. Fireheart grants you three wishes, a flying turtle bites your arm off, Hamish blows up Ground Control. That kind of thing. By the time she’d pulled up in front of the unassuming grey door of Dragon’s Deep, she’d come up with at least fifty new gruesome possibilities: basilisks in the shadows, hangferns in the branches, homicidal box trees hiding in the yew hedges. If they ever played the game again, she consoled herself with the thought that she’d have a lot to contribute.

From the leshies to the grootnecks to Issy, she’d slalomed through corpses, listening in disbelief as the snores echoed from the rafters, not just humans, but animals too. Dozy’s sleep spell had overtaken the world, insidious and inexorable. And yet. Impossible as it was, there were still wards. Humming on every door, fence and enclosure that she passed.  

There was still electricity.

There were still roads and oxygen and streetlamps.  

But for how long?

Feeling as if she was traversing a rope bridge that might give way at any second, she walked purposefully towards where she knew Lucky would be waiting for her. Lucky, a baby dragon of infinite power. Lucky, who’d started this. Lucky, who would fix this. Quickly, she hurried down the rabbit warren of soundproofed corridors. When she stepped onto Lucky’s sulphur-blasted avenue though, and moved up to the glass, the headache that had fallen to a background hum blazed, making her grab her temples with a scream. She’d never thought the sight of a sleeping dragon would be so devastating. Lucky lay there, behind his humming wards, purple and gigantic and snoring. 

She stood there for a moment, frozen to the spot. Then she turned and fled, her head on fire, thinking nothing but the fact that she had to get out of there.

She stood there for a moment, frozen to the spot. Then she turned and fled, her head pounding, thinking nothing but the fact that she had to get out of there.

Blindly, she drove, pinching herself again and again, praying that she’d just wake up. But there was no salvation, and when a jam of bodies in Forest blocked her way, she had to detour again through Lake where the Welsh afanc, half crocodile, half beaver, glided lazily on his back through his muddy river. At least the climate controls were still working, she told herself giddily as she tested the chilled cerulean waters of the Lagarfljót Worm with one hand. Three years pregnant and counting, if the Worm died from exposure . . .

She couldn’t finish that sentence.

At the Extraordinary Plaza, the carnage took her breath away. Knocked-over popcorn booths, spilled purple Elf Juice, trampled pumpkin pie stalls. The plaza had been turned into a giant sleepover, a Glastonbury Festival of deafening snores. Encircled by a giant thorn hedge where the gates had once been. Blackthorns, those most tenacious of trees, had broken through the cobbles, along with an army of roses, exquisite enough to have given Antony flower-orgasms.

Of all the foliage the fairy could have chosen, Frida thought as she let her eyes drift over the cascades of sunshine yellow petals. Yellow had been her mum’s favourite colour, of course. As if this whole nightmare wasn’t bad enough, it was like Dozy had seen inside her brain and crafted it especially for her.

Management never liked to use the word ‘cage’. Enclosure was better, habitat or exhibit. But this was a cage. Muffling all scraps of data, WIFI, phone service. She may as well have been at the bottom of the ocean. Slowly, she drew closer, stepping over the bodies of guests and keepers alike. When she finally reached the place where the gates should have been, she started tearing at the vines, not caring that the thorns ripped her skin to shreds.

‘We’re in here!’ she cried. Her hands were bloody. Petals carpeted the ground. ‘We’re not dead,’ she sobbed. ‘We’re here! I’m here! Get us out!’ Did the familiar streets of Melody still exist? The grassy sprawl of Liberty Park? Her flat? Were there people out there, wondering why the UK’s only Extraordinary Zoo had just turned into a green and thorny baked Alaska bigger than Heathrow Airport?! She screamed until her voice was raw, but it felt like she was at the bottom of an ocean. Or on the moon, hoping someone on Earth might hear. There was just the roaring in her head, the thunder of the still growing wood as if it would keep going forever, and the echo of her own words bouncing back at her.

‘What do you want from me?’ she shouted.

Neither Dozy, nor the roses, answered.

She didn’t know if anything like this had ever happened before. Maybe not since that basilisk had escaped Forge House and accosted Queen Victoria at dinner time. Before that, she supposed it might have been the kraken massacre of 1786, when a band of the tentacular monsters had swum down the Thames and attacked London. That single event had been so devastating it had caused a national crackdown on anything extraordinary. So many extinctions had happened in the following decades, it was called the Great Disappearing. Many creatures had been killed and many, some conspiracy theorists believed, had purposefully disappeared, seeing the writing on Earth’s wall. Where they had gone though, nobody knew.

The LEZ had been founded to help the victims left behind. Joshua Beaufort, his sisters and the other LEZites had created countless conservation charities, and it was under their patronage that Sir Henry Gladstone, the famous Enlightenment scientist, had started to research the technology that would eventually become the wards. The wards that allowed humans to co-exist alongside extraordinary creatures, rather than massacre them.

Everything Dozy had done threatened this. Maybe the fairy didn’t realise it, but by attacking the LEZ, they’d endangered the tenuous safety of all extraordinary creatures! Frida could picture Jeff and Maisy on the other side of those thorns in their deckchairs, eating scones and saying triumphantly, ‘Well, it’s about time something like this happened, isn’t it? Good on that fairy, I say.’

She wanted to rip their scones out of their hands and set their deckchairs on fire.

With no idea what to do next, she slipped through a side door into Ground Control, shoving a sleeping corpse out of the way, and grabbed her Kiss the Keeper travel mug from her locker. She wrapped her hands around the familiar feel of the handle, before filling it with cold coffee from the Watering Hole. It tasted like shit, but at least it tasted normal. Back outside, perched on Grace’s bonnet, she sipped the most depressing drink on the planet and ate three dry-as-dust energy bars she’d found in Antony’s glove compartment. The LEZ was all she’d ever wanted since she’d been a tiny thing, no bigger than a grunkle. It was her home. It had been her mum’s home, and now Dozy was killing it with yellow roses, of all things.

A furious sob escaped her, followed by a sharp kick to Grace’s wheel. Then she kicked again, harder. As pain shot up her ankle, she hopped around, swearing and clutching her boot, just as a noise exploded from one of the little box trees planted along the road. Frida cried out, lurching backwards in alarm. Homicidal box trees!

‘Don’t hurt me!’ she squealed.

When the tree made no reply, she felt embarrassed. Well, that tops it, she thought, now I’m speaking to box trees. She gave herself a stern talking to. She was a zookeeper, current holder of over thirty tattoos and proud owner of three trophies that said she could beat a stone giant in a staring match. She was also the daughter of Ada Rose – waitress, single mother, friend-to-all-creatures (including box trees), and firm believer that anything was possible.

When the box tree rustled again, with a bit more determination this time, she studied the dense leaves seriously. She heard a pop, an animated crackle, a sharp sizzle – then out from the tree exploded a swarm of two-headed storm monkeys.

She almost dropped her coffee mug.

‘Rida, Rida!’

‘Jellybean?’ she cried.

Suddenly, the little layby was full of electricity. Monkeys swung around her, a squall of heads and tails and tiny paws, fizzling and crackling, shouting over and over,

‘Rida, Rida!’

‘Rida, Rida, Reeeee!’

‘Rida Reeeee!’

Was that her name they were saying?

She laughed and then snorted in unequivocable relief as the largest storm monkey (the approximate size of a fluffy cricket ball), plopped with a satisfied sigh onto her shoulder and stuck both his tongues in her ear. His twin heads were haloed in miniature clouds, two marble-sized lightning storms crackling into being between his bat-like ears.

‘Ree! Snap! Big fires,’ he peeped as he nuzzled her neck warmly. ‘Awake! Yes, awake!’

She gathered him into her arms, blinking back tears of rapture and confusion as his electricity skittered through her. Jellybean ‘Chaos’ Capone was a ghost-white furball with two perfect mohawks, matching moustaches and moon-yellow eyes. His pupils were pinpricks as his two heads swivelled, the friction between them creating the tiny storms between his ears.

The other monkeys – Jellybean’s troop, aptly named the Jellies – flipped and catapulted, a dizzying blur as they swung from the hedge to Grace’s bonnet and back again, bursting with words and sounds and lightning. Baked Potato, Cream Pie, Hamlet, Jan, Jonesy, Keanu, K-Pop, Marta, Mojito, Ned, Oops, Peanut, Shirley Temple, Twiglet and Wednesday. A whirlwind of white, grey, black, copper and scarlet.

She craned her neck back to Jellybean in wonder, and gasped, ‘How? How are we awake when no one else is?’

‘Ree!’ he trilled, storms popping in delight.

The sound of her name mended something that, a few seconds ago, had been in danger of breaking. But then he went on, his voice sizzling with unalloyed glee. ‘No sleeps! Lots of sleeps. Tree. World. Break. EXPLODE!’ One head crackled. ‘No sleeps. Big crash. Flee, flee! Big change! No sleeps!’ The other head fizzed.

His voice was storm-tossed poetry.

Lucky had spoken in full dragonish sentences. Raz in colour. The Noz’s single hello had been a soft and shy staccato, brushing her frontal lobe. Dozy, different again, had voiced things that blew through her mind like crackling leaves. Each unique voice seemed to be a doorway to a world she’d never known existed.

But Jellybean? He flung his words electrically from one head to the other, as if every thought had to happen at once, the elated friction between his brains sparking lightning. Too fast, too raw, too everything. She could barely follow what he was saying, what any of the monkeys were saying.

‘Jelly,’ she asked, laughing. ‘Slow down! Do you know what’s going on?’

‘Fizz and pop,’ one head trilled as he shoved his long, fluffy tail into both his mouths. ‘Big sleeps. Big trees. Big dragon fire. Ree go into the dirt, down and down,’ chirped the other head through a mouthful of fur. ‘Pink crackles, pink crackles!’

And then Cream Pie – her fur entirely white except for her fuzzy brown ears – shrieked as she unearthed a discarded popcorn bag. It was pandemonium after that. The monkeys descended in a whirlwind of teeth and thunder. A stray spark set the bag on fire, and Frida found herself hopping around in quick frantic leaps to stamp out the flames whilst avoiding being bitten by food-rabid storm monkeys.

A wild bubble of joy welled up in her chest. It felt so good to deal with a problem she could actually solve. To have a tiny chaotic order of the LEZ back. She tried a few more times to ask Jellybean what was going on, but he didn’t give her any more information than he had already – it was all just wild crackles and jubilant thunder. For a moment, she wondered if she should try and herd them back to their habitat but by then Jellybean had flopped onto Grace’s front dash as if he wasn’t going anywhere, and Shirley Temple had done a massive Number Two on Grace’s passenger seat.

Truly, how could she argue with that?

Slowly, she cleaned up the sloppy mess, apologising to Grace, and to Hamish as she tore a page from one of their mushroom books for the task. Then she slid back behind Grace’s wheel and turned on the ignition. Although being surrounded by the lights of the monkeys made her feel infinitely better, the wood’s deafening growth seemed to have quietened, and the stillness made her more afraid, as if the new growth was settling in for the long haul. Around her, she could hear the groan of a fence straining under the weight of a fallen branch, the grumble of a wall being upturned by a new root system.

Maybe Dozy wanted to bury them all. But as she looked at Jellybean, his tiny paws picking pieces of popcorn out of his fluffy moustaches, there was a miniscule, shielded place inside her heart that remembered, too, the warmth in Dozy’s dark eyes when they’d looked at her, like forest pools that reflected the stars, and the gentle touch of their hand on her cheek.

I trust you.

The words were a ghost in the dark. For a second, it had seemed as if they’d wanted her help. Or had she imagined it?

She swallowed the lump in her throat and started easing Grace back onto the road.

‘C’mon Jellybean. I have an idea!’





Chapter Eighteen

Frida had been driving for about five minutes, and was about halfway back down the causeway, when she pulled Grace to a stop, not quite knowing at first what she was doing. Jellybean trilled anxiously at her, but she waved him off, squinting at the road in front of her. The windshield was covered with ocean spray, and it was hard to see much outside the sharp beam of Grace’s headlamps. Was it her imagination or was the white concrete shimmering in a strange way? Jellybean tried to grab her sleeve with his tiny fingers, but she brushed him off gently.

‘It’s ok. I just want to see what that is.’

Jellybean cheeped wildly in the back of his throats, but Frida ignored him. A thin band of puddles stretched from one side of the five-metre-wide causeway to the other, just in front of Grace’s wheels. As she walked over, Grace’s headlights bled a pool of yellow into the standing water, making the surface look almost mother-of-pearl. She tilted her head this way and that, watching the colours swirl.

‘Beautiful,’ she said softly. ‘Look at this, Jelly.’

Jelly glared wide-eyed through the windshield, shaking both his heads emphatically.

‘Suit yourself.’ Kneeling down, she examined the glistening water. She initially thought it could be the splash from one of Karen’s tentacles, but the way the colours seemed to move was too strange, churning and splitting like spilled petrol. A faint scent of spaces between the stars fluttered around her, and her brain was suddenly swimming. She leaned closer as the colours melded together, black and indigo, cerulean blue and moonrise grey, mixing before her eyes into the scuttling shapes of crabs and molluscs, tidal sprays and jagged caves.

Somewhere, Jellybean and the other monkeys were trilling in alarm.

‘Ree.Ree.Ree.Ree!’

She tilted closer, her nose inches from the water. She heard the rush of waves hitting a beach, the sting of sea air on her cheeks. In her cupped hands was the feeling of sand pouring through her fingers, thick and golden.

She was jolted by a sharp pinch on her neck and snapped her head up, tumbling away from the puddle and falling on the concrete with a painful thud.

‘Jelly!’ she exclaimed, rubbing her neck. Jellybean had bitten her!

The little monkey leapt up and down and his white fur bristled. Sparks of electricity flared from his ears. His four pupils were night-swollen, his two heads twisting in agitation. ‘Rida!’ His other head chirped in agreement. ‘Ree!’

Her mind cleared, all in a rush. She peered in sudden dread towards the shrimps’ territory, realising this might be some new trick of Dame Judi Drench’s. She could see all eleven of them shining at the edges of Grace’s headlights now, swimming in lazy circles, their hungry eyes on stalks bobbing in the waves.

She could also see that the silver spotlights had gone out. This realisation came at her in a rush, a heady oh fuck oh fuck oh fuuuuuuck of understanding.

‘Jelly,’ she gasped, scrambling back towards Grace. ‘Where have the lights gone?’

‘Gone!’ he squealed. ‘Gone!’ With a rumble of thunder, he started jumping on the seat and pointing at the steering wheel while the other monkeys cheeped urgently from the back. She only spared a second to glance over her shoulder to where the New Library should have been sitting in a pool of golden light. But the library, like the whole of Ocean, had gone dark.

She strained to hear any hint of the wards, but the noise was overwhelming – the crash of waves against the causeway, the magnified sounds of the groaning wood. After a few seconds though, she thought she felt it: the low hum that had always been her touchstone. The whirring wards lapped at her skin, then vanished. Lapped, then vanished. Her headache flared, a sudden sharp pressure behind her temples. Flared, then died. Flared, then died. As if in sync with the coming apocalypse.

‘Bad water!’ Jellybean screeched.

Quickly she set Grace in motion, but as they sped down the causeway, Frida couldn’t help glancing left, fully expecting to see a shrimp’s tongue whip over the edge. She was reminding herself, not for the first time, that full-body boils was not a good way to die when suddenly the kraken surged upwards, her dark blue octopus-like head appearing on her right, massive fishy eyeballs floating in the gloom. Tentacles swirled, sending mini tsunamis against the causeway.

‘Oh my GOD!’ Frida cried.

But the massive coral-encrusted arches that signalled the end of Ocean had appeared in the distance, and the monkeys’ triumphant trills resounded through the buggy. All apart from Jellybean, who maintained a vigil staring through the flimsy back plastic window, his little claws digging in where he clung onto her shoulder.

‘Jelly, look! We’re almost at the end.’

Jelly cheeped an ominously sceptical ‘Ree,’ along with a number of pops and crackles that were too fast for her brain to sort through. The lights had come back on though, and she was focusing on their salvation. For the next few minutes, they drove from one silver pool of lamplight to another, the hum of the wards blissfully steady. Maybe she’d imagined the whole thing, or maybe whatever tree root had thrust its way through the mainframe had decided to retract itself.

‘Nearly there, Grace,’ she said determinedly. ‘Nearly there, Jelly!’ She could almost taste the old chocolate bar that had been in Hamish’s locker since 2017 that she was going to treat herself to as those coral arches drew closer. She was about to point them out to Jellybean again, when the sparks in his fur erupted, and suddenly a mini lightning storm the size of a golf ball was churning between his two heads. The faux leather beneath his paws smouldered.

‘No good!’ he shrieked, racing back and forth along the seats. ‘Bad water! Ree, Reee, Ree! Angry water!’

Frida’s muscles went rigid, her guts flipping end over end. The other monkeys were shrieking too, and Ocean’s lamps were suddenly flaming like a disco ball. Frida swerved, almost crashing Grace into the glass barrier that separated the causeway from the ocean below. She slammed her foot on the brake just in time and panted in horror at the glass, barely inches away from Grace’s front wheels.

The lights went out entirely.

Grace’s headlights were a lone blade, spearing through the gloom. Frida put Grace into reverse, Jellybean gesticulating passionately in the direction of the arches, which suddenly seemed much further away than they had two seconds ago. She couldn’t see anything out there, but she’d watched enough Jurassic Park films to know that there’s always nothing there until a velociraptor explodes out of the bushes.

There were sixteen urgent backflips telling her they were all going to die.

She’d just been about to put her foot on the accelerator when the stench of old salt and seaweed ripped the breath from her lungs and Grace, with immaculate timing, stalled.

The monkeys, as one, went deathly silent.





Chapter Fifty-Five

As the tree showered them in petals, the scent of almonds wrapped around Frida and she couldn’t stop grinning. All around them, there was the sound of life waking up. Small rustles at first, a high-pitched bark, the coo of a bird. Then a far-distant ear-splitting shriek. A muffled rumble. A kraken-esque howl on the breeze. Wordless, Frida and Dian sat amongst the flowers with their shoulders touching. They’d developed a method of communicating that hadn’t required words. But an electric feeling zinged between them, little sparks that Frida imagined she could see dancing in the atmosphere. She craned her neck, dazzled to see the hawthorn continue to bloom, spreading white blushed with pink up into the cavern of the black forest sky.

‘Why couldn’t Mush wake you up?’ she murmured, leaning into Dian’s warmth. She still couldn’t quite believe they were warm, and they were here. ‘She was the one who really knew your name.’

Dian tilted towards her as Mush gave an amused snort. A few stray blossoms decorated Dian’s hair. The silver was still there, giving them an air of majesty, a mark of the years that had passed. ‘Well,’ Dian said as their eyes glittered. A sheepish smile played over their lips and the tips of their ears turned pink. ‘I obviously cannot tell you that. I’d have to banish you to a fairy pool for the rest of eternity if I did.’

Frida recalled the steamy warmth of that pool, the silken carpet of moss between her bare toes. Her voice was husky when she said, not quite knowing when she’d become so brave, ‘Well, that doesn’t sound so bad. Not if you’d be there too.’

Dian’s smile grew into something delicious. They looked down at where their hands were almost touching, lying adjacent across their laps. ‘I might be,’ they said hoarsely, their eyes blurring. ‘Would that make you happy?’

‘Oh, my skies,’ Mush interrupted dourly. ‘This flirtation between you is interminable. My ancestor Behemoth Night Weaver was right.’

Frida jumped, not having realised Mush was in the shell of her ear, tickling her eardrums. Then she burst out laughing, but the next moment, with a heated growl at the back of their throat that set Frida’s soul on fire, Dian purred,

‘Go away now, Mush.’

Without waiting for whatever droll reply Mush might have, Dian gently slipped their hand around the back of Frida’s neck, entwining in her loose hair. Mush gave a dramatic squeal, vaulting away. Frida barely heard it though as Dian trailed their callused thumb along her jawline, and up her lower lip. The moan that came out of Frida was pure feral. Dian’s lips curled, and then they kissed her.

Oh, sea and skies.

Their breath tasted of rain and mint and almond spice. Their piercing dug into her chin, just as sharp as she’d imagined. As her whole body tingled, they sucked her lower lip into their mouth, and grazed their soft, warm tongue over her own. When Frida whimpered, raindrops seemed to explode, and burning heat blazed through her belly, sending glitter and cascading starlight in waves up her spine. She was undone.

Dian finally pulled away with a breathless laugh, and Frida opened her eyes. Dian was watching her, the deep dark pools glittering with desire. Frida was dizzy as she rested her forehead against Dian’s and wrapped her hands around the back of their neck and into their wild curls.

‘Dian,’ she moaned.

‘Frida Rose,’ they breathed back into her mouth, catching her lower lip again in their teeth. ‘I’ve missed you.’ And then she was lost again, in the fullness of their lips, the hard pressure of their body against hers, the feeling of their strong, rough hands on her cheeks, as she kissed them again, and again, filling her soul with the heady taste of rain.

‘What should I call you?’ she finally managed, the velvet softness of the petals bringing to mind soft sheets under the moon. They pulled back just enough to see her face, plucking a rogue hawthorn blossom from her cheek, and flashing her a full, staggering smile: fairy charm turned up to a hundred. It made Frida think she was going to have to work hard to hold onto her wits. There was a wicked twinkle in their eye, full of possibilities.

‘Few people have known my name,’ they said, and the sudden vulnerability in their face almost broke Frida’s heart open anew. ‘Mush is the only one, now, I suppose. And she couldn’t wake me because, well . . . ’ Dian stared down at Frida, their eyes very round. ‘Because although Mush and I are bound together, and we love each other very much, that was not enough to call me back.’

Frida’s mouth had gone bone dry. ‘What was, then?’

Dian chewed on their lower lip, pulling the thorn of their piercing through their teeth. When they finally answered, it was the huskiest sound Frida had ever heard. ‘What do you think, Frida Rose?’

The way they said her name, as if she was the answer to everything, Frida almost melted. As it was, she flushed to the roots of her hair and, with a full, wild laugh, Dian pulled her up onto her feet. Approaching the hawthorn together, there was a look of awe on both their stunned faces. Eventually, after a few long moments, Dian placed their hands to the bark. The ribbons of brown and ebony, copper and silver, darkest blue and palest gold were so similar to the colours that stained Dian’s skin that Frida had to look hard to see where their fingers ended and the tree began.

‘Thank you, my friend,’ Dian whispered to the tree. Then, to Frida, ‘As to what name you should call me?’ they murmured, gazing up into the cascade of blossoms. ‘When we are
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Thank you, always, to my dad, John, for your love, and for your constant, tireless, epic support. To Nick, Christopher, Amy, Vivienne, Eurik and Jenny for the same. To Alex, Thomas, Arun and Olivia – being an auntie is the best thing in the world. Thank you to all my family, every single one of you. And thank you to anyone who read and shared my books. Particularly my mum’s friends, who do it so wonderfully. Being able to spend my days writing about dragons is an extreme privilege, even more so to do it without fear. This shouldn’t be extraordinary. This book is for anyone who is at this moment fighting for their home, their culture, their worlds, and their identities. It is for anyone who believes that no single person should ever live in a cage.
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