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To anyone who’s ever felt that you aren’t good enough.
 You are, and always have been.
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The SILIMALO PHOENIX, once widespread throughout the rocky shrublands of the eastern Silimalo coast, was hunted near to extinction, their feathers illegally harvested for longevity remedies. Currently, the entire remaining population lives in captivity. Future reintroduction into the wild will depend on the success of our network of IMWS breeding facilities around the world.
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Chapter One
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Aila Macbhairan’s favorite time at the San Tamculo Zoo was early morning: cool, quiet, and—best of all—not a person in sight.


In the pre-dawn, an eggplant-purple sky hung over city streetlamps silhouetted with palm trees. Bird keepers worked the earliest shifts, their peckish charges awake at first light.


Aila swiped her ID card at the staff gate, then crossed the entrance plaza, hunched beneath a backpack of blue canvas and cartoon animal patches, work boots tapping terracotta bricks engraved with donor names. A bronze statue of the zoo’s peacock griffin mascot stood sentinel in the fog, metal wings spread wide, back brushed gold from millions of visitors clambering up for a photo.


Already, the air warmed. Salt from the rocky coast of Movas mixed with asphalt, hay, and old popcorn, though not a kernel or crumpled cup strayed into sight. For a fleeting time before the gates opened, Aila enjoyed immaculate concrete paths, the main avenue of silent speakers and dark gift shops stuffed with everything from dragon plushies to candy cockatrice eggs, to those insufferable plastic toys that twirled with light-up phoenixes at the press of a button.


The shriek of an archibird sliced the quiet. Aila smiled, the zoo rousing to greet her.


Off the visitor path, hidden behind a screen of shrubbery, golden light spilled out a doorway. Inside, beige walls sported framed news articles and a bulletin board with flyers for the employee potluck, an advertisement for guitar lessons, a strongly worded note against storing unicorn deworming medicine in the human food fridge. Filing cabinets sprouted crowns of charging radios and protocol binders.


“Morning, Tom,” Aila greeted.


From his corner desk, the middle-aged staff coordinator grunted in acknowledgement. He had brown and sun-weathered skin, a jaw patched with uneven stubble and a black uniform polo ironed to perfection. While he sipped his coffee and scrolled on his phone, Aila logged in at the computer, then clipped a radio to the belt of her cargo pants.


“Have a good day, Tom.”


He grunted farewell.


Aila got along well with Tom.


Back into the budding dawn, a fog-muted sunrise filtered through leaves of eucalyptus and cypress. Aila’s path cut through a food court and past the endangered species carousel, a menagerie of prancing pegasi and snarling dragons. During a school trip in third grade, four of Aila’s classmates waged war over the coveted unicorn mount, ending in pulled hair and several detentions. She’d watched the skirmish from her lone perch on the carousel’s thunderhawk, safe in a cocoon of resin wings and electric blue paint.


Beyond the entrance attractions, the walkway branched into narrower arteries. At Aila’s passing, the yellow-finned caiman flicked open an eye, scales glittering with magnetized gold dust and tail dangling in his lounging pool. A pair of gilded swans honked a plea for handouts, trails of bioluminescence swirling the dark water in their wake. Ahead, a domed aviary rose from within the trees, panels of tempered glass ribbed with heat-resistant steel.


Aila’s heart soared with it.


She’d collected her first poster from the San Tamculo Zoo at eight years old, a stylized print of the most stunning creature in the world: the critically endangered Silimalo phoenix, ruby wings spread in flight, tail swirling into flame. The prized possession held a place of honor on her bedroom wall throughout high school. It traveled with her in a packed sedan to Sagecrest College, the premier zoological school in Movas, motivation as she crammed her way to a degree in magical animal science. The edges crinkled yellow on her cubicle wall as she finished her apprenticeship at the Fablewings Rescue Center across town, as she poured her heart into the San Tamculo Zoo job application, then sobbed like a wrung sponge when the offer letter arrived.


Now, phoenix keeper Aila floated to work each day like a dream, eyes sparkling on the glass of her aviary.


Her jungle trees and concrete paths.


Her flock of birds chittering at the dawn.


Head held high, she mounted the slope to the World of Birds aviary and twisted a key into the outer lock, crossed the antechamber, then pressed the inner door to start another wonderful day of—


Her shoulder stalled against the push bar.


She planted her boots and shoved, but the door refused to open. From the other side of the steel mesh came a wry cackle. She looked up, glare settling on a stocky gray archibird—one of the more mischievous species under her care—peering down at her from behind a wide-leaved vine. He tilted his head, a crest of azure feathers raised to a rakish angle.


“Ha, ha,” Aila said. “Very funny, Archie.”


He replied with a puffed chest and a throaty sound like a deflating rubber chicken.


Aila shoved the door again, attempting to dislodge whatever twigs Archie must have jammed into the lock. Archibirds, native to the tropical islands of the Naelo Archipelago, had been hunted to near extinction in the wild. Some days, she understood why their beleaguered human neighbors did it. The feathered fiends obsessed over gathering shiny jewelry, light bulbs, bolts out of car hubcaps.


With gritted teeth, Aila strained against the push bar until her shoulder ached. No rattle of dislodging sticks answered her efforts. She gripped the metal mesh, craning to see the prankster’s handiwork—then gaped at the glint of a metal rod jammed into the keyhole.


“Archie … you’d better not have torn apart your new enrichment item!”


She’d discovered the design for the swiveling mirror toy in a journal article, had labored over the construction in her free evenings for over a month. Fastening all the tiny pieces together with a soldering iron burned a couple of fingerprints off, but when she’d brought the toy in to work the day before, her reward had been Archie hopping and hooting like a mad bird.


Sneaky little con artist.


Above her, wings flapped. When Aila looked up, Archie froze on his perch, beady black eyes locked with hers. Another metal rod glinted in his beak.


The aviary had three entrances.


The moment Archie took flight, Aila set off at a sprint.


Her boots pounded concrete, frizzed auburn hair bouncing in her ponytail, backpack weighing her down like a turtle shell. The path around the aviaries curved past a slushie hut with a thatched roof and mannequin parrots, a garden of spiky cycad trees, several exhibits with animals locked in their overnight enclosures. Aila huffed up a flight of stairs and hit the aviary door at full force, fumbling for her key while the archibird landed against the inner screen.


“Don’t you fucking dare, Archie!”


Two exhibits over, a three-faced marmoset mimicked back, “Don’t you fucking dare, Archie!” followed by a whooping laugh.


Aila twisted the key in the lock. As she stumbled across the antechamber, Archie jammed the metal rod into the inner door, feet latched on to the mesh and body wrenching for torque. She hit the push bar and shoved as hard as her pale, skinny arms could muster.


It didn’t budge. With each shove, the metal rod rattled in the lock.


Aila slumped against the door. Inside, Archie hopped along the ground, his triumphant cackles drawing a flutter of other birds peeking from the canopy: the translucent wings and purple feathers of the pixie wrens, the judging white eyes of the screaming mynas. The interior of the aviary was humid, hot, dense with wide-leaved cecropia trees and pod-bearing tamarinds to model a more tropical forest. As Aila pressed her cheek to the mesh of the door, the tang of moist soil and treated water thick in her nose, Archie poked through to nibble her fingers.


Nice going, Aila. How was she supposed to be a world-class zookeeper if she couldn’t outsmart a single archibird? A single door?


“Aw, gee, Archie. You got me.” Aila snapped her fingers in defeat. Could the archibird understand her? Logic said no, but considering what ratio of her conversations occurred with animals, she had to believe they got something out of it.


She backed away from the door. Archie watched with head tilted, a confused rise to his crest. Feigning indifference, Aila slumped down the stairs and out of sight behind a screen of giant Renkailan reeds with feathery cream tips.


Stealth mode: activate.


As quietly as heavy work boots allowed, she snuck toward the third aviary door, shielding herself behind vegetation. She hopped through a garden of topiary pruned like flying birds. Flattened herself to a photo booth whose white LCD screen glowed eerily in the growing light.


The glass aviaries formed a central hub of the zoo, surrounded by sections themed after regions of the world. On this edge, the path cut through a forest of bamboo with stalks thicker than Aila’s arm, native to Fen, their neighbor across the mountains to the north-east. Food shops were painted in a smooth gray with red trim, the plaza shaded by wooden pergolas dripping purple and white wisteria, feeding onto a low stone bridge across a pond. Not a bad place to relax, sans the screaming children who’d flood the grounds in a few hours.


She approached the main exhibit—a maned dragon in her own dome of ever-flowering cherry trees. Though the enclosure limited the dragon’s ability to alter barometric pressure beyond the glass, a low fog clung to the ground, buckets of umbrellas on hand for any guests caught in an unexpected drizzle. In the plaza beside the exhibit, Aila ducked for cover within a giant replica dragon egg. The tourist trap consisted of jade resin, its hollow interior an invitation for tacky photos. Her nose wrinkled at the smell of shoes and stale waffle fries. Peering past scratched graffiti and the informational placard, she could just see her aviary door around a curve in the path.


In the canopy, Archie fluttered to a perch, bobbing his head as he searched for her, another metal rod in his beak. Waiting for a witness to his scheme? Your love of theatrics will be your doom, my friend. If Aila could get the door unlocked before he noticed her—


“Morning, Aila!” came a cheerful voice behind her.


Aila yelped and banged her head on the roof of the egg. Hand pressed to her far-too-easily-startled heart, she spun a glare on her betrayer. The woman stood tall in a black keeper’s polo and work jeans, skin dark umber and hair gathered into a bun of slim braids beneath her cap, carrying a box of bird food pellets. Just Tanya. Aila slumped in relief. She’d have died from embarrassment if that gorgeous hunk of a dragon keeper found her skulking around his exhibits.


Or worse, that judgmental witch from the griffin show. Aila would never live it down.


“Shh.” She pressed a finger to her lips. “Not so loud!”


Tanya crouched beside Aila, balancing the box on her knees, ink-dark eyes scrunched to that patronizing angle reserved for misbehaving animals, obnoxious human visitors or, in this case, college roommates.


“What are we doing this morning, Ailes?” Tanya matched the conspiring tone.


“I need you to distract Archie.”


“Archie?” Tanya lifted a penciled brow. “You letting that bird push you around again?”


“He dismantled the new toy I built him!”


“Mm-hm.”


“Got the metal dowels loose somehow and jammed them into the doors! Do you know how long it took me to solder all those pieces?” Aila flexed her fingers, recalling the toil.


“You’re talking about that contraption with all the shiny metal bits?” Tanya clicked her tongue. “Girlie, what did I tell you when you brought that thing in here?”


Aila frowned and studied the squishy ground, a mat of recycled rubber dyed jade and gold to mimic maned dragon scales. A clever use of resources, though she could do without the smell of all the children who rolled around on—


“Ailes.”


“Right. Right! It was a bad idea. OK?” Aila slumped until her backpack hit the wall of the egg. “I just wanted to do something nice for him.” As much as Archie could be a little shit, he was her little shit. Who could say “no” to that adorable, scheming face?


Tanya grinned, amusement dancing on high cheeks. She booped Aila’s nose with a manicured blue nail. “Don’t you worry, Ailes. You know I’ve got you.”


She stood, her box of bird pellets rustling as she shuffled it back to a comfortable spot in her arms. As Tanya strutted down the path, she called out in a singsong voice, “Oh, what a lovely morning. And me, all alone with my big, exciting box of bird food! I hope there aren’t any devious archibirds lurking up in the trees.”


Aila grinned. She didn’t have many human friends—too shy in grade school, too bookish in high school, too much of a barely contained ball of anxiety in college (and most days thereafter). How she’d lucked into a friend as stellar as Tanya was a cosmic wonder.


Peeking around the egg, Aila spotted a flutter of wings in the aviary. Archie took the bait, off to get a closer look at Tanya and her box.


Time to strike.


Aila sprinted for the door. As she ran, keys flashed in her hand, ready when she hit the lock. A jam. A click. Victory smelled like damp concrete and bird droppings as she lurched across the antechamber. Archie landed on the inner door in a panic of wings and croaks. Metal flashed in his beak. He gripped the mesh and angled the rod, thrusting down as Aila collided with the push bar.


She shoved. The door flew open, Archie squawking in retreat.


Momentum was a son of a bitch. Aila enjoyed her fleeting swell of triumph before losing her balance, flying forward into the aviary and toppling belly-first onto the pathway. Limbs sprawled, chin stinging from a scraped jaw, she accepted the embrace of cold concrete. Humid air stuck to her skin. Leaves rustled in the broad-leaved trees arcing toward the glass, in vines of pepper bushes and vanilla orchids encircling mossy path railings.


Aila grinned. She did it. She beat that conniving little—


A splat of bird poop hit her cheek. Son of a bitch.


She wiped the goop clean with a groan, careful not to smush any near her eyes or mouth, dripping a huge glop onto her work polo. Archie landed beside her and hopped a circle, chest wheezing, delighted with their game.


“You’re lucky you’re cute, Archie. Please tell me you realize that?”


Archie cocked his head, eyes beady. Shoot. Aila couldn’t stay mad at that.


As the chaos subsided, the aviary fluttered to life. Purple pixie wrens hopped the branches, fluttering their dragonfly wings. A cinnamon bird peeked from behind a cecropia leaf, twirls of spiced bark accenting his tail. A pair of vanishing ducks waddled up from the pond, white tails shimmying in time with inquisitive quacks. From his neighboring aviary, the six-foot tall Movasi thunderhawk landed on a perch, his crest sparking, beak clacking in annoyance at all the hubbub.


Despite her scrapes and the remnants of bird droppings clinging to her cheek, Aila laughed. She couldn’t imagine herself anywhere else.


Archie squawked and flared his blue crest.


“Of course. I’ll be right back with your breakfast. Don’t break anything else? Please?” Aila hopped to her feet to start her morning routine—for real, this time.


After unblocking the doors and confiscating the pieces of Archie’s toy (to his vocal displeasure), she finished her trek to the heart of the aviary complex. There stood another glass monolith, heat-tempered using powdered dragon scales, attached to a building of red stucco and gilded pillars. A pergola arched over the path, shaded with grape vines and olive trees. Above, a metallic art piece depicted a fiery bird in flight, flames flickering from gas valves in the tail.


The Silimalo phoenix.


Aila would never forget her first visit to the San Tamculo Zoo, eyes so wide on those vivid colors, those mesmerizing feathers. She forgot how much she hated school field trips. She forgot about holding back tears when none of her classmates wanted to sit with the nervous, quiet girl who kept to herself at lunch. Other visitors fawned over the gaudy tricks in the griffin show, the teeth of the diamondback dragon or jewel-headed carbuncles at the petting zoo, but what were all those theatrics compared to this? Something unique. Something vanishing. Hunted to extinction in the wild, Silimalo phoenixes lived on thanks to a coordinated breeding program across the world’s zoos—from the pegasus-studded grasslands of Silimalo to the rocky plateaus of Movas, to the vast sand dunes of the Renkailan desert.


Of course, when Aila was younger, San Tamculo’s phoenix breeding program was the best in Movas. A jewel of species conservation. These days … not so much.


The public façade of the exhibit sparkled—the well-trimmed grape vines, the wide observation window. But upon entering the back keeper complex, Aila was met with faded orange walls. Metal counters were piled not with chirping fledglings, but boxes of food pellets that didn’t fit in the main storage room. Cream linoleum, clean glass, but quiet. Too quiet. These facilities hadn’t bred Silimalo phoenixes in over a decade. Since their last male passed away from old age, there’d been no compatible birds available to transfer within the conservation network, either from their Movasi sister zoos or farther abroad.


“Good morning, Rubra,” Aila greeted, soft as a mother rousing her child from bed.


The female phoenix perched alone in a metal aviary, preening. She resembled a large red pheasant. Plumes of gilded crimson bobbed on her head as she ran an obsidian beak over her wing feathers, a sunrise gradient from red to tangerine to gold. Her tail was striped gold and ruby, nearly twice the length of her body, two straight central feathers and another pair curling on either side, the full lengths of them alight with perpetual flame.


The phoenix lifted her crest and gave a high-pitched chirp.


By all the skies and seas, Aila’s heart cracked every time.


She slipped on a fireproof glove covering fingertips to shoulder. When the cage door opened, Rubra hopped onto her keeper’s hand and fluffed her feathers in a puff of red down and a whiff of woodsmoke.


Careful to keep open flame away from her clothing (not always successful, as evidenced by a few old singes on her cargo pants), Aila walked Rubra to an observation window overlooking the public exhibit. While the phoenix preened on her glove, Aila pulled a laptop from her backpack, set it on the counter, and navigated to the bookmark she visited a dozen times a day. Maybe two dozen.


A video feed popped up on the screen: live footage from the second largest zoo in Movas, a few hours down the coast in Jewelport. Center frame, a pair of Silimalo phoenixes roosted on a nest of charred branches.


“Look, Rubra,” Aila whispered. “They should hatch any day now!” A shining achievement for any zoo. Watching the progress filled Aila with equal parts overwhelming joy and crushing envy, doubly so when Rubra pecked at the phoenixes on the computer screen.


“Don’t worry, sweetheart.” Aila stroked the bird’s back, feathers warm as a hearth. “I’ll find a partner for you one day. I promise.”


On the wall above her desk hung a yellowed phoenix poster, the same one she’d carried with her since she was eight. Through college. Through apprenticing. Aila leaned against the counter, phoenix on her arm, scrolling through the video chat box to catch up on the latest highlights. Rubra watched with head cocked, a melancholy trill in her throat.


“I promise,” Aila told her again.


Same as she did every day.
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Chapter Two
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Three hours remained until the front gates opened and flooded the Sam Tamculo Zoo with patrons. Aila had an army’s worth of tasks to prepare her exhibits before then.


Her laptop stayed open to the Jewelport Zoo live cam, inspiration in the form of cute birds and childhood dreams. She set Rubra on a metal scale and checked her feather iridescence against a chart on the wall—crimson values only a nine out of ten today, but a papaya snack would boost those carotenoids. Some keepers found rote routines tedious, but Aila reveled in the satisfaction of filling numbers into a logbook. At a tap of her fingers, Rubra hopped back to her glove, rewarded with a juicy grape she crushed in her beak.


With check-in complete, Aila released Rubra to her public exhibit. The phoenix glided over a scrubby hillside and landed in an olive tree. The plants, like the bird, were native to Silimalo, the other side of the world from arid Movas, across the Middle Sea, on the western arm of the continent. These particular trees came from a Silimalo specialty nursery down the street.


Dawn light filtered through the glass dome, each panel outfitted with sensors and venting mechanisms to maintain the perfect temperature and humidity. State of the art. Yet no amount of fancy climate control technology guaranteed success at breeding captive Silimalo phoenixes. Somehow, the birds knew when they weren’t in the right place.


The Silimalo National Zoo had the greatest success, their phoenixes content in a climate of mild winters and arid summers shared by few other regions. Movas was such a place: the same latitude, the same west-facing coast, the same scrubby biome. Another stretch of scrub in the southern hemisphere, on the west coast of Renkaila, participated in the breeding program, but hadn’t produce a clutch. The two premier zoos in Movas—San Tamculo and Jewelport—were the only institutions to have successfully bred Silimalo phoenixes outside their native range.


Then, San Tamculo’s birds passed away from old age—right as Aila was applying to college, mind you, causing a real jab of urgency for those personal statement essays. With so few phoenixes in the breeding program, Rubra barely got transferred, and the carousel of genetically optimized bird pairings limited the pool of male partners. A whole legacy, ended by administrative red tape.


Enter: phoenix keeper Aila. Here to kick butt, scrub aviaries, and revive the phoenix program from the ashes. If only she could get that second bird—three straight years of transfer requests, denied. Who’d take that gamble on an untested keeper and a defunct facility?


So Aila had to prove herself by doing a kick-ass job at everything else.


She cleaned Rubra’s back aviary from floor to ceiling, collecting any molted feathers to dispose of according to International Magical Wildlife Service protocol (lest the plumes end up on the black market as longevity tea or chintzy cold remedies). Charred perches, Aila replaced with fresh olive foliage. Metal held up better against flame, but Rubra loved playing with leaves.


Though the Silimalo phoenix starred on her route, Aila oversaw several neighboring exhibits as well. Next stop, she returned to the World of Birds aviary, largest after the trio of dragon domes. With a high-pressure hose, she attacked the concrete paths and decorative rocks around the ponds, clearing every speck of bird poop that would be right back again tomorrow morning. Skies and seas forbid any visitors witness something so unsightly. On hands and knees, she raked leaves off the circulation outlet for the waterfall, emerging with mud beneath her nails and twigs clinging to her clothes. Clean zookeepers weren’t doing their job right.


Food time. Aila dipped into a keeper kitchen and returned with arms laden. Into the pond went bowls of bird pellets and chopped fish for the vanishing ducks—native to wetlands of the tropical Pennja savannah, to the southeast—and, yes, Aila still jumped whenever they materialized beside her, thanks for asking. Fortunately, their teleportation was only good for causing heart attacks, not phasing through anything solid. They fluffed their white cheeks and cinnamon bellies, whistling in delight as they dug into breakfast.


Next, a hike up the hill, swatting aside leaves as worldly as the animal residents: giant gunnera from the Pennja sub-tropics, aromatic cinnamon from the Ziclexian rainforest. Aila set bowls of fruit and mealworms into strategic feeding stations viewable from the public walkways.


The next residents hailed from Renkaila, even farther south than Pennja, the lower tip of the continent. The purple pixie wrens, native to Renkaila’s western shrublands, descended first, their gossamer wings fluttering like dragonflies. A sprinkle of magical dust from their feathers sent several pieces of fruit levitating, safe out of reach of other beaks.


Next, the pair of screaming mynas perused the offerings, large brown birds with eerie white eyes and yellow wattles. In the thicker forests of Renkaila’s east coast, superstition said the myna’s human-like shrieks predicted death. Others claimed they mimicked the voices of deceased loved ones. For Aila, the birds were a nuisance, the source of too many calls to zoo security when patrons mistook them for people screaming bloody murder.


Once the rowdier crowd departed, a mouse griffin slunk out of the leaves. One of the aviary’s most far-from-home residents, mouse griffins skulked the wide temperate forests of Ozokia, all the way on the southern continent. The palm-sized creature perched with rear mouse paws and front talons, wings of pastel blue and yellow, bird head marked by a comical white eyebrow. Aila offered a chunk of mango the size of her pinkie. Can’t let the extroverts get all the good stuff. The mouse griffin squeaked, snatched the fruit, then fluttered off.


With paths cleaned, birds fed and waterfall switched on to a roar, the aviaries were ready for visitors. At least, Aila’s exhibits were. Tanya handled the other half of the aviary complex, laying fish out for the Ozokian kingfishers and buckets of shrimp for the mirror flamingos.


Aila returned to the concrete path to find Archie perched on a railing, blue crest raised, cheeks puffed. Someone wasn’t pleased about losing his latest toy.


Let him pout. Aila knew this game.


She pulled a shiny metal screw from her pocket, the last remnant of her doomed enrichment item. The threads were chunky, too thick to fit in any door mechanisms (she’d double and triple-checked). Archie’s feathers flattened, his neck raised in rapt attention.


“Are you going to behave now, Archie?”


The Archibird squawked and hopped from foot to foot.


“No stealing cell phones from visitors?”


A puffed crest, then another squawk.


“No pooping on them, either?”


This wheeze was less enthusiastic, but honestly, if Aila could vent her frustrations against the general public that easily, wouldn’t she be tempted?


She offered the screw. Archie snatched it in his beak and flew off in a blur of gray, hooting in delight. As he dipped into the forest understory, Aila leaned over a mossy railing to view the clearing below. There, Archie landed upon his masterpiece, the instinctual calling of every archibird: a tower composed of every shiny object he’d collected.


The Naelo Archipelago lay along the equator, a collection of tropical islands arcing across the Middle Sea, starting off the coast of Silimalo and nearly spanning the distance to Movas. Archibirds originated in the islands’ coastal mangroves. As cities grew, the birds found urban life remarkably to their liking, treasure troves of shiny objects to pilfer for their towers.


In the wild, archibirds attracted mates with the dazzling constructions (taller towers were, obviously, sexier). Thanks to the tranquil lifestyle of captivity, Archie had spent years raising his tower to over six feet tall. Some pieces were rewards for good behavior: brass buttons, metal sheets, assorted screws. The addition of jewelry, sunglasses, and cell phones produced no shortage of complaints from guests, but hey: they should have read the warning signs before entering the aviary.


Archie rolled the screw in his beak, coating it with spit—a physics-defying spit stronger than any human-crafted industrial adhesive. When he placed the metal piece on his tower, it stuck as if welded. Delighted, he perched atop his throne and hooted.


Aila smiled. If she could give him the cell phone of every visitor to the zoo, she would.


One hour left until opening. One exhibit left to prepare. Though Archie was a scheming menace, his small bird body precluded him from posing any physical hazard.


The kelpie, on the other hand …


Beside the aviary domes, a pocket of dense fog clung to weeping fir trees, persisting even as the Movasi sun rose hot overhead. The air hung thick, stale, peat-scented like a pocket of real Vjari moor, transported from the sub-polar expanse of boreal forest that crowned the northern continent. She approached the exhibit from a side entrance hidden by bracken and sculpted rocks. Here was the only non-avian charge on her route, assigned partly due to proximity, partly because no one else in the zoo wanted it.


Aila preferred a carnivorous horse over other people most days.


She unclipped the radio from her belt. “Entering kelpie,” she reported, standard protocol for any exhibit with a dangerous resident. In the coordinator’s office, Tom would scribble down the time. If Aila didn’t report back after a while, well … it would be too late, but at least they’d know where to find her body.


When Aila started this route three years ago, stepping into the kelpie exhibit left a skip in her heart. Now, it was just a matter of diligence—and many checks to the gate locks. The main metal gate lay submerged in water, a barrier between the pretty public exhibit where the kelpie spent her day, and the back enclosure where she slept at night. Modular exhibits let Aila work in one section without fear of fangs looming over her shoulder.


Mist eddied at her ankles as she entered the empty public exhibit, the kelpie still locked in her back holding. In a loop around the boggy habitat, Aila collected gnawed bones from yesterday’s meal, scrubbed the bloody rocks clean, inspected the water level in the observation pool. Peat moss squelched beneath her boots, a smell of wet hair clogging her nose.


The fog? Natural. Zoo designers proposed a fog machine when the exhibit first came in, but as it turned out, the kelpie affected the air around her.


Satisfied with a clean exhibit, Aila exited, double-checked the door locks, then moved into the concrete hall of the back exhibit. The gate controls were down a flight of stairs, beside a tank of inky water separated by foot-thick observation glass.


The tank looked empty. When Aila approached, her reflection peered back at her, ghostly in the fluorescent backlighting. Then, the moor-black water rippled. Dark eyes replaced hers. Like wisps of algae, a figure materialized on the other side, snout long and eyes sunken, hooves pawing the water, mane and tail woven with kelp.


“Good morning, Maisie.” Aila laid a hand against the glass.


The kelpie pulled back her mouth to reveal fangs, followed by a gentle press of her nose to the wall between them. More polite than some patrons. Part of that was thanks to the glass, a refracting structure that blocked the hypnotizing aura kelpies used to lure and drown their prey.


At the control panel, Aila held down a red button. Mechanisms grated. The water in the tank lurched as the gate slid open, granting access to the pond in the main exhibit. With the ease of a current, the kelpie kicked off, closer to liquid than solid as she swam through the gate and into the public observation tank. She had a long day ahead, producing mystical fog and startling children.


Aila pressed a second button to close the gate.


With all her animals released into their public exhibits, she shifted back to cleaning. Aila reveled in the rhythmic scrubbing of her broom, the frizz of fog in her hair, the stinging scent of disinfectant as she worked along the concrete slab beside the kelpie’s back water tank. By the time the floor gleamed spotless, a new din had grown outside.


Opening time. From the exhibit came squeals of delight as the kelpie swam across the glass. Laughing families. Shouting parents. Louder by the minute.


Aila checked her watch and groaned.


If she could hide in her back exhibits all day, she’d do so. Unfortunately, she had “professional obligations” and a “responsibility to facilitate positive interactions with zoo patrons” and all those cheery lines that came up in the yearly HR training. With the enthusiasm of a horror movie zombie—the low-budget ones Tanya collected posters for, no less—she stalked upstairs to the kitchen. Half a goat carcass lay defrosted in the industrial sink. She’d pulled it out the day before, preparing for one of the zoo’s most popular weekly spectacles.


Just get it over with, Aila. Then she could hide again. Like she always did.


Aila peered out from the keeper entrance, squinting like a bat. The gloomy Vjari moors were home to kelpies—and Aila’s gossamer-skinned ancestors. Midday Movasi sun glared down harsh enough to sear a few new freckles across her cheeks, banishing the morning fog. At least, any natural fog. Mist still cloaked the kelpie exhibit, bog musk fighting an assault of buttered popcorn and fried food from the snack shack down the path. On the public walkway, patrons hiked past with sunhats and squeaking strollers, gathering in a horde beside the observation window of the main pool.


They clapped when Aila emerged on a platform above the exhibit, a dead goat splayed on a cart behind her, fake smile plastered to her face. She’d done this a hundred times. Her legs still wobbled like jelly.


“Ahem.” Aila cleared her throat. Tapped the lapel microphone clipped to her polo. Zero words in, and her voice already shook. Why didn’t speaking to crowds ever get easier?


“Hello. Yes. The … um … kelpie feeding will start momentarily.”


The crowd buzzed with murmurs and crinkling lunch wrappers, whizzing toys from the gift shop and electric fans in neon colors. Within the exhibit, the pond rippled as if caressed by a breeze. Focus on the animal. Aila knew how to deal with animals.


A cable ran over the exhibit. After hooking the goat carcass, Aila heaved on a pulley, sending the bait over the water. Perplexed looks peppered the crowd. Expecting more pomp? Some sparklers or perilous music? Maisie had it covered. A snout emerged from the water, a flare of fog from black nostrils. The kelpie dipped below the water’s surface.


The pond exploded in a thrash of hooves and algae-strewn mane. Fangs sank into the goat carcass. With a powerful twist, Maisie ripped her meal from its hook and dragged it into the pool. The crowd rioted, shouting and pointing and waving flashing cameras.


“No flash, please,” Aila squeaked. No one seemed to hear her.


With slumped shoulders, she pulled out her phone and set a timer. Five minutes. She could survive five minutes. Forcing a smile, she exited the exhibit and waded into the crowd as Maisie ripped apart her meal behind the glass, playing with chunks of meat in the current. Oh, how Aila preferred the smells of bog and bone to popcorn and sunscreen.


“Hello!” At her microphoned voice, the shouting lulled. “I’m Aila, keeper for this exhibit. I’ve … uh … got a moment to answer some questions about the kelpie, if you’d like to—”


“What do you feed it?” A call from a woman in giant sunglasses, her blouse a blinding shade of tangerine.


Aila lifted an eyebrow, looking at the observation pool. “We feed her … meat? Kelpies are carnivorous. In the wild, they’re known to eat—”


“Meat like what? Goats?”


“That is meat. Yes. Though stories from the Vjari moors say kelpies sometimes lure humans onto their backs, then drown them in the—”


“What about vegetables?” This time, a shout from a bouncing child, his hand buried in a bag of candied almonds. “My mom says I have to eat vegetables.”


“That is … not meat,” Aila answered.


“But where does it get its vitamins?” The child’s scowling mother.


Deep breath. Deep fucking breath. “Kelpies acquire a balanced diet from the meat we feed them. Next question.”


A hand shot up in the back. Aila pointed.


“What makes it magical?” asked a teenager, tone flat.


Better question. Aila straightened. “The International Magical Wildlife Service, IMWS, defines magical fauna as species with attributes and/or abilities beyond the explanation of current biology or physics—though scientific studies with IMWS-approved animal care protocols are constantly working to better understand these attributes and their ecological significance. Kelpies are classified with extrasensory abilities of hypnosis, as well as paradoxical water breathing and fog production.”


“Why does the kelpie look sad?” accused a man with thinning hair.


Aila fought for a level tone. “Well, actually, she’s a horse. Nowhere near the same facial muscles we associate with sadness in humans, nor should we be extrapolating human emotions or social constructs to animals, so it would be erroneous to compare …”


Blank stares looked back at her. Aila pressed her temple. She went to zoo college for her animals. Not this.


Her fake smile felt like spoiled sugar. “I can assure you, we take excellent care of all our animals here at the San Tamculo Zoo. Next question.”


Five minutes took an eternity. Fortunately, Maisie and her severed goat head proved better entertainment than Aila’s stumbling responses. When her timer rang, she excused herself, retreating toward her aviaries on swift strides.


“Exploratory design” was all the rage in zoos these days—Aila devoured every detail in journal articles and message threads on social media. Twisting walkways and screens of foliage gave patrons the allure of exploration, of discovering the zoo’s animals in the fern-thick forests of Renkaila’s eastern slope, the towering boreal forest of Vjar, the moss-wreathed marshes of Ozokia. Aila used the curving routes to skirt visitors, avoiding eye contact with anyone eager to snag a keeper with inane questions.


How was she supposed to revive a phoenix program when she couldn’t talk to people?


Aila reached the back of the phoenix complex. A waft of dust and Silimalo olive leaves welcomed her, fragrant Movasi sage along the path. At the exhibit viewing window, a crowd gasped, probably watching Rubra fluff her feathers or hunt bugs amidst singed branches.


“Got a minute, Aila?”


She froze at the voice behind her, the door within reach. So close.


With slumped shoulders, Aila faced Roberto, one of the primate keepers in the Fenese section. He met her with a frown, work boot tapping concrete. Unhappy. Splendid.


“Sure,” Aila said. “What’s up?”


“I was hoping you could tell me why my three-faced marmosets have been shouting ‘Don’t you fucking dare, Archie’ at visitors all morning?”


Aila winced. Rotten, three-faced snitches and their flawless mimicking abilities. Reason number one hundred and fifty-two of why birds were better than monkeys. “Oh. That. Sorry, Roberto, I got a little carried away this morning, and Archie was being a real little shit. I made him this amazing toy, great enrichment piece, and I thought he’d love it, but instead …”


Roberto crossed his arms, boot still tapping.


Aila hung her head. “Sorry. Won’t happen again.”


“Thanks, Aila.”


She slunk into her keeper sanctuary like an exposed worm, desperate to escape the judging eyes. The constant demands. Smooth, Aila. Can’t manage ten minutes out there.


She retreated to the kitchen to chop several days’ worth of fruits and vegetables, trying not to imagine the grapes as snarky patron heads smooshing beneath her knife. Not like she didn’t try to do better with the public. When first hired, she’d been a disaster, clamming up under the simplest questions. Ask her to rant about natural history of phoenixes for an hour in her apartment? Easy. Get five words out in front of a crowd? Harder than diamondback dragon scales. For some people, the outgoing attitude came easy.


Not for Aila. Never for her. Animals had always been simpler.


She glanced at her laptop, set upon the metal counter, wreathed in a battlefield of kale stalks and mango. On the screen, the Jewelport phoenix pair preened on their nest. The chat box scrolled by, viewers all over the world debating when the eggs would hatch and proposing chick names. That, Aila could handle. Let the commenters keep their distance, and let her focus on more important work than stringing up goat piñatas.


After dicing a cornucopia of produce, she shifted to a pack of thawed fish in the sink.


What was she so worried about? She rocked her assigned duties, kept all her animals happy, volunteered most evenings researching the latest husbandry techniques and enrichment items. Last week, she froze fruit popsicles that had Rubra chirping in glee for hours. The week before, she’d hung peanut butter bait balls (with proper nutritional supplements) throughout the World of Birds aviary. Let someone else handle the public relations.


Aila scowled, picturing the epitome of excess: the zoo’s wildly popular griffin show, luring patrons with dazzling lights and tacky music. As if a gaudy stage production would save any of these animals from extinction.


She scoured her diet list. Bird pellets next, measured into bowls for tomorrow’s breakfast. Aila stalked into the main room, but someone had cleared the boxes off the counter. A snoop around the desks and back into the kitchen revealed the stash high atop a shelf. She pushed onto her tiptoes and reached, reached, spindly arms devolving to futile swipes.


A chuckle behind her. “What’s wrong, Ailes? You’re pouting as bad as Archie.”


In the doorway, Tanya stood with arms crossed, mischievous eyes framed by aqua shadow that popped against her dark skin. Aila slumped against the counter.


“Did you put those boxes on the top shelf so I couldn’t reach?” she accused.


“Me? Nah. Why would I ever?”


Tanya reached over Aila’s head, nine inches of superior height letting her access the top shelf with ease. Box retrieved, Tanya flicked Aila’s nose. Aila swatted back.


They settled into an easy routine, Tanya scrubbing dishes in the sink while Aila measured food pellets for both their routes. At least not every person in the world burnt her out. They’d found that rare familiarity in college, staying up late cramming notes on exhibit cleaning techniques and devouring boxes of chocolate bonbons.


“How’s your morning been?” Tanya asked.


Aila chewed her lip, head buzzing with too many thoughts of phoenix cameras and jelly legs at her keeper talk. She shrugged and swallowed the stress. “You know. The usual. How about you?”


Tanya groaned. “Khonsu got himself into that little gap in the rocks again. Scared me half to death when I couldn’t find him.”


Aila nodded and dropped pellets into a dish. Tanya’s main exhibit was the Bix phoenix, a long-legged cousin from river deltas of the massive Bix Desert in western Renkaila. Not as endangered as Silimalo phoenixes, but plenty rare, their silver plumes rumored to bring women good fortune in dating when worn on now-illegal hats.


“I’ll have to seal the place up somehow.” Tanya attacked a crusted bit of grape with a sponge. “Hard to get up in the back of the exhibit, though.”


An obnoxious design flaw. The rocks of the water feature in the Bix phoenix exhibit looked gorgeous, but required a steep climb to access.


“No one’s thinking these things when designing the place.” Tanya clicked her tongue. “Some good chicken wire could do it. Or maybe a couple of plants, those ones with big frilly leaves. I’ll have to ask groundskeeping if they’ve got spares.”


“I can help,” Aila offered. “Let me know when.”


“You’re too sweet, Ailes.” Tanya nudged her shoulder. “Later this week? Project day?”


“Project day,” Aila agreed.


Work to do and a friend to help—both welcome distractions from her own stress. With keen focus, Aila pulled off a grin, words bubbling with a socially adequate dose of enthusiasm.


Tanya still locked her down with a squint. The perceptive mink.


“Everything else OK, Ailes?”


On any normal day, the thoomp of the phoenix complex door would have flooded Aila with dread, rather than relief. Her salvation came as a squeak of boots on old linoleum tiles in the next room, the telltale creak of plastic animal carriers.


“Hello?” a man called out. “Any lovely phoenix keepers back there?”


Aila couldn’t have asked a magic genie for a better Tanya distractor. Tanya abandoned her squint, beaming brighter than the fluorescent lights overhead.


Theodore appeared in the kitchen doorway, skin dark as walnut wood and stature equally trunk-like, thick-rimmed glasses perched above a lopsided smile, his orange T-shirt frayed at one hem—by teeth or claws, a toss-up. Big block letters read SAN TAMCULO HUMANE SOCIETY above a cartoon puppy snuggled against a carbuncle with giant fluffy ears and twin tails. The slogan: MUNDANE OR MAGICAL, ADOPT YOUR NEWEST FAMILY MEMBER TODAY!


In either hand, he balanced two large animal carriers. Zoo security was always finding pets abandoned in the parking lot, next to the entry turnstiles, even out by the dumpsters near the veterinary center. Poor things. The humane society came to pick them up. A call about a wayward palm dragon hiding under Tanya’s car summoned Theodore to the zoo two years ago.


One hour-long conversation about animal ethics later, and Tanya laid her claim. Boy never stood a chance.


“Morning, Teddy Bear,” Tanya greeted, dropping into a voice paradoxically softer and more devious than the cadence she used for any other human or animal. She pecked a kiss to his forehead—leant down to do so, Theodore standing several inches shorter than her.


“I go where duty calls,” he said loftily. “Hey, Aila.”


Aila froze in her attempt to slink out the door, pressed against the counter like a sneaking purserat, trying not to intrude on the happy couple who honestly flabbergasted any of her conceptions of romance, considering she’d never progressed past a second date. Theodore—entirely too similar to Tanya—was too kind to let her hide.


Teddy took good care of Tanya. That granted him a spot in Aila’s rather selective book of “people who are mostly pleasant to interact with.” Still, this was a burnt-out day.


“Hey, Teddy.” She mustered another smile. Heroic. “What’s in the crates?”


“Caller thought they might be phantom cats.” He held up one carrier, revealing vivid yellow eyes against sable fur, almost too black to discern against the dark interior. He shrugged. “Turns out, just regular cats.” At that, an indignant meow from the occupant.


“You need help carrying them to the van?” Tanya offered.


“I thought you kept me around for my muscles?” Theodore pouted, flexing an arm in demonstration—and visibly struggling with the weight of carrier and cat. As an equally noodle-armed individual, Aila commiserated (though even Teddy had an inch of height on her—unfair, both her tall parents passing on the lamest genetics).


He and Tanya laughed together, soft and easy as she took a carrier from him. She cooed to the entrance. The cat meowed back. Good. More likely to get adopted quickly.


On her way out, Tanya paused in the doorway, shooting Aila another squint. “You sure you’re OK, Aila? Were you about to say something?”


“Why would you think that?”


“You’ve got your face all scrunched, like something’s upset you.”


Aila forcibly unscrunched her nose.


Panic, her closest friend (after Tanya, of course), pulled Aila’s gaze down to the box of food pellets in her hands, the scratch of her nails against the cardboard, the dig of her boot against a pit in the linoleum floor. If she opened up, Tanya would listen. One of the few people who did.


But Aila didn’t want to bother her. Not with the same worries day after day.


“Ricardo stopped by earlier,” she said. “I guess I upset his marmosets.”


Tanya rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “Don’t let that sour blanket get you down. Those beasts will be chanting fouler things by closing time, all the school groups we’ve got scheduled today. You sure there’s nothing else wrong?”


“Positive. You go on, I’ll be done with food prep soon.”


“Don’t you dare touch those dishes. I’ll be back to finish them.” Tanya pushed out the door in a flash of sunshine, the murmurs of the zoo creeping into the phoenix complex as she called back. “If I see Ricardo, I’ll flip him off for you!”


The door closed.


In the quiet, Aila’s companions were the humming fridge, the clack of her knife as she scraped wayward bits of kale together on the steel counter. She shoved the morning’s frustrations aside like discarded detritus, focused on finishing food prep, then washing a couple of dishes, just so Tanya wouldn’t have as much work when she got back. Simple tasks helped soothe Aila’s nerves. The prospect of helping Tanya with her exhibit later that week helped more.


But the phoenix cam on Aila’s laptop never stayed out of her sight for long.


[image: image]





Chapter Three



[image: image]


Aila sprawled on a dirt incline, papyrus reeds crowding her vision and sticking up her nose, peering into a hole framed by sculpted rocks.


Beside her, the reeds shifted. A wild Tanya in the brush.


“There!” Tanya pointed, dark skin striped by reed shadows, morning light slanting through the glass aviary. “Got him. Back right corner.”


Aila squinted into darkness, teasing out a patch of silver-blue feathers. For the past week, she and Tanya had worked to thwart the Bix phoenix from his favorite new hiding spot, employing every strategy from piling fish near the observation window to planting reeds in a screen along the waterfall slope. So far, the bird’s determination outmatched them both.


Tanya pushed through the reeds now working against them, stiff fronds snaring her box braids and dust fading her black polo into brown. Despite plastering a cheek to the dirt, she couldn’t reach the back of the hole. Aila snickered.


“Hey, let me try.” She did a little wriggle. “Spindly arms, finally good for something.”


Once Tanya backed off, Aila squeezed into the gap. Not a fan of enclosed spaces. She watched cave diving videos on the internet more out of morbid fascination than any desire to entomb herself. Fortunately, this was no cavern, just a gap in the rocks where dirt had eroded down the slope, perfectly Bix phoenix-sized.


Her fingers brushed feathers, followed by an angry croak. Bix phoenixes were ganglier than their Silimalo cousins, all heronlike legs and neck. Careful not to strain anything delicate, Aila hooked an arm around the bird’s torso and heaved him out.


“There you go.” Tanya knelt at her side, monitoring progress. “Turn him around a bit. Perfect. Now hold up right there.”


Aila paused with the bird nearly out, scooching over so Tanya could grab the recoiling neck and spear-like beak. Khonsu didn’t usually pose a threat, but under duress, she couldn’t blame an animal for lashing out. Through his restrained beak, he let out an indignant croak.


“All right.” Tanya shifted to a more stable stance. “One. Two. Three.”


They pulled the bird out and released him to the air. His wings flashed lapis blue, bringing him down the slope to land on stilt legs, tail an angry fan of gray wisps.


At his irritation, all water in the exhibit rippled—a cascade down a rocky cataract, into a pool full of papyrus reeds and lotus flowers. The phoenix ruffled. Squawked. As he pranced into the water, the current rose at his command, washing over his feathers to clean the dust away.


A great trick to play on patron water bottles.


“You’ve got this whole lovely aviary, Khonsu!” Tanya arced an accusing arm over the sunny glass dome, the lush vegetation of a Renkailan river delta, the feeding tray brimming with fish. “Why you gotta keep shoving your ass in muddy holes?”


The phoenix squawked at her, then dipped into the pond for another wash.


With their mission accomplished, the keepers left the aviary. Opening time had long passed, the public walkways swarming with patrons as the Movasi summer bloomed in full force. Khonsu’s exhibit was modeled after the Bix Desert of Renkaila (largest in the world, with the interior desert of Movas a close second), but the zoo’s wider Renkailan section followed the forested eastern coast, paths shaded (blissfully) by canopies of many-armed banyan trees. Tanya and Aila worked their way around the northern edge of the aviary hub.


One bend in the path transported them back to the northern hemisphere, the temperate forests of Fen, across the cloud-scraping mountains to the northeast. Movas itself was a habitat sandwich west to east: scrubby coast, then low mountains, then high desert, then bigger mountains, that second ridgeline defining borders with Fen and Pennja. Cypress and giant bamboo screened the paths. Three-faced marmosets hooted within their netted enclosure, flashes of gilded fur swinging through the branches. Human children hooted louder, careening through the lines of a food court and chasing feral (and thankfully, non-magical) pigeons around tables.


“We need to try something new.” Tanya dodged a convoy of strollers without breaking stride. “Metal, maybe. Plants aren’t permanent enough to block him out.”


“Won’t he just summon a current to break anything loose?”


Tanya groaned. Aila commiserated. Thwarting a stubborn animal was frustrating on the best of days, especially when that animal had magical control over water.


“He’s just a bird, Tanya. With a brain the size of a walnut. I’m sure our combined human intelligence can outsmart him.”


“Combined intelligence, hmm? We both know you’re the brains of this partnership.”


“Oh? And what does that make you?”


“The beauty, of course.” Tanya batted lush lashes, folding manicured nails primly beneath her chin. “Maybe if we get this volunteer program off the ground, we can get some fresh ideas in here, finally beat that bird at his game.”


“You want to make your poor volunteers crawl around in the mud?”


“It’s a learning opportunity. Builds character!”


Aila would admit, a great deal of her own character building had transpired while covered in mud, or hay dust, or whatever other substances one encountered in endangered species barns. The bulk of that, she hadn’t experienced until college. Tanya’s ambitious proposal (currently under consideration by the zoo director) was to form a volunteer keeper program, bringing young trainees to shadow real keepers and build the next generation of zoo superstars.


A very Tanya plan—generous, forward-thinking. Aila might well shrivel into hay dust herself if a stranger had to shadow her all day, but she supported her friend regardless.


Tanya carried the conversation, navigating the river of patrons while musing on volunteer prospects and how to combat the crafty phoenix. Aila nodded at the appropriate intervals. Most people thought her rude when she kept quiet, but sometimes, she just wanted to listen. Not have to be on all the time. Tanya understood how to give her space without leaving her behind.


“How’s the Jewelport phoenix cam?” Tanya asked with practiced nonchalance.


Aila perked up. “Have you been watching?”


“Here and there.” Tanya smirked, knowing the perils of phoenix-related questions.


“I haven’t checked in yet this morning—sooo busy. But it’s amazing, Tanya! The Jewlport Zoo has an incredible setup. All the nesting materials are imported from Silimalo. Real scrub olive! In addition to the trees from the Movasi nursery, of course. Their enclosure is all open-air. Natural climate. It keeps the feathers so healthy!”


“Mm-hm.”


“The phoenixes laid their first egg four weeks ago.” Aila tapped her fingers against the air. “Average incubation time of twenty-eight days. They could have chicks any day now!”


“Very exciting.”


“A lot of people have been asking about the immolation, if the female is healthy enough. She’ll have to burn to hatch the eggs, of course, and she’ll reincarnate as a chick if everything goes right, but the keepers have valid concerns with her age. The process gets more uncertain the older the hen, but considering she’s had a clutch before, she should have the experience required to … Sorry, I’m talking too much again, aren’t I?”


Tanya laughed. “You, Ailes? Never. Skies and seas save us the day the breeding committee finds a mate for Rubra.”


Aila might burst into flames herself if that happened.


“Maybe we will.” Speaking the prospect aloud fluttered her chest. “With how successful the nest at Jewelport has been? IMWS is bound to ramp up other programs in Movas. Right?”


“That would be grand.” Tanya sighed, wistful. “Now if only we could get excited Aila to show up in front of the general public, the rest of us would be doomed.”


Aila stiffened. Dropped her eyes. “I’ve gotten better.”


“Oh, girlie.” Tanya squeezed her arm. “There’s nothing wrong with being an introvert! You’re not the best at the whole socializing thing. So what? I’ve never met another person who can recite two dozen feeding schedules down to the teaspoon.”


“Sure,” Aila muttered.


“Or someone who will drop her schedule in a heartbeat whenever I need an extra hand.”


“Right, but—”


“It’s just a shame, you know. So few people getting to see your passion.”


Aila remained slumped. Funny, how often she’d been fed that exact line from her teachers. From her parents.


From the Fenese portion of the zoo, their path snaked into spruce trees, dense as the wide Vjari forest that spanned most of the northern hemisphere above Movas. Vanilla bark scented the air, paired with a tang of pine needles and misted concrete. Overhead, squeals of delight and terror joined feathered wingbeats. Griffin rides ranked among the zoo’s flashier attractions, and though the saddled beasts were all domestic varieties bred for people and cargo transport. Their wild scarp griffin cousins could be viewed a couple exhibits over.


“What’s wrong, Ailes?” Tanya asked. Too observant.


Aila clamped her mouth shut, studying the pattern of chewing gum and soda stains on the concrete.


“Aila. What have we talked about?”


Aila muttered under her breath.


“What was that?” Tanya pressed.


“Bottling up your problems doesn’t make them go away.” Aila’s therapist, annoyingly, said the same thing. “I’m trying, Tanya. Last time I gave a keeper talk, my legs nearly gave out on me. Again. What if I trip into the exhibit? That would be a show, Maisie eating me in front of everyone.”


“She’d never.”


“She’s a carnivorous horse, Tanya.”


“Carnivorous horses still know who feeds them.”


Aila rolled her eyes. “I’ve always been like this. Why should I keep hoping something will change?”


“Don’t give me that defeatist talk, Miss Ailes.”


“It’s true! In grade school, I spent more time talking with our class moss marten than I did with other human kids.” The moss-crusted fur of the martens purified air, making them a staple of offices, reception lobbies, schools. Their wide black eyes made them good listeners.


Tanya shrugged. “You knew you liked animals. Is that a bad thing?”


“In high school,” Aila went on, “while normal kids spent their lunches gossiping about crushes and movies? I sat alone in a corner. Reading zoo books.”


“Must’ve been a sight.”


“A boy tried to talk to me once. I stared at him so long without saying anything, he backed away and never spoke to me again.”


Tanya stifled a laugh. “That’s … Yeah … you’ve mentioned that one before.”


The path sloped upward, lined by a railing of rough-hewn logs, info signs and building fronts decorated in bright geometric designs on dark backgrounds. In winter, the zoo dressed the Vjari section up with a snow machine, though nothing frozen lasted long in Movas.


“So maybe this is just me.” Aila kicked a bit of gravel off the path. “Doomed to be antisocial. Forever.”


Tanya clicked her tongue. “High school is no baseline to be judging the rest of your life. Took me most of high school just to realize I’m a woman.”


Aila scrunched her nose. Point taken.


“And even college,” Tanya continued. “We get shoved together as roommates, and how many days before you spoke to me? Three? Four?”


“Five,” Aila muttered.


She’d applied for a single dorm room. Imagine her horror upon being assigned a double. As the only child of two working parents, she’d scarcely had to share a house, much less a room. Avoidance seemed the best strategy. If Aila burrowed deep enough beneath her phoenix-print comforter, maybe she could survive the year without interaction.


To her surprise, Tanya left her alone. And started decorating.


Onto their dorm wall went a dozen posters for the most obscure movies Aila had never heard of. House of the Phantom Cat. A Cockatrice for Two. Krakenado. What in all the skies and seas was a krakenado? Aila couldn’t stop herself. She had to ask.


Tanya, the devious asp, had seized the opportunity, redirecting their conversation to what Aila thought about naturalistic exhibit design. Clearly a superior alternative to historic exhibits, any loss in patron visibility more than made up for in the well-being of the animals and—


Focus, Aila. You’re doing it again.


“You’ve come a long way, Ailes,” present Tanya said. “Change doesn’t come easy. But you’ve got to keep testing that comfort zone. You’ll grow with it. I promise.”


“If I have to answer any more absurd questions from the general public, I’ll combust.”


“Oh? You’re sure you can’t make any exception?” Tanya’s brow quirked up. “Not even for a smoking hot dragon keeper you’ve always got your eye on?”


“What?” Aila squeaked.


They’d reached the trio of dragon aviaries. The largest dome enclosed a Vjari cliffside, dark rocks coated in pine trees and purple lupine. The needles rustled with a scrape of claws as the diamondback dragon shifted behind the trees. By the observation window, a crowd packed tight, craning their necks to spot the elusive resident.


For once, Aila couldn’t care less about the crowd.


At their center stood a keeper with the most swoon-worthy grin in the zoo. Tall with broard shoulders. Fair skin. Dark hair swept into a mesmerizing tousle, the lone curl against his temple enough to occupy Aila’s thoughts for days.


“Welcome, everyone,” Connor announced. “The afternoon keeper talk will begin soon.”


Maybe Aila could stand listening to a keeper talk if she wasn’t the one delivering it. Her somersaulting heart would give out on her if she risked anything closer.


“We should say hello,” Tanya proposed.


“Excuse me?” Aila’s heart ceased somersaulting and tried stopping instead. “No. Tanya. That’s a terrible idea—”


Tanya grabbed Aila’s arm and marched them toward the crowd.


Oh no.


Oh no no no no.


“Tanya,” Aila hissed. “I’m fine. Really. Let’s go!”


“Nonsense!” Tanya sang. “One little distraction to clear your head. What’s the harm?” She smiled, a glint of victory in her devious brown eyes. Not wanting to cause a scene, Aila slumped behind her like a boneless fish.


A quick listen. What could go wrong?


By the observation window, the crowd pushed into a ring around Connor. Children raced through the periphery, roaring as they flapped plush toys of diamondback dragons. Since adding the item to their inventory, the gift shops struggled to keep them in stock.


Whatever. Phoenixes were cooler.


“Good afternoon!” came Connor’s voice over his lapel microphone. “If you’re here for the keeper talk, please gather in front of me. If a few of the taller guests wouldn’t mind making room in the front? There you go.”


Aila and Tanya kept to the back of the crowd, where they could gawk at their leisure. Connor, the zoo’s head dragon keeper, had joined the staff not long after Aila.


Horns and fangs. He was gorgeous.


That hair the color of ink. Eyes like aquamarine. Every keeper in the zoo wore the same black polo with a peacock griffin embroidered on the pocket, yet the way his fit that toned chest and broad shoulders …


“Mm-hmm,” Tanya agreed. “That’s one fine-looking boy.”


Aila’s nose scrunched so tight her cheeks hurt. “What about Teddy?”


“I said one fine boy, not the finest boy on the continent. You deserve something nice, too. Should go talk to him.”


Aila would rather ask the fire-breathing dragon if she’d like a date.


She was awful at people watching. Tanya could look over a crowd and instantly spot the couples holding hands, the ones bickering over the zoo’s map app. Yet even oblivious, hermit crab Aila noticed the bloom in Tanya’s voice when she talked about Theodore. She noticed how he always looked at Tanya like a flame-wreathed queen (as he should).


And sure, Aila was lonely. And various levels of envious for her friend’s much-deserved romance, especially when Aila’s approach to dating better imitated a category five hurricane.


“Welcome to the San Tamculo Zoo!” Connor said with a dazzling grin. “How are you all doing this beautiful Movas morning?”


A round of cheers and overlapping answers sounded from the crowd. Somewhere, a child wailed. A mother shushed him.


“You’re all here to appreciate this beauty behind me, the Vjari diamondback dragon.” He gestured to the observation window. “Let’s see if we can get her to say hello?”


How did he do it? He spoke without wobble, without hesitation. The crowd laughed, and he’d hardly made a joke. What Aila wouldn’t give for an ounce of that confidence.


“Hello, Vera!” Connor held a theatrical hand to his ear, head tilted to the window. “We’ve got some visitors here who’d like to meet you.”


He slipped a hand into his pocket, remotely triggering a bell within the exhibit. Pine needles rustled. Rocks scraped. The crowd gasped.


From behind the trees emerged a massive snout, black scales flecked with gold. Wide yellow eyes followed. After a scan of the crowd, the diamondback dragon slipped down from the cliffs in a serpentine motion, four clawed legs moving agile over the terrain, leathery wings folded at her back. She sprawled upon an outcrop of rock, displaying the yellow and red diamond pattern down her back.


In the crowd, phones shot up, pictures flashing.


“No flash, please!” Connor said. “For the comfort of our beautiful animals.”


The flashes ceased. Fickle, all of them.


“Everyone, I’d like you to meet my friend Vera.” Connor swept an arm to the exhibit. “Our female diamondback dragon. Unlike other dragon species, female diamondbacks are larger than the males. Our Vera is about thirty-five feet long, a whopping twelve tons.”


The crowd bobbed their heads, transfixed. For once, Aila agreed. Watching Connor’s infectious smile, the lilt in his voice when he talked about his dragons, her eyes glazed over with distracting thoughts.


“Diamondback dragons are native to the boreal forest of Vjar. Anyone here from Vjar?”


A few hands lifted.


“Welcome! We’re glad to have you all the way down here in Movas. Of course, what we call cold down here has nothing on a Vjari winter. Dragon scales are resistant to both extreme cold and heat. Powdered dragon scales are the most widely used strengthening agent in modern construction.” Connor tapped the glass behind him. “We use them in all our glass exhibits. Just make sure your powder comes from humane, naturally shed dragon scales!”


Skies and seas, accurate conservation facts, too? Aila could have swooned.


Connor clicked his remote. Within the exhibit, a trapdoor released a dead rabbit. Vera snapped up her treat in a single mouthful, followed by a contented growl.


“Now!” Connor clapped his hands. “I’d love to answer any questions about Vera.”


A battalion of hands shot up. Connor pointed to a straw hat.


“Yeah, so, what do dragons eat?” the man asked.


What a dumb question. Who didn’t know that dragons ate—


“What an excellent question!” Connor replied. “Dragons are carnivores. In the wild, they hunt primarily scarp griffins. Here at the San Tamculo Zoo, we feed Vera a balanced diet with several types of meat. Another question?”


He pointed to a young girl in the front row. She swayed back and forth at the attention, hands clutched behind her yellow sundress.


“I was … Well, I was just wondering … Well …” She spoke in a ramble, her attention flitting like an indecisive bird. Kids. The absolute worst at asking questions. During Aila’s keeper sessions, she avoided them at all costs.


Connor leaned forward, eager.


“I was just wondering …” the girl continued. “How did Vera get here?”


“Another wonderful question! Unfortunately, if you look at Vera’s right wing, you might notice something amiss.”


As Connor pointed, the crowd craned their heads. The injury wasn’t hard to see: a swath of leathery webbing missing from the dragon’s wing.


“When Vera was a hatchling, she was captured by poachers,” Connor explained. “The International Magical Wildlife Service caught the culprits as they tried to smuggle her across the Vjari border, but by then, she’d suffered damage to her wing. Because she couldn’t be released into the wild, she lives here as an ambassador for her species. Hopefully, your visit today will inspire you to support conservation of diamondback dragons in the wild!”


“Why’s she on her own?” shouted someone else. “Isn’t she lonely?”


“Ah, well, we used to have a male diamondback dragon. In fact, the pair was able to breed! However, females are only receptive to breeding once every several years, and outside of that, they’re incredibly territorial. So our male diamondback moved on to another zoo. Vera is quite content with the single life. She gets all the rabbits to herself!”
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