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CHAPTER ONE

 

Nanda blinked. No change. She tried a few more times, just to be sure. It was no use. She was still stranded on a dark hillside outside of Los Angeles, muscles aching and memory blurred like the smog that plagued her home city.

She peered through the tangle of desert sage and oak trees before her, not quite awake, but conscious enough to feel her scalp prickling. Something was off. Way off. The rocky forest floor was all that grounded her as she glanced back to her phone. The screen glared from her palm, begging her to face the truth. Today was the tenth of August. Dates don't lie. She had just lost three days.

She tried to calm her breathing despite the anxiety weighing down on her chest. What was the last thing she remembered? She closed her eyes to focus. Walking home from a long shift at the coffee shop, thinking about what she needed to do before her senior year of high school began. What then? The rest was just an empty page. Maybe she was drugged. Maybe someone had been following her home and…

No. She put her hand to her mouth and bit down hard on the skin between her thumb and forefinger. She wasn’t going to panic, and she sure wasn’t going to let her mind wander to some twisted worst-case scenario. 

Heart still pounding, she glanced around for something familiar. A street snaked down the hill below her, and beyond that rose a vista of downtown Los Angeles. The wooded landscape reminded her of the area near the Griffith Observatory. If she was right, she should hit a major road if she made her way down the slope. 

Standing up, Nanda brushed the dry leaves from her jeans and straightened her chin-length bob, now a mess of uncooperative dark hair. She stumbled down the hill until she reached the street. With a deep breath, she started down the road towards civilization and, hopefully, some answers. 

Looking for a distraction from her racing thoughts, she checked her phone again. Two missed calls. She tried to suppress the fear bubbling in her chest as she typed her password to hear the first voicemail from yesterday. It was her dad:

"Hi Nan, did you lose your phone again? You have to get a tracker for that thing. I just wanted to let you know I might not be home tomorrow. We're making a big sale, and my boss needs me here. I'll be back Thursday for sure… um, well, I think. Call me when you get a chance." 

She let out a sigh, though it felt more like a sob. "Gee, dad. No need to get so worried." The sound of her own voice was oddly comforting. After stumbling over a loose stone on the asphalt, nearly falling onto her knees, she slowed her pace and tried to concentrate on the rhythmic song of crickets and noisy cicadas. 

Okay. Judging from her father’s message, no search crew was scouring the city for her tonight. Part of her was relieved. The last thing she wanted right now was a lineup of cops hovering over her with their little notepads, probing her for information she didn’t have. 

She listened to the next message, from earlier that day.

"Hey, it's Tiago. Are you pissed off at me? Pick up your phone already. We're training at the underpass tomorrow. Be there."

A melodic beep let her know she’d reached the end of her voice messages, but she played Tiago’s words over in her head. She hadn't trained parkour with her friends in five days. She clenched her teeth, glancing at the date on her phone again. Scratch that. Eight days. If that was the case, why did her muscles feel like she had just climbed a ten-story building? She groaned, massaging her neck.  

As she rounded a curve in the street, the rumble of a passing car and a faint orange glow signaled that she was approaching Los Feliz Boulevard. The Griffith Park sign came into view, a pale monument illuminated by flickering street lights. It was 4 am, but the roads around here were never empty. Los Angeles was a sleepless city.

She halted her steps, her mind suddenly flooded with sensations. Fear. Uncertainty. Stress. But these feelings weren’t her own. No, these were coming from someone nearby. From her experience, that someone probably had fur and an empty stomach. She followed the tug of emotions to a small cardboard box tossed on the sidewalk. Lifting the panels with her fingertips, she looked into the eyes of two kittens, who instantly began mewling with hunger. 

She couldn’t help but smile at those furry faces. Resistance was futile. No matter how hard she tried, she always ended up going home with purring bundles in her arms. She closed the box again, picking it up and tucking it under her arm. 

Her innate, near-telepathic ability to connect with animals through their emotions never failed to bring the strays of the city to her attention. Some people might call it a gift. Of course, those people haven’t spent sleepless nights thinking about all the creatures whose calls would never be answered. She clenched her jaw, feeling the unease that streamed from the little box she carried.

As the rising sun began to cast sharp shadows on the streets, the buses started making their stops. Nanda caught her ride, digging her Metro card from her jean pocket and tapping it on the electronic reader. Finally beginning to calm down, she found a window seat and melted into it. Her body became still, but her mind was still pacing back and forth like a lion in a zoo. 

She should go to the police. Of course she should. Still, something was telling her to wait, to figure it out on her own. But what if something bigger was going on? What if some weirdo was out there looking for her? She stared at her reflection in the window. The deep brown eyes of Other Nanda mocked her, telling her how pitiful she was for not wanting to face what might have happened to her. 

After thirty minutes, the familiar warehouses of the Arts District destroyed her ghostly reflection, welcoming her home with all their graffiti-splattered glory. She sighed her relief. Her father may see the industrial forest as a dump disguised as a gentrified tourist attraction, but she could relate to the crumbling murals with all their complexity and secrets. She stood up, her hand on the cool steel of the bus rail as she waited for her stop.

"You look like you've had a rough night," a voice spoke behind her. 

Nanda jumped, heart racing again. Her nerves settled when she saw the middle-aged Asian man sitting in a nearby seat, smiling in amusement. He looked like the early-to-rise type. He probably assumed she’d spent the night partying, given her messy hair and rumpled clothing. 

She returned his smile with a tired smirk of her own, one arm still clutching the precious cardboard box. Her tongue begged to spit out some choice words about hasty judgment, but she bit it down. "You have no idea, buddy," she grumbled instead.

After exiting the bus, stumbling down the sidewalk, and climbing the wire staircase of her apartment building, Nanda finally stood between the brick walls of the third-story apartment she and her dad called home. She poured some kibble for her houseguests from the just-in-case bag of cat food she kept in the pantry, breathing a sigh of relief. 

Numb legs carried her to the bathroom door. She pushed it open with one shoulder, nearly collapsing from the exhaustion of her unplanned hike. Her soiled clothes fell to the 70s-era wood floor as she checked herself in the mirror for any signs of damage. No bruises. No cuts or bite marks. That was a good sign. Wait a second... Looking closer, she saw a reddish spot staining the skin of her shoulder. 

She turned her body to see what looked like a birthmark, but it sure as hell wasn't anything she was born with. It looked almost like the face of a snarling tiger. Maybe it was just the angle. She leaned in closer to the glass of the mirror. Nope, that was definitely the image of a tiger, and it was staring right into her bloodshot eyes, now widened with fear. 

***

Beads of sweat gathered on Nanda's forehead as she stood on the staircase railing, studying the pavement that waited eight feet below. The voices of her training partners, Tiago and Juan, echoed through the shaded underpass as passing cars rumbled on the busy freeway above them. She took a deep breath, tensing the muscles of her feet to keep her balance on the iron rail. She wiped the sweat from her forehead with her long-sleeved tee that kept the strange mark on her shoulder expertly hidden. 

She wouldn't find any answers here to explain last night, but Tiago had been hovering on the brink of worry. She had to put on a mask, just for now. Just until she figured out what she was going to do next. Parkour was normally her escape, a world of jumping, climbing, and running over anything in her path, melting away her everyday stress. Today, it felt foreign.

Tiago hung to the staircase platform with hands gripping the railing and feet resting against the lower bars. He rolled his neck with an audible crack before turning back to face Juan, who was staring down a concrete ledge encircling a nearby support column with a frustrated glare. 

Tiago scoffed. "Are you even being serious right now? You could make that jump with your hands tied together."

Juan tried to hold back his laughter, pulling off his shirt and wiping away the sweat from his toned trunk. "How about you just shut up? I know I got this."

Tiago vaulted back over the railing to the stairway platform. Crossing his arms over his chest, he sized up the gap between the staircase and the ledge of the pillar, nothing but a layer of landscaping gravel waiting eight feet below. 

Juan finally brought his tennis shoes to the same railing where Nanda stood. His soles were starting to peel off at the toes, but that never fazed him. He exhaled through his nostrils, crouching in preparation for the jump. 

Nanda tried to hide her envy. She couldn’t dream of trying that jump. Not now, and maybe not ever. She looked back to the simple drop to shoulder roll she was planning from the staircase, so petty in comparison. What she wouldn't give to train parkour at the level Juan and Tiago had reached so easily. 

Juan gave up and dropped back down to the staircase, laughing. Brushing her feelings aside, Nanda dismounted the rail, edging toward him. "Oh come on. You can get there easy. You've been looking at that jump for weeks. Stop being a loser and do it already," she scolded.

Juan confronted her with mock disappointment and a poorly hidden smile. "You always say the sweetest things, baby." 

She shot him a sarcastic grin. "Cut the crap, you nerd."

“At least I get paid for being a nerd, Miss Judge-y.”

Nanda gave him a playful punch on the arm. At twenty years old, he was the youngest programmer at a promising new startup company. A fact he never failed to bring up to anyone he met.

Seemingly ignoring their playful bickering, Tiago stepped onto the rail and, without time to think, stretched his body forward in a leap. It seemed an eternity before his feet met the concrete ledge on the other side of the gap. His form was perfect, landing him in the weightless crouch reminiscent of a feline. Nanda made a side glance at Juan, trying to hold back a smirk when she saw his jaw drop.

Tiago shrugged. "Just thought I'd show you how easy it was." His dark chestnut hair hung over his face in a mess, but he still managed to look like a breezy beachwear model. Nanda inwardly sucker-punched herself for the thought. 

"I hate you. Go back to Brazil." Juan threw a pebble at his perched training partner in a mixture of annoyance and amusement. Nanda laughed, watching as Tiago jumped back to the stairway to join them. 

She had always loved their attitude during parkour training sessions. Their competitive tendencies were always playful, and even the most mundane curb jumps became fun when they were involved. But this time, things felt different. Her mysterious three-day journey to another dimension, or a spaceship, or maybe some crazy scientist's laboratory, was the only thing occupying her skull. She leaned over the railing, letting out a deep sigh.

Climbing back over the rail, Tiago let his laughter subside. He put a hand on Nanda’s arm, brow furrowed. "You okay? You seem a little off today." 

She winced. Stupid Tiago. Why did he always have to see right through her? It was like he could sense her emotions in the same way she could feel those of animals. It irritated her to no end. Her sigh turned into a low groan. "I am just feeling sucky today." Well, she wasn't lying. No need to elaborate. 

Tiago spun behind her and placed his callused hands on her shoulders, leading her down the metal staircase. "I know just what you need.” He nudged her onto the sidewalk. “How long has it been since you tried your big stride?"

She feigned interest. "Not since last week." She would normally be itching to try one of her biggest personal challenges, but she doubted she had the energy for it today. Tiago led her to the street side of the curb so she was facing their training spot. Across the sidewalk, a waist-height wall taunted her, begging her to sprint toward it from the street, jump from the edge of the curb to land on it with one foot, and continue in a run. 

The asphalt shook under the soles of her tennis shoes as a car buzzed past in the other lane. When she looked back to the wall, part of her woke up from whatever fearful slumber had taken hold of her. She had this. She totally had this. 

After another car zipped past, she stepped backwards to the center of the lane and rubbed her hands together, focusing on the obstacle that was staring her down. She sensed the hope and confidence of her training partners. In that moment, all she wanted was to prove them right. 

Her first step was slow, building momentum as she leaned forward. Her next steps gave her more power, more speed. Her foot touched the curb with precision. Tack. She flew forward, her other leg reaching towards the higher wall. In what felt like slow motion, she soared closer, closer, then over, past the wall. She landed cleanly several steps beyond her goal before forcing a stop to her momentum. 

Her heart was doing backflips in her chest, a lump of fear rising to her throat. That challenge had been her limit. Her absolute limit. She passed it, and what's even more insane, she felt like she wasn't even trying. 

"What was that?" Tiago's voice was all excitement. Within seconds, Juan's short figure and Tiago's taller body were smothering her, grabbing her around the shoulders in pride and admiration. Juan continued to laugh and shout his excitement as Tiago stepped back and caught her mortified expression.

Damn it. He was doing it again. She tried to look more ecstatic, forcing a smile. "I guess I don't know my own limits after all."

Tiago grinned back, but a look of worry still crept over his face. Nanda sensed that the questions were coming. She needed a way out of there, fast. She glanced down to her sports watch. "Oh crap, guys. My dad got home today, and he's making dinner. I have to get going. Thanks for the push.”

She shared a quick fist bump with Juan before turning to Tiago and swinging her messenger bag over her shoulder. "I'll see you at Capoeira practice tonight." 

His face brightened. "You sure will." 

Her mind was running almost as fast as her heart, sending goosebumps to her skin every time she thought about her insanely powerful stride. Could this burst of strength be connected to her strange disappearance? After adding superhuman parkour skills to the list of weird things she'd experienced since yesterday, Nanda was done with surprises.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

The moment she slid her key into the lock, Nanda could hear the clashing of pots and the stomping of clumsy feet. The door swung open. A flash of her father’s sandy blond hair came into view before his spaghetti-like arms swept her up in a suffocating bear hug. His glasses crushed against her face as he lifted her off the floor. Yes, that was Allen Porter. He was a man with a full heart and a full schedule, but despite his frequent trips, he always found a way to show her how much he cared.

When her feet were on the ground again, Nanda took a deep breath. The air in the apartment was warm from the heat of the stovetop, and the tangy aroma of curry and fresh cilantro drifted from the kitchen. "Dad, you didn't have to go all out." 

He returned her smile and shrugged. "It's not every day I get to make dinner for my little girl."

She tried desperately to keep her smile from disappearing. Should she tell him? 

He led her to a half-prepared table that held a two-liter bottle of lemon-lime soda and pulled out her chair. "You are not allowed to do anything, missy. Food will be done in a sec'." 

He was so happy. She couldn't lay her worries on him now. When she sat down, her mind wandered back to her training session that afternoon. If that sudden burst of strength had anything to do with her amnesia, she definitely couldn't say anything. 

Allen rushed to the table with a bowl of basmati rice between scorched oven mitts. Next came a bowl of green curry garnished with fresh cilantro leaves. She began scooping the rice to her plate. "What type of curry is it?"

Her dad sat down with a sigh, cleaning his glasses with a lens cloth from the kitchen counter. "Nimona. It's made of green peas and potatoes. Very popular in North India." 

Nanda lifted an eyebrow, and he raised his hands in protest. "Don't say anything. I'm not trying to convince you to choose India for your graduation trip next summer. I just thought I could take a more active role in helping you explore the other half of your heritage." The color in his expression dropped a shade as he scooped his nimona. "I was looking through your mom's recipe collection, and I thought you'd want to try it."

She felt a pang of sadness. Her dad didn't talk about her mom, Sarla, often. Nanda hadn’t understood it at first, but she was starting to. He was just trying to keep living, although a part of him faded when the breast cancer took Sarla away. Nanda was only eight years old at the time, but she still remembered her mother's gentle face. Her hair was long and a few shades darker than hers before it began falling out. Now, nine years later, here was Nanda, eating her mother's own curry recipe.

She swallowed another bite, spices overwhelming her tastebuds and making her tongue tingle. Her dad cleared his throat. "By the way, I hope you're not thinking of keeping those fur balls for too long."

Nanda almost choked on her curry. Allen just laughed. "You should know by now that I always find out. It doesn't take a detective, what with those squeaking cries that pop up every time I walk by your bedroom.”

Nanda twirled her fork. "I just need a few days to get them up to strength. Then, I'll bring them to the shelter, I promise.” She thought for a moment. “I'll go to Wild Hearts Horizons."

Allen nodded. "Good choice. I'm sure those kittens will find a good home from there." He cleared his throat again. "I’ve been meaning to ask, have you scheduled a visit to Cal Poly yet? August is a great time to visit the campus. Just remember to tell them you're pre-vet so you don't get the generic tour.”

Dang it. She was hoping he wouldn't bring that up. Nanda swirled rice around on her plate. "Actually, Dad, I was thinking about some out-of-state options." She braced herself.

Silence. The clinking of forks on plates continued for a few moments. Allen's brow remained furrowed, his lips tight. "I thought you were excited about going to your mom’s alma mater."

She sighed through her nose. Her father's disappointment was palpable. "I'm still going to be a veterinarian. I’m just looking at different schools."

His eyes studied his plate. "Sure, sure. It’s just... going to Cal Poly would have made your mother so proud."

Nanda fought back the urge to roll her eyes, her jaw tight. Not this again. Why couldn't he just let her take her own path? She used all her strength to bite back a snarky response. Now wasn’t the time. "I have to get ready for capoeira practice. Leave the dishes. I'll do them when I get home."

Allen tried to counter the chill in her voice. "Okay, my little Spartan. Be safe."

She wandered to her room, eyes drawn to the blanket-lined cardboard box of kittens by her desk. Oh yes, her desk. It had accumulated a towering pile of junk over the summer. Not that she had made good use of it over the past few years, anyway. Keeping up her grades had been a struggle. She gravitated towards the physical. It was the only place she found peace from the torrent of animal emotions that flooded her every time she left the apartment. 

Satisfied that the kittens still had food and hadn't soiled their bedding, she prepared to leave. There was no time for her strength training routine tonight, so she stuffed her white capoeira pants and a red, long-sleeved t-shirt into her messenger bag before heading out the door. Normally, she would choose a tank-top, but not tonight. She wasn't going to risk someone seeing that weird-ass tiger mark on her shoulder.

The bus ride was short, but her heavy thoughts kept her deep inside her own mind. Stepping off the bus, she wandered to the familiar brick building. She followed the steep staircase inside, climbing to a tiny loft studio that had become her refuge. A middle-aged man, a pre-teen girl, and two teenage boys sat against the walls, chatting. 

This wasn't her usual capoeira class, so the faces were foreign. She reminded herself to learn their names before the night ended. Just as she was about to introduce herself, two strong arms wrapped around her from behind, lifting her off her feet. Was it National Bear Hug Day? She must have missed the memo. Once released, she spun around to see a familiar white smile set against tan skin. "Hey Tiago. Long time no see." 

He just laughed, messing up her bob cut with one hand.  "Do me a favor and put one of the CDs in, would you? Pablo is home sick tonight, so I'll be leading practice." 

She nodded.

Tiago gathered the students to the center of the floor while she placed a CD into the old boom box, a relic straight out of the 90s. Tiago clapped his hands to get everyone’s attention. "Alright, gang. I hope we're all warmed up! We'll start with the ginga and a few basic kicks before moving on to our capoeira circle." His voice was confident, laced with tangible excitement.

It was that attitude that drew her to him back when she was an awkward thirteen-year-old who was determined to master the laid-back Brazilian martial art. He was a pupil too, back then. She didn't know where she would be today if he hadn’t invited her to a "secret" parkour training session with him and Juan that day years ago. 

The music began with the harsh, one-noted strum of the berimbau and the traditional hand drums. She and the students followed Tiago’s lead as he fell into the flowing capoeira stance—the ginga. They swung their arms back and forth in a defensive position while shifting their legs. Next came the kicks. The thirty minutes of intensive form practice passed fast. When it ended, Tiago wiped the sweat beading on his forehead. "Alright, kids. Time to play!"

He switched the CD track to an upbeat song with Portuguese lyrics belted out by some well-known capoeira master. The students gathered in a circle, clapping their hands in time with the rhythm. Tiago crouched down at the center, holding one palm up and the other down for his opponent to clap. He made eye contact with her, smiling. Well, crap. She had managed to avoid any weird outburst of strength during the single kicks, but what would happen during a fight?

Reluctantly, she crouched down and clapped his hands. They both cartwheeled to the center of the circle, beginning the beautiful dance that characterized the discipline. As they threw kicks and ground swipes, they made no physical contact. They reacted to one another, following the ebb and flow of the music and their own movement. After Tiago had landed an au, a sideways cartwheel with no hands, she jumped to kick in his direction. 

As she pushed off the floor, her legs flew through the air, her body light. Hot power rushed to her feet. No. This couldn't happen. Not here. She landed her jump without even kicking, backing out of the circle.

Tiago's smile left his face as he continued to stare after her, but the eager entry of the middle-aged man broke his trance. He returned to the bending movements while Nanda did her best to look like an exhausted, but perfectly fine, student. When the practice ended, Nanda grabbed her bag as quietly as a ninja, slinking out the door without making eye contact with anyone. 

Her feet glided down the flight of stairs toward the sidewalk. Within seconds, the sound of creaking steps rushed up behind her. Of course it wouldn't be that easy. She kept going, swinging the door open onto the sidewalk.

"Nanda. Nanda, stop! For the love of..." Tiago grabbed her elbow, and she swung around with a purposeful look of irritation. He studied her face. "What has gotten into you?" 

"Nothing. I'm tired and I want to go home. Is that okay?"

He bit his lower lip, dark brows furrowed. "Look, you've been weird lately. Really weird. Tell me what’s going on before I break your coffee mug in half." 

Tiago reached for her favorite travel mug that she kept in her bag at all times. She deflected his hand with a sharp flick of her wrist. "You are not bringing The Java-nator into this."

Backing off, he took on a more somber tone. "I'm worried about you, Nanda. You're my friend, one of the few true friends I’ve made since I got to the States. I just want to make sure you’re okay." He brushed her bangs to one side with a single finger. For a moment, the only sounds around them were the wail of an ambulance somewhere in the distance and a honk from the occasional late-night driver. 

She spoke in a whisper so her inner turmoil wouldn't leak into her words. "I have to go home."

"Meu deus do céu, Nanda. Just tell me what's wrong!” He lowered his voice. “Is it a guy? Did someone hurt you?"

"You're not my dad, Tiago. Stop trying to take care of me!" she snapped. The venom in her own voice surprised her, but she maintained her glare. 

"God, you stubborn creature. If it's a crime to care about you, then have me arrested."

She turned away and started briskly down the sidewalk, hoping to lose him. "Just leave me alone," she mumbled back.

This time, no footsteps followed. It was just her in the chill of the late summer night, each step of her tennis shoes on the concrete bringing a rhythmic tap to her ears, satisfying. Nanda let out a deep breath. Maybe she should have told Tiago. But then again, that would mean telling him everything, including her three-day trip to God-knows-where. 

She rounded the corner to 7th Street, the towering skyscrapers of Downtown illuminating the sky in place of stars. During the day, the street was the crux of traffic jams and well-dressed suits on their cell phones. Now, the only people in her line of sight were a drunken couple, fresh from the club judging from the woman’s stilettos and tube dress. Not far ahead, a homeless man pushed a shopping cart of all his earthly belongings.

Nanda’s heartbeat quickened. Anxiety, fear, and the occasional ripple of pain flooded her senses. They emanated from the street around the next corner, just left of the stop sign. She held her breath. The sensations differed from the constant ache of stress and loneliness she normally felt from an abandoned kitten or puppy. This was something else.

Her steps brought her closer to the turn. She shouldn’t do it. She shouldn’t. The stop sign was right in front of her now. Mentally scolding herself, she turned left instead of crossing the street toward her bus stop. This was stupid. It was late, and this street was considerably more deserted than 7th. Then again, the animal’s fearful emotions would haunt her all week if she didn’t investigate.

A broken streetlight loomed high overhead, underlining the menacing darkness of the street surrounding her. It wasn’t long before she spotted the culprits. Three wannabe thugs were chatting and laughing in loud voices, their white skin standing out against the shadowed asphalt behind them. Their slurred speech betrayed obvious intoxication, and the stench of cigarette smoke filled her nostrils.

Her eyes were drawn downward. The overweight man of the group restrained a pit bull on a chain. The animal was panting and salivating with stress. Every few seconds, the dog would wander out of line, followed by a harsh yank that likely brought a stabbing pain to its throat. 

With each yank, the dog’s anxiety grew. Nanda’s heart ached for the dog with every step she took toward the shady group. She wondered what other abuse the dog must face at home. A familiar anger boiled inside her. Don’t do anything stupid. You can’t take this one on.

Stopping beside the trio, who barely took notice of her, she fixed them in a cold glare, making eye contact with the man she presumed to be the dog’s owner. He wore a graphic hoodie pulled over his snapback cap. “Hey!”

Their laughs died away, attention turning to her small but lean figure. She took in a quick breath to try to calm her voice. “Just… quit yanking on that dog’s leash. Can’t you see he’s stressed out?” Without thinking, she muttered under her breath, “stupid dick.” 

Well, she probably could have done without that last part. Her more reasonable inner self wanted to punch her right about now. 

One of the other men began laughing hysterically, grabbing the big dog-walker by the shoulder. “You just got told off by a little girl, dude!” Nanda gulped, but she refused to soften her cold expression. Just then, she noticed the shape of a gun under the dog-walker’s designer hoodie.

The larger man’s twitching lip and heaving chest spoke of suppressed anger issues. Nanda cast her gaze down to his white sneakers as he stepped closer, towering over her. “You tellin’ me how to treat my own dog?” 

“I’m telling you to be a decent human being.” Her voice turned several tones deeper than usual, raspy from her tightened throat.

The third man, who reeked of marijuana and had ginger stubble on his chin, pulled up beside Nanda. Chuckling under his breath, he threw a casual arm over her shoulder. “What’ you talkin’ ‘bout, girl? Why can’t we all just be friends? Tell you what, why don’t you come hang out with me and my homies for a while. We’ll sort this out, yeah?” 

The dog-walker’s grimace turned to surprise before transforming into a menacing smile. The second of the trio stopped laughing. Nanda’s heart was racing now, her chest tightening. She tried to swallow despite her dry throat. There wasn’t another soul on this street. She had to get out of this situation. Somehow. 

Thinking fast, she forced a sultry smile, placing a hand on the pot smoker’s arm, which still rested on her shoulder “Well boys, here’s the thing-” 

In a fast movement, she snatched the man’s wrist in her left hand. Her right elbow thrust into his solar plexus with a quick smack, knocking the breath from his lungs. Before the other two men could make sense of what happened, Nanda threw her weight onto her victim, sending him barreling into the other men and tripping over the pit bull’s chain.

Before they could regain their balance, she sprinted down the dark sidewalk opposite the way she’d come. Barking and harsh cursing followed close behind. Adrenaline pumped through every cell in her body, catapulting her forward. Her breath came easy despite the unexpected cardio workout that would normally have her rolling on the ground in self-pity by now. 

The quick footsteps of the others grew louder. In that instant, Nanda recalled the dog-walker’s hidden gun. She was an easy target. Maybe he would never do it, but that wasn’t a risk she could take. Still sprinting, she scoped the area. 

The nearest street was too far ahead. But just to her left, an alley. She swung around the corner to the narrow passage, stumbling with the change of momentum. The moment she stared down the alley, her heart sank. 

 A tall chain-link fence towered from wall to wall, its gate closed with a chain and padlock. Her mind grasped for ideas. Before long, one of the men shouted from behind, “Come on. She went this way!”

In a move of pure instinct, she prepared to launch herself upwards in a powerful jump. If she could just grab the top of the fence to pull herself over in time, maybe she stood a chance. Taking in a short breath, she leapt up. 

The power in her legs felt foreign, like some spring-loaded machine. She spent several long seconds in the air, gliding upwards as if she had wings on her back. Her feet reached the top of the fence where she’d hoped to grasp with her hands. Losing her balance, she tipped to the other side, landing on the murky concrete in a crouch. 

She glanced back. Her assailants slowed down as they reached the alley, the pot smoker releasing some choice words of confusion when he saw on which side of the fence she now stood. 

Face twisted in a snarl, the dog-walker picked up his pace again, casting his panting pit bull’s chain to the side as he began climbing the fence. The others quickly followed. 

Nanda turned to sprint down the narrow alleyway, searching frantically for her next move. A rusted storm drain came into view, snaking along the wall to the top of the building.

 She switched her direction, sprinting toward the alley wall opposite the drain. A step on the bricks kicked her upward and toward the other wall with a burst of momentum. She wrapped her hands around an upper portion of the drain pipe as the balls of her feet hit the wall with a soft tap. Like a spider, she crawled towards the top of the building with an effortlessness that could only be described as freaking impossible.

One of the men shouted a curse laced with rage, but she kept her eyes on the orange-tinted sky and the top edge of the building, which drew closer each second. After a moment of silence, a shot filled the air. Ping. Sparks lit up the bricks just ahead of her as the bullet passed. 

Her nerve endings exploded with fear as she finally dove over the top edge of the building, landing in a clumsy but painless roll. After putting her heart back in her chest, she dared to peek over the short wall that lined the roof. The drunk guy was holding his sides, laughing hysterically again, and the pot-smoker stared into space, wide-eyed. The dog-walker stomped furiously, releasing curses and shouts of rage. 

After a few minutes, they were gone, probably afraid that an apartment-dweller had called the police after a rude awakening. Nanda leaned against the wall, drawing her knees to her chest to fight the chill of the rooftop breeze, which caressed the surrounding ducts and HVAC equipment with ghostly howls.

When the shock of what had just happened began to fade, she let out a trembling whisper into the night. “What is happening to me?” 

Sure, her close call with the terrible trio still had her nerves on end, but something else was more deeply troubling. She looked down at her hands, then let her gaze drift over her whole body. 

Overcoming obstacles had been her life ever since she started training parkour. But even still, she had needed every spark of strength in her body to climb a wall, to make a huge leap. The way she moved today was closer to her strangest dreams than any moment in the waking world. 

She stood up and stepped onto the short wall, gazing at the quiet streets below. She inhaled deeply, then let all the breath from her body. Parkour, capoeira, bodyweight workouts. They were a catalyst for her to work toward becoming her strongest self, but no matter what she did, she remained weak. Incapable of making a single, small change in this harsh world.

She kicked a piece of loose cement to the asphalt below, listening for its delayed landing. No matter how hard she’d tried, she was never strong enough. No matter how many hours she trained, practiced, worked out her body, she was still the same weak, pathetic Nanda. Her eyes drifted to the twisting ducts that stood pale in the night. 

What happened down there, it wasn’t normal, and for all she knew, this new power could be bringing with it a danger that she couldn’t even comprehend. But for the first time, she had felt truly strong. Maybe it wasn’t the type of strength that could save the suffering creatures around her, like the pit bull who just went home with his abuser. But maybe, if she trained hard enough, it could be.

That’s it. She clenched her hands into fists as she stared down the rooftop landscape before her. She was going to embrace this change, no matter what it meant for the future. Taking a deep breath, she fell into a run, a sweet, silent sprint that carried her like a breath of wind.

A tall duct snaked over the roof ahead of her. Leaping up from one foot, she kicked her legs up and leaned back, throwing her feet forward for a dash vault. She flew legs-first over the duct, tapping it with her palms before landing. But she didn’t stop there. The momentum pushed her forward.

Within seconds, she was approaching the roof’s edge. She looked to where the rest of her path continued on the next rooftop. The dark gap between the buildings was wide, and the concrete alley rested far below, waiting to consume her. This jump was well beyond her old limit. But this was New Nanda. She smirked, picking up her pace. 

Tack. she flew from the ledge, gliding through the air in a moment of pure freedom. Thump. She sank into her landing on the other side, rolling over her shoulder to soften the impact. 

She stood up, marveling at the fact that she wasn’t even out of breath. She looked at her hands again, now trembling with excitement. Yes. This was living. She felt lighter than ever as she descended a metal staircase to street level and stepped back onto the asphalt. 

“Were you planning on telling me, or were you going to keep this all to yourself?” 

She swung around to see a familiar figure glaring back at her with arms crossed. 

“Tiago.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

The look on Tiago’s face carried the hurt of betrayal, and Nanda couldn’t look away. “I- no.  I haven’t told anyone else.” Before he could reply, she raised her voice. “Wait, were you following me?”

He looked away in embarrassment, brow still furrowed as he leaned against smog-stained bricks. “Well, you were acting weird Nanda. Like, really weird. I thought maybe someone had threatened you or something.” His voice trailed off, his gaze fixed on a yield sign. 

“That was a creepy thing to do,” she huffed.

“Well, good thing I did. You nearly got yourself beaten up, or worse.” He clenched his jaw, fixing her in a glare.

“Yeah, thanks for your help with that, by the way.”

“You didn’t exactly look like you needed it, jumping over that fence like the amazing freaking Spider-Woman!” 

She bit her tongue. He had a point. 

He grabbed fists of his hair, releasing a frustrated growl. “What was that, even? Some of the things you did back there, they aren’t even humanly possible!”

She fixed her gaze on a crack in the cement. “Look, something happened to me, and I don’t know what. I’m trying to figure it out.”

He walked up to her until his figure towered over hers, his gaze softening. “Then let’s look for answers together. I’m not going to let you get yourself killed.” 

Just as Nanda was about to snap back a heated reply, a wave of memory washed over her. A quick gasp escaped her lungs.

…

Five people wearing rust-colored robes gathered around her with palms resting on her shoulders, chanting an Asian language she couldn’t recognize. The room was dark, ominous. Candles on the floor illuminated intricate rugs where decaying documents and books lay scattered. They looked ancient, almost surreal. What was this place?

…

Her mind wandered back to reality, where Tiago studied her eyes with a look of worry. “Look, you’ve had an intense night. I’m taking you back to your place, okay?”

The sudden memory, if that’s what it was, left her dumbstruck. Before she could find her words, Tiago was leading her towards the lighted pavement of 7th Street. Her mind was still wandering back to that strange moment as they approached the bus stop. Who were those people, and what did they want with her? None of this was making sense.

The wait for the bus was long at this time of night. The fleet was reduced to only a few buses per route, but they were lucky enough to catch one within thirty minutes. They stepped in, tapped their cards on the reader, and sat down near the front. It was one of those new buses with a flat-screen TV installed behind the driver’s seat. The TV was tuned to the local news channel. The volume was low, but she honed in on the female newscaster’s voice to distract herself from the awkward silence.

“In other news, four golden jaguar cubs were stolen from the Belem Wildlife Sanctuary in Brazil. The jaguars were some of the only known members of the rare color morph and were regarded as a national treasure.”

Nanda clenched her jaw. Animals didn’t make the news often, but when they did, it was never a good thing.

The man next to the newscaster chimed in. “Yes, it’s very sad, isn’t it? Experts say the poachers are likely planning to sell the cubs on the black market where, reportedly, they could fetch upwards of $3 million each. What’s even more distressing for locals is that the poachers killed the cubs’ mother before taking them, which we have been told is a common practice to keep the protective animal from attacking.”

She ground her teeth until they ached, her chest boiling with anger. What she wouldn’t give to find those poachers and kick their asses, maybe lock them in a tiny crate and sell them on the black market. See how that feels. But of course, that would never happen. Animals would continue to suffer everywhere, and she was still powerless to stop it. She leaned her head against the cool window, letting her thoughts wander until the bus reached her stop.

Tiago walked a few steps behind her as they climbed the staircase to her apartment. “Is your dad home?” 

Nanda swung to face him. “Don’t you dare tell him what happened.”

Tiago let out a harsh sigh while Nanda turned the key in the lock. “Well, can I at least come in?”

She opened the door and stepped in, turning to face him. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I just… I’m really tired.” She closed the door in his face without another word. 

Okay. Maybe she was being too harsh, but Tiago had to stop treating her like a child. 

A touch of guilt rose to her heart. He had come all this way to keep her safe. He deserved better. She shook off the feeling. No, tough love was the only way to keep him from going to her dad with what happened, or worse, the police. He would eventually forgive her bluntness. He had to. 

After making herself a bagel with peanut butter and bananas, Nanda sauntered to her room and collapsed on the bed, snack in hand. High-pitched mewling started up within seconds. Nanda let out a deep sigh before taking a bite of her bagel. Tomorrow was going to be a long day. 

***

Nanda pressed the Brew button on the espresso machine, watching as black streams fell into the espresso cups. Meanwhile, she gently shook a canister of milk under the frothing wand until foam bubbled up. When the milk reached exactly 140 degrees Fahrenheit, she poured the frothy beverage into a paper cup along with the espresso. She breathed in the rich tang of roasted coffee, drizzling caramel syrup over the drink.

“Here is your caramel macchiato, sir. Have a nice day.” 

The well-dressed gentleman tipped his hat to her before grabbing his drink and walking out the door, taking his first sip. Nanda leaned back against the counter to adjust her latte-colored apron.

Nanda’s co-worker Helen let out a dramatic sigh. “I hate slow days! Where are all the beautiful people on this perfect morning? Missing their coffee, that’s what.” She brushed strands of jet-black hair away from her pale face, reapplying her cherry-red lipstick in the reflection of the espresso machine.

Nanda’s lips cracked an amused smile. “Enjoy it while you can. You won’t have too many slow days once you’re studying at the Institute of Architecture next year.”

Helen puckered her lips before tilting her head to Nanda. “You have too much faith in me, honey. My artist’s heart longs for it, but I’m afraid my grades tell a different story.” 

Nanda thought for a moment. “You know, a lot of people say that place is the Art District’s only redeeming factor.”

“Those people probably think graffiti art is vandalism, and that old factories don’t make good coffee shops.” She gave Nanda a sassy wink. Nanda returned it with a smile before letting her thoughts wander. 

Helen noticed. “What’s up, girly? I haven’t seen that look since the boys started calling you Bollywood during freshman year.” 

Nanda cringed at the awkward memory. “It’s no big deal. I just had a little fight with Tiago last night.”

Helen raised an eyebrow with a smirk. “Did he ask you out? Please tell me he did. You guys should have been together ages ago.”

Nanda felt her face flush. Lucky her tan skin didn’t let it show. “You’re just the opposite of my dad. He keeps telling me I better not date that ‘older’ boy.” 

“Isn’t he only, like, nineteen?”

Nanda smirked. “Yeah. Try telling my dad that.”

“How is Mr. Allen, by the way?”

Nanda began filling a new canister of cream to whip. “He’s gone a lot these days. His boss has him really strung out, traveling all over the country, but he’s happy with his work. He’s been wanting to move to a nicer place since—well, since we moved into our old place. He says we should have the money for it by next month.”

“Your dad is so lucky to have scored that job. I hear about Harmony Eco Power, like, every day. Even my mom is thinking about getting their solar panels. You know, the ones from their residential line.”

Before Nanda could reply, the door burst open from the back room. Nanda and Helen tried to look busy as their manager stepped out with ledger in hand. Claire was tall and heavyset, the consistent grimace on her face signaling her displeasure with everyone and everything. 

She held her chin up, glowering down at Nanda. “I can hear you two chattering from the milk cooler. Just because there’s no one in the shop doesn’t mean it’s break time.” Nanda continued shaking the whipped cream canister, and Helen just rolled her eyes with a groan. 

At that moment, Nanda’s vision went black, and images began to flash in front of her mind’s eye. 

…

A neon sign read ‘Black Tea,’ bearing the shape of a tea leaf below it. The night cast shadows on the pavement, and a light drizzle glistened against the aging bricks. She saw herself entering the building. There was a shadow of a youthful face under a baseball cap. He was stepping through the door behind her. A voice echoed, sending shivers down to the tips of her fingers. “What if you could save them?”
…

She was back at the coffee shop where Helen was taking an order from a group of students. Nanda couldn’t move, her mind still dazed. Claire snapped her back to reality. “Would you stop slacking off? I am getting tired of your lazy attitude.” 

Nanda spoke before she could think. “At least I don’t badmouth employees in front of customers.” She lowered her eyes, placing the whipped cream canister in the cooler. Sometimes, she wished she could cut out her stupid tongue. She began preparing cups for the students’ orders, avoiding eye contact with her disgruntled manager.

Claire just huffed, snatching up her ledger from the counter to return to the back room. Helen smirked, mouthing “I love you” as she noted down orders on the computer’s touch screen. Nanda smiled back, but her mind was somewhere else. A place called Black Tea.

She had a location. That was enough. The moment her shift ended, she was going to find out who had taken her away for three days, and why.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Nanda pulled her hood over her head and adjusted her lightweight cotton scarf, a cool wind numbing the tip of her nose. The unseasonable weather was probably thanks to climate change or some other phenomenon she didn’t take time to understand, but her nerves were so on edge that she barely noticed. She didn’t know exactly where Black Tea was located, but she recognized the general area from her memory. It was downtown, somewhere near Skid Row. 

She rubbed her nose, realizing that she had forgotten to put her nose ring back in after her shift. She grimaced. Claire never asked the other employees to take out their piercings. Oh no, only Nanda’s was distracting to customers. She took in a deep breath. The moist air carried the taste of car exhaust mixed with the aroma of fried food and chili pepper from a nearby Mexican joint. She could really use a bean burrito right about now.

Her thoughts of food were interrupted by a hint of outside emotion. She sensed a mix of fear, stress, anger, and a dozen other feelings—none of them positive. These emotions couldn’t possibly be coming from just one animal. Heck, they couldn’t come from ten. She wandered toward the torrent of emotion. It was emanating from the parking lot in front of the House and Home Furniture store. Weird. The local houseware chain didn’t sell any animals. 

As she got closer, the emotions grew stronger, almost making her sick. The source appeared to be a parked furniture moving truck. Everything in Nanda’s mind told her to turn away, maybe make an anonymous call to the police, but some other force inside her pushed her towards the ominous truck. 

She strolled across the parking lot, lingering by the front doors of the massive outlet. Her eyes swept across the parking lot, quiet on this dark, cloudy day. The driver didn’t seem to be nearby, and the rest of the lot held only a few cars and customers stepping in and out of their vehicles. She zipped up her hoodie, pulling her scarf over her mouth and nose before tugging the drawstrings to tighten the hood around her face. Yeah, she was doing this, and if things went sideways, she wasn’t about to let anyone identify her. 

She walked over to the truck casually, hands in her pockets and head down. The sliding metal door was pulled down but unlatched. With a grunt, she pushed it up, stepped inside, and pulled the door down behind her. Everything was black, but she could already smell the musky scent of wild animals. She had to bite down on her scarf to keep the waves of emotion from bringing her to her knees. This was too weird.

Taking out her smartphone, she opened the flashlight app with a few taps of the screen. Brown moving sheets were draped over the cargo. She pulled off one sheet, revealing boxes of unassembled furniture. Running her pocket knife through the tape sealing one of the boxes, she hesitantly opened the flaps. The sight made her gasp. 

Dozens of animals were crammed into the box. Baby snakes peeked at her through plastic containers, and several parrots lay with fabric strapping their wings to their bodies. Turtles, lizards, and exotic rodents were equally contained, lying motionless and dazed, betraying the obvious fact that they had been heavily drugged. Her heart tightened in her chest.

Frantic chirping snapped her attention away from the open box. Nanda shined her flashlight toward the dark corner of the truck where the sound originated. A gray primate no bigger than a squirrel with tufted ears and a ringed tail stood motionless with fear, eyes wide and tiny body heaving with each breath. 

“It’s okay, little guy. I’m here,” she whispered. Slowly, she crawled toward the creature, reaching out her hand. Seeing that it didn’t react, she pet its soft fur. Compassion welled up inside her. She picked up the tiny primate with both hands, gently placing it in her messenger bag. She thought it looked like a monkey species she’d seen at the zoo as a kid. A marmoset, she recalled. 

Another noise made her jump. Klink-klink. The door slid open. Nanda’s heartbeat quickened. Finding an empty space behind one of the boxes, she crouched down, listening for footsteps. The man whistled a cheery tune, heavy boots falling on the wood floor while his flashlight shone around the truck. 

Crap. She hadn’t had time to cover the open box. When the glare of the flashlight paused on the evidence of her search, his whistling stopped, and his steps softened. He passed her, shining his flashlight in the opposite direction. In the faint glow, she made out his tall, well-toned form, thick hair, and patchy beard. He appeared to be in his 30s, Latin American. Probably Mexican or of Mexican descent, since this was Los Angeles after all. 

As Nanda set her messenger bag beside her, the marmoset inside made a soft cooing noise, bringing the blinding light to her face.

He gasped, a look of panic flooding his face. “What are you doing? You can’t be here!” Hands shaking, he snatched up a push broom that leaned against the boxes, lunging toward her while gripping its handle like a baseball bat. 

Nanda’s instincts pushed her into a diving shoulder roll, landing her beside the smuggler just as the head of the broom met the wall of the truck in a loud clang. Did that psycho really just try to knock her out with a freaking broom? “Hey, stop it! Let’s just talk…”

Before she could finish, he was charging again. She tapped her hand on the floor to throw a half-moon kick she’d learned in capoeira. Her foot collided with the man’s face in a satisfying thwap. He stumbled back, letting out a stifled grunt. She ran to the door of the truck, but loud footsteps followed. “Get back here!”

She swung around just in time to dodge another swing of the broom. Seeing his own tactics were ineffective, the panicked fighter dropped the cleaning tool and grabbed at her hoodie, but she expertly snatched his wrist and pulled it down over her shoulder. His own weight became his enemy as his momentum brought him barreling over Nanda’s small figure. The impact let out a rippling crash, landing him just inches from dropping to the hard pavement below the truck. 

The man pulled himself to one knee, wiping a mix of blood and sweat from his mouth. Following her animal instinct, Nanda jumped and grabbed the top edge of the rolled-up metal door, swinging feet-first into the man’s chest. He flew onto the pavement, falling onto his backside with an oomph.

The smuggler slowly rose from the asphalt with pained groans. Murmurs snatched Nanda’s attention away from the fallen criminal to the parking lot around them. The smuggler followed her gaze, seeing the group of confused bystanders who stood mesmerized by the action, phone cameras pointed their way. Looks like my hoodie-and-scarf disguise was a good call.

Carefully picking up her messenger bag again, Nanda turned back to the smuggler. “Your operation’s over, buddy.” 

His frustrated growls morphed into a nervous laugh as he slowly rose to his feet. “You have no idea how big this operation is, chiquita.” 

Just as the words left his mouth, a look of horror darkened his face. As quickly as his injuries allowed, he hobbled toward the side lot where an old car waited. Nanda thought of following, but it was too late. Several phone cameras still pointed their tiny lenses in her direction. She needed to get out of there before the police arrived.

Pulling her scarf further over her face, she hopped out of the truck and sprinted towards the brick-sided warehouse opposite the furniture store. The building was at least twenty-five feet high, a stretch even for her current self. It didn’t matter. She couldn’t risk escaping down the street.

Building momentum, she launched herself from one foot with maximum power to run up the wall. Reaching upwards, she caught the edge of the roof with the tips of her fingers, pulling herself up. When she made it, she kept running, preparing to jump to the next building. A police siren wailed in the near distance. She had to get away, get as far from here as possible. Her secret was out, and whatever happened with the smuggler, the cops would surely be coming for her. 

***

Nanda paced back and forth in the living room of her apartment, gnawing on her fingernails. Her two kittens scrambled along the floor in a game of tag with their new marmoset friend. Warm feelings of excitement and comfort radiated from their tiny bodies. She wished she could match their bliss, but the day’s events weighed on her mind. “You have no idea how big this operation is, chiquita.” She replayed the smuggler’s words over and over in her head. 

She glanced back to the TV, which was set to the local news channel. The fast-talking reporters had been creating a steady background noise, calming her nerves. After a moment, images of a furniture truck and a headline that read Mystery Vigilante Uncovers Animal Smuggler appeared on the screen. She rushed to turn up the volume.

A reporter stood in front of the truck as local police stepped in and out, carrying crates and cages of exotic animals. “Yes, Cindy. Locals are shocked to learn that the illegal exotic animal trade had found its way to their own backyard. The suspect, Jorge Mendez, was apprehended by police shortly after they arrived on the scene. Witnesses said they saw a young woman dressed in a hoodie fighting the man, but she fled the scene in what onlookers could only describe as ninja-like movements. We’ll show you the clip.” 

Nanda held her breath. The video from the phone had a low resolution, helping to disguise what was visible of her face. But the images of her throwing the 200-pound man over her shoulder and running up a building was clear enough. She tuned her ears to the reporter again.

“Police say that anyone who has information about the identity of this woman should call them immediately so they can bring her in for questioning.” Nanda gulped. She still had her anonymity, but it might not last long.

Her eyes fell back to her marmoset, now chowing down on a plate of strawberries she had left for him. Relief and satisfaction welled in his body in place of fear. 

“Well little guy, at least old Jorge won’t be kidnapping more of your buddies anytime soon.” The marmoset looked up at her as he chewed, his tiny face so human it was almost creepy. “I’m going to call you Goblin, if you don’t mind.” 

She turned her attention back to the TV screen. “Police are continuing their investigation, but they believe Mendez was running a solo operation, using his position as a delivery worker for House and Home Furniture as a cover. At this time, the furniture company doesn’t appear to be involved.” 

Nanda frowned. This wasn’t right. The police must be missing something. Mendez’ words and the look of horror that followed—he couldn’t have faked that. There was something deeper going on here. She could feel it. 

A sharp knock on the door made her jump. She walked over to look through the peephole before opening the door with a sigh. “I thought you might come.” 

Tiago strolled in with an air of casual I-told-you-so. “So, Miss Ninja is already all over the news for busting an animal smuggler. Why am I not surprised? Oh, I know. Because thinking before acting isn’t part of your skill set.”

She fixed him in a glare. “It’s not like I was going to let myself get caught.”

The humor in his expression melted away. “No, but you could have been hurt. What if that dude had more than just a broom?” 

A high-pitched chirp drew Tiago’s attention to Goblin, who now perched on the top of the couch while the kittens tried to crawl their way up. 

“I see you found yourself a souvenir.”

“He escaped from his box somehow. I couldn’t just leave him there.” She let out an exhausted sigh. “I have to admit, though. It’s starting to look like zoo in here. I have to get those kittens to the shelter before my dad gets back next week.”

“I’m sure he’ll be very happy that you traded them for a monkey.”

Nanda threw a light punch on his arm as her phone started vibrating in her pocket. She reached for it and slid a finger across the screen to unlock it. Everything around her seemed to slow down as she read the text, which originated from an unknown number. 

 

You will find another shipment at House and Home tomorrow at 10 pm. Be careful.

 

Tiago leaned over Nanda’s shoulder to see the screen, his breath warm on her face. “What is this? Someone recognized you? This is bad news.”

No. There was no way anyone could have identified her.  “This doesn’t make any sense.”

Tiago swiped the phone from her hand. “Call the cops, Nanda. This is getting sketchy.”

She snatched the phone back, glaring at her worry wart of a friend. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on any more than you do, but we both know getting the police involved is an idiot’s move. How am I supposed to explain my escape? And I’m not just talking about why I ran.”

He let out huff, crossing his arms. “You’re not seriously thinking of going there again, are you?”

She shuffled her feet, studying the screen once more. “I have no clue who sent this, but it doesn’t look like they want to threaten me or turn me in. If anything, they want to help.” The last part sounded odd even to her, but nothing else made sense, unless...

“Unless it’s some kind of trap.” Tiago stole the words out of her mouth. “Just send this to the police anonymously and let them take care of it.”

“The police think Mendez was working solo, but that’s not what he told me before he ran off. If something bigger is going on, these guys know how to cover their tracks. We need to get to the bottom of this without scaring them into hiding. Once we have the information we need to prove what’s going on, then we give the police an anonymous tip.”

“Bad idea, Nanda.”

She rolled her eyes. “Look, I’ll only go to House and Home tomorrow to see what’s really going on. No confrontation, just observation.” 

Tiago gave her a disbelieving stare. “This isn’t the kind of thing you want to get caught up in. Trust me on this.”

Nanda half-smirked. “And what would some middle-class Brazilian kid who grew up on video games know about the criminal underworld?”

He broke eye contact, fidgeting with the case of Nanda’s phone. “Just common sense.”

“Come on. Have a little faith in me.”

Tiago tilted his head back, sighing in defeat. “Okay, we’ll do it your way, but I’m not letting you go alone. We’re in this together, remember?” Tossing Nanda her phone, he walked back to the door, turning the knob before glancing back one more time. “I’ll pick you up at nine. Be ready.”

A feeling of anticipation rose in her chest, and it stuck around long after the door had shut behind Tiago. Yeah, she was ready to take down the bastards who kidnapped Goblin and God knows how many other animals. She may have smudged the truth a little when she said “no confrontation,” but she wasn’t going to be stupid about it, either. She looked back at Goblin, who now lay curled up with the two kittens on the living room rug.

No. This time, she would be ready.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Eric Harden slammed his finger onto the backspace key of his laptop, watching as yet another dead-end first sentence disappeared from the screen. He sank into his office chair, tilting his head back to see the hands of the wall clock strike 11 pm. He should have been off two hours ago, but the daily blog post was still just a white screen, mocking his incompetence with every pixel. 

He took off his glasses to rub his eyes before running a hand through his mess of hair. This was too much pressure. An internship with Wild Hearts Horizons was the dream of any aspiring activist, but he knew that the only reason the company hired a sixteen-year-old as its blogger was his parents’ high standing in the community. He could just see them begging Mr. Thompson to give him a spot on the team. At least then, Eric might stop bugging them to bring him along to their protests and undercover animal rights operations, stay out of trouble and start focusing on his future journalism career. 

He chuckled to himself. At first, he was stoked at the chance to prove he was ready to start making a difference. But now, here he was, stuck chest-deep in responsibility, in over his head in every sense of the phrase.

He leaned toward the glaring screen that illuminated the shared office a ghostly shade. He could write about that California slaughterhouse legislation that was passed, but everyone had covered that already. Anyway, it wasn’t local enough. Readers wanted news about events that were happening in their neighborhoods. Okay, time to step back. There had to be something worth writing about. Something, anything. 

Defeat hung over him like a dark shadow. He knew he should just write something and be done with it, but he wasn’t willing to do mediocre. Not if he wanted to work as a full-fledged publicist for Wild Hearts one day. Maybe he just needed to refresh his mind.

“Well, hey there Eric.”

He turned toward the perky voice to see Mr. Thompson’s secretary poking her head through the door of the shared office. Pink lipstick accented her wide smile. He straightened his posture, smiling back and hoping she wouldn’t notice the dark bags under his eyes. “Uh, good evening.”

“I just thought I’d check in on you. Pretty much everyone else has gone home for the night but, well, I guess you are a Harden. I should have expected as much.”

He cringed inside, maintaining his polite grin. 

“Could you do me a huge favor and tell your parents that Mandy said ‘hi’? They may not remember me, but I was one of the protesters at the Florida wetlands rally they organized. Boy, the way they stood in front of those bulldozers that were about to clear the area was so inspiring.” She shook her head as she relived the memory. “Anyway, I’ll let you get back to your little project.”

Eric’s eye twitched. “Thanks.”

When she closed the door, he slunk back into his chair, grinding his teeth. What did he have to do to be taken seriously around there? From the way everyone was acting, no one gave a flying crap about this blog. He had stepped into this office ready to make a difference, but to Wild Hearts—just like to his parents—he was just an over-eager child who needed something to keep his hands busy.

Trying to distract himself from his thoughts, he opened a new tab on his browser to check his email. One unread message. A click on the empty subject line opened a brief email from one of his colleagues along with an embedded video.

“Hey Eric. This was on the news today. I thought you might want to use it. Best, Craig.”

Curious, Eric opened the attachment. A short news story covered an animal smuggling bust. Okay, not exactly big news. He scrolled the cursor over the X to close the window. Just then, the clip began to roll, revealing a hooded heroine, her face hidden behind a scarf. She threw the smuggler out of the back of his own truck before escaping up a wall like some oversized lizard. Wait, was that even possible?

Eric played the clip again. And again. He didn’t know how many times he replayed the footage, but one thing was firm in his mind. He’d found his story, and it was going to be big.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Standing in front of her bathroom mirror, Nanda was a mess of emotions. The images of the drugged animals in the truck still haunted her. Then, there were the answers she might finally find at Black Tea, the place she was headed when the furniture truck sidetracked her. But rising above the turbulence, she felt the aching need to find out what these smugglers were up to.

She rummaged through the plastic bags from the day’s shopping trip, pulling out a black headscarf, a pair of black faux leather gloves and a lightweight black neck warmer—not an easy find in downtown LA. Her burgundy, long-sleeved t-shirt rested just above the navel, and she had added elastic to the ankles of her baggy black sweatpants to keep herself from tripping. She was just missing one thing. 

Nanda pulled out the pair of contact lenses from the bag, opening the plastic packaging and reaching for the first lens with one finger. Leaning into the mirror, she spread her eyelids open with one hand and inserted the lens with the other. After several blinks, she did the other lens. She took a step back to stare at her reflection.

Her deep, brown eyes now shone in an icy blue shade. Against her tan skin, the color gave her a menacing look. She wrapped the scarf around her head, tying a knot at the back, and pulled the neck warmer over her nose. She could hardly recognize herself. It was perfect.

The honk of a car horn drew her attention to the hallway window. She glanced down to see Tiago waiting in his black Hyundai, the engine still running. She felt a sense of relief knowing that he hadn’t changed his mind.

After switching off the lights in the apartment, Nanda crawled onto the window sill, staring down at the dark asphalt several stories below. Now perching outside the window, she pulled down the glass behind her and fell toward the pavement. She landed in a crouch with a soft thump. 

As she opened the passenger door and hopped into Tiago’s car, he gave her a reprimanding glare. “Taking the scenic route, I see.”

She narrowed her eyes, hiding a smirk. “You know you’d try it if you could.”

He just shook his head, a spark of amusement in his eyes. Shifting into drive, he set off towards the furniture store. The ride was quiet as Tiago kept his eyes on the road and Nanda mentally prepared herself for the encounter. 

As the store came into view, Tiago pulled up to the curb on the opposite side of the street, giving them a clear view of the parking lot. He turned the key back, bringing the engine to a lull. 

“Are we going to talk about your costume? Or am I supposed to just roll with it?”

She pulled the neck warmer further over her nose. “It’s not a costume, it’s a disguise. The police want me for questioning. I’m not going to risk having my face on film.”

Tiago scrunched his brow. “But, we’re just going to watch from the car. They’ll never…”

He trailed off as Nanda turned her face away in embarrassment. He let out a groan, resting his forehead on the top of the steering wheel. “Oh no. Of course we’re not going to just sit here, Tiago,” he mumbled. “We have to go blazing in like suicidal heroes so we can get ourselves shot.”

“More like spies, and we won’t get shot. You’re going to wait in the car so you can drive us off before they know what’s happening. You know, like a getaway driver, except without the car chase.” 

She pulled her phone from her pocket. “I’m going to get as close as I can to film some evidence that we can give the police. They won’t even know I’m there.”

Tiago fixed her in a hard stare, trying to see through to her true motives. He seemed satisfied. “Okay, but just as far as you need to get some decent footage. No further.”

Nanda dipped her head in agreement before exiting the car and gently closing the door behind her. A cool breeze brushed against her cheeks, and she noted the area’s eerie silence. She slinked along the post office building near their car before crossing the street, giving wide berth between herself and the parking lot. If she could get back up on the warehouse roof where she had escaped last time, she could get to the store’s cardboard recycling area and hide behind the dumpsters without having to cross the parking lot. Even Tiago would admit it was a smart plan.

The store’s neighboring warehouse glowed a faint orange in the light of the street lamps, no security cameras or alarm systems in sight.  A pull-down ladder at the building’s side invited her to climb to the roof. She crept toward the ladder with soft steps, breath hot on her mask. The bottom of the ladder rested high up on the building to deter vandals and rebellious high school kids, but she reached it in a single jump, clinging to the lowest rung with her fingertips. 

Pulling herself up, she flew up the ladder and climbed onto the roof, scurrying on hands and feet to the edge overlooking the furniture store. The solar panels on the top of the store shone in the moonlight. She immediately recognized them as Harmony Eco Power’s. Just then, her father came to mind. If he ever found out about her recent nighttime activities, his heart might just give out. 

Nanda scanned the parking lot. It was empty. For now. Seeing she had time to reach the dumpsters before the shipment arrived, she crawled over to a storm pipe that ran down the back side of the warehouse roof. Gripping the pipe between gloved fingers, she began crawling backwards toward the ground before dropping and sprinting to the nearest House and Home dumpster. Broken-down cardboard boxes overflowed onto the asphalt. 

The moment Nanda slipped into the shadow of the metal receptacle, the roar of engines arrived in a booming crescendo. She dared not peek at the trucks, but their loud rumble hinted that they were some monstrous rigs. The sharp stench of diesel exhaust filled Nanda’s lungs as the engines idled for a few moments. When they cut out out, she could make out the quieter whispers of several men. 

Nanda had no idea where these shipments were headed or why they had stopped here, but she could already feel the crippling emotions of the wild creatures inside. She heard the clinking of locks opening. After a moment, the whispers and footsteps faded, and Nanda dared a glance from behind the dumpster. Several men in leather jackets were walking toward the store. 

She could get much better footage if she actually climbed inside one of the trucks. She bit her lip. Tiago would have to forgive her for this one. She scurried on silent feet to the back of the nearest rig and removed the unlocked chain. Taking a deep breath, she lifted the truck door and stepped inside.

***

Eric had that extra hop in his step that night. He could feel it. He guessed his co-workers could sense it too, because he was getting nothing but smiles all the way into the evening. Some threw him a thumbs up or a subtle “Good job,” but his own excitement was drowning out most of the action around him. Last night’s blog post, “The Mysterious Hero for Animals,” had all the Internet in a buzz.

The story had nearly doubled the Web traffic to the Wild Hearts Horizons site, and it was being shared all over social media. Sure, other bloggers had covered the bizarre occurrence, but none was more thorough and thoughtful than his. At least, that’s what he’d like to think. 

The day was coming to an end. Soon, he could put down the energy drinks and head home for a good night’s sleep. All he needed to do was publish the day’s blog post about the charity dog food drive. He might even get out at the same time as everyone else. 

After another hour of typing while whistling a tune, Eric closed his laptop. He swung one strap of his backpack over his shoulder and looked around the office. It was dimly lit, the only sound being the janitor’s vacuum the next office over. He raised his arms in a deep stretch before clocking himself out on the monitor near the door. Saying a quick “Goodnight” to the security guard, he stepped out through the sleek glass entryway. Just as he was imagining how he’d relay the news of his early success to his parents, what he saw on the building’s doorstep made him stop in his tracks.

A cardboard box with holes punched into the sides, a flash drive, and a folded sheet of notebook paper with a handwritten note greeted him. Loosening his tie, Eric bent down to peek into the box. Holy... Were those baby tortoises?

He opened the note: “To the Awesome People at Wild Hearts Horizons,
	

“Thanks for saying such nice things about me on your blog. I can’t tell you who I am or how I got the footage you will find in this flash drive, but I trust that you will take the necessary actions to get its contents into the public eye. Please bring these tortoises to your wild animal rescue center. I wish I could have saved more, but I couldn’t risk getting caught. Take care of them.


“Yours truly, 

A Concerned Citizen.”


Eric clutched the note in disbelief. This was going to be a long night.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

The morning light cast its warmth on Nanda’s face. She was about to find out what happened during her lost days. This time, no distractions would keep her from reaching Black Tea. 

She strolled past countless tents, cardboard huts, and other makeshift shelters lining the sidewalks of Skid Row, their owners still snoring in the early morning haze. 

The sun rose higher in the sky, teasing of the hot day to come. Nanda shrugged off her hoodie and tied it around her waist. She hadn’t told Tiago about today. Last night’s events were more than enough for him to handle. Besides, it’s not like she was doing anything dangerous. At least, she hoped not.

Rounding the next corner, she saw it. Just like in her vision. A simple storefront tainted with graffiti held a black tea leaf symbol lined with neon lights. An Open sign rested on the glass door. Nanda pushed through the entrance, and the aroma of herbs, incense, and fresh-brewed green tea filled her nostrils. The interior was dark, a few hanging lamps and fake bamboo stalks creating a trendy atmosphere. It looked like the kind of place that might hold haiku readings on a Saturday night. 

The meager population was an even mixture of older Asian folk and hipsters with sock hats and thick-rimmed glasses. Tea was everywhere, obviously. Every kind, from porcelain cups of steaming crimson tea to glasses of green-tinted iced tea with slices of pineapple hugging the rim. She walked toward the barista to ask him a few questions she had prepared in her head on the bus ride over, but a new memory struck her like a punch in the stomach.

...

She walked through this same cafe, but it was dark and empty. The boy who appeared not much younger than her walked just ahead. He turned to face her, smiling. Under his black baseball cap she saw tan skin, almond-shaped eyes, and black hair falling to his shoulders. He was dressed in punk-rock street gear. His voice rang out in her head, youthful but serious. “Are you sure you don’t want me to make you some black tea before we get started?”

…

Nanda was back in the present. In her memory, the boy’s face hadn’t triggered any fear or panic. Maybe that meant she had come here of her own accord. Nanda let her eyes take in the small dining room, searching for anything with a ring of familiarity. Nothing... nope… no... there!

A wooden door with a rusted Employees Only sign seemed to return her stare from the back wall, the entrance slightly ajar. She could feel herself following the boy through that door. Then, a blank slate. Nanda waited for the barista to crouch down to grab a jar of loose tea before slinking back to the door, gently pushing it open.

When she stepped through the doorway, her heart stopped. There he was—just the way he appeared in her head, but dressed in a different graphic tee. He sat with legs crossed atop a green rug with ornate designs, one of only a few objects decorating the candle-lit concrete room. His eyes were closed, his face serene. His hands rested in a meditative position on his knees. Nanda let her eyes wander around the room, but a voice made her jump.

“I was wondering when you’d get here.” 

His eyes were still closed, and a smile now pulled at his lips. Nanda crouched to his level, her gut churning. “You knew I was coming?”

“Not really, but that sounded quite mysterious, didn’t it?” He opened his eyes to reveal deep brown irises like her own, a full smile now spread across his face. But the moment he saw who she was, his smile dropped, his eyes widening in what she guessed was surprise.

“I didn’t know if you would come back.” 

Her heart jumped. “So, you do remember me. That means you can tell me what happened last week and why I ended up stranded in the middle of nowhere.” Feeling her voice rising, she cleared her throat and tried to calm her words. “I came here for answers, and I think you can give them to me.”

“My, oh my. So you do not recall? Well, I suppose it should be no surprise after everything that happened.”

“What happened?” She was nearly shouting now.

The boy gazed at the rug in thought, never breaking his zen-like trance. “I will tell you everything. But first, I implore you to sit with me in a moment of meditation.”

“And if I say ‘no’?”

“Well, then I highly suggest you grab a cup of tea and be on your way. If I recall correctly, you are not much of a tea drinker. Might I recommend the passion fruit rose petal tea. It has a nice tang to it—a great starter tea.”

Clenching her jaw, Nanda stomped to the rug and sat next to the boy, matching his meditative pose. He smiled. “Good. Now, close your eyes, and listen to your breathing. Empty your mind of all thoughts, and enjoy a moment of peace.”

Nanda did as she was told, the flickering candlelight playing shadows against her eyelids. Her tumult of thoughts, questions, and worries began to fade with every focused breath. After some minutes, her mind was as calm as a clear lake in the early morning hours. A peaceful feeling surrounded her, cloaking her in its restful presence. Then, there was something else.

It started as a tickle of fear in her gut, but it grew stronger, and stronger. Her breath quickened. The nothingness of her mind began to fill with sounds and images, indiscernible at first. She fought with herself not to open her eyes, instead honing in on these new pieces of her subconscious.

Suddenly, she saw only the green lush of a quiet rainforest. She could almost feel the weight of the humid air in her lungs. Young palms and ferns brushed against her sides. Light streamed through gaps in the canopy, casting dancing shadows around her. This wasn’t a memory. She had never seen this kind of landscape before.

Several men came into view, sweat beading on their tanned skin. They wore rugged clothing soaked with even more sweat, and they gripped batting sticks, heavy nets, and tranquilizer guns with white knuckles. All of them were staring at something. Nanda turned her head to see. Golden fur lay in stark contrast to the green rainforest foliage, poorly disguising the four jaguar cubs who clung to the trunk and twisting branches of an aging tree.

One of the tiny cats gnawed on the bark playfully, its golden eyes gleaming with mischief. Two others nipped and snarled at each other, ears flat against their heads in the heat of the play fight. The fourth jaguar cub dug its claws deeper into the tree limb where it perched. Its fur bristled in the nervousness of being left alone. 

Another man stepped forward from behind the others, but his face was hidden in blurry shadows that seemed to crawl across his skin. The insidious aura made Nanda’s skin prickle. The shadow man stood tall and confident, holding his hand in the air to signal the others to wait. 

A heart-wrenching scream pierced through the quiet veil of tropical bird songs, but the scream wasn’t human. Nanda swung around in her mind’s eye to see a massive golden jaguar emerging from behind the tree, ears flat against its head and fangs bared.

The shadow man spoke above the jaguar’s deep-chested growl. “Kill her.” 

Nanda’s heart leapt inside her, but just as she stepped forward to stand between the jaguar and the shadow man, the forest began twisting around her, blurring and melting into indiscernible color and sound. The last thing she felt was a sense of doom, hopelessness, and overwhelming fear. Then, black. The backs of her eyelids.

Nanda opened her eyes. The comforting concrete walls of the back room now filled her vision. It was then that she noticed the sweat dripping down her forehead. The boy fixed her in a knowing stare. “You saw them, didn’t you?”

Nanda’s voice trembled, rising just above a whisper. “There was so much fear.” She bowed her head into her hands, her hair clenched in her fists. “And there was nothing I could do about it.”

The boy rested a hand on her back. “We all have the power to choose our mission, Nanda. The power to change our reality does not come from great wealth or influence, but from the courage of fighting for what we believe to be right.”

He stood to his feet, facing Nanda with an outstretched palm. Lost for words, she took his hand, letting him pull her to her feet.

“My Tibetan name is Yonten, but I usually go by ‘Max.’ We have met before, Nanda. I offered to help you, and you came with me willingly that day.”

Max slid his hand to her shoulder, lifting the sleeve of her shirt to reveal her strange tiger mark. “This is our crest, the symbol of my people. My family, if you will.”

“Who are you?” She whispered the words as her sleeve fell over her shoulder again.

“I am one of many. We are the Bronze Tiger, and we share your beliefs.”

For once in her life, Nanda had no words. She furrowed her brow, listening.

“Your whole life has been restless, a river of unfulfilled needs and desires to protect, to save.”

Max stepped to the door, opening it to let in a stream of light. After a moment, Nanda found her voice. “How did you change me the way you did? Why? What do you want from me?”

The light of the tea house lamps cast harsh shadows on Max’s face, keeping Nanda from reading his expression. “Even if you place a lotus plant in a pond, you cannot decide where it will grow or what it will become. Your mission is your own. As for your other doubts, I must implore you to be patient. Trust is not built in one day.”

He stepped out of the room, leaving her alone with her unanswered questions. She leaned down to pick up the flickering candle whose wick had burned to the pool of melted wax. Her eyes focused on the dancing yellow flame.

“My mission,” she repeated in a soft voice. Drawing a deep breath, she blew out the flame, letting the pure black of darkness surround her.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

“This guy looks like he has something under his coat. Maybe he’s the one,” Nanda murmured into the microphone hidden under her multicolor Indian headscarf. 

The baggage claim area hosted a noisy throng of passengers, all searching for their suitcases on the carousel after a flight from Costa Rica. But according to the newest text message from her mystery benefactor, one of them was not what they appeared.

She collapsed the handle of her empty carry-on luggage piece, pretending to browse for her bag while glancing around the room. The area was bursting with Costa Rican natives alongside tourists with rosy-red sunburn and horrible bikini lines on their shoulders. The man she was now following wore a navy-blue windbreaker despite the warm weather, his eyes darting and jaw clenched. 

Tiago’s spoke from her earpiece, his voice muffled by static. “Well, get closer to him. If he’s our guy, I’m sure you’ll see something that gives him away.” 

She pulled her headscarf further over her nose, reaching down to straighten her skirt. This disguise felt limiting compared to the one she had worn to bust animal traffickers over the past week, but it helped her blend into the crowded airport, which hosted travelers from across the globe.

She meandered closer to her suspect, keeping her attention on the carousel. She didn’t need to look at him. She would know. From the moment Tiago had dropped her off at the baggage claim, she had felt the faint presence of stress and uncertainty. Unfortunately, pinpointing the source was another challenge. The emotions grew stronger now, but she needed to get closer to be sure.

Tiago was waiting in his car just outside of the airport entrance, ready to speed toward the gate to pick her up the moment she could confirm the smuggler. Next, they’d follow the dirty culprit. Lucky for them, the ever-moving LAX airport was slightly calmer in the earliest hours of the morning, limiting the traffic factor. Still, Nanda wondered if the man would have the chance to drive away before they could follow him.

Nanda’s phone vibrated against her leg from her skirt’s discrete pocket, making her jump. She checked it. Just a low battery. She closed the notification, returning the screen to the text conversation with her dad from earlier that day. The most recent message was a photo of a chipmunk he saw on his trip, which somehow made him think of her. She smiled before stuffing the phone back in her pocket and taking a deep breath. Maybe one day, she could tell him everything. Right now, she had to focus.

She had wandered closer until she stood just a few feet from her suspect. The emotions were overwhelming now. She stole a quick glance at the man, who stood in an awkward position with arms crossed over his coat. Yeah, it was definitely him.

Nanda felt a prickle down her spine as she strolled away from him, trying to act as if she saw her bag coming down the carousel. “Phantom to Nighthawk. We have our smuggler.”

“Got it. I’m coming your way. And would you please stop with the stupid spy names?”

“Shut up. I’ll say what I want... Nighthawk.” A muffled laugh came through her earpiece. 

Nanda watched as the man snatched up an old duffel bag from the carousel. He adjusted the bag over his shoulder and headed toward the door. Wait, was he leaving already? He honestly only had one piece of luggage? Great. 

Nanda watched helplessly as the smuggler walked through the automatic doors leading to the pick-up area. She slid out the handle of her carry-on and locked it in place, following a good distance behind. By the time she stepped through the doors, the man was ambling toward one of the waiting taxis. 

“Hurry up, Tiago,” she mumbled under her breath. 

No sign of his car. The smuggler was speaking in broken English to the taxi driver, who popped open the trunk and tossed the duffel inside. They spoke for another moment before the man hopped into the back seat. The engine started. Still no Tiago.

Nanda hastily memorized the first few characters of the taxi’s license plate before the taxi revved to a rolling start and drove down the street toward the freeway. “7FRN.” All was still for a moment before Tiago’s car pulled up to the curb. 

“Where is he?” he asked in a low voice. 

Nanda jumped in the car and slammed the door shut, pulling the scarf from her face. “Gone already. If we’re lucky, we might catch up.”

“Say no more.” Tiago revved the engine before blasting off in a screeching start. A spark of excitement shone in his eyes, and for a moment, Nanda wondered if he’d always wanted to star in an action movie. Well, this was probably as close as he’d get. 

Tiago dodged shuttle buses and taxis as Nanda scanned license plates. The taxi couldn’t have driven that far. They were approaching the split-off to enter Century Boulevard or Sepulveda.

“Come on, which way did you go?” Her eyes focused on the farthest point of the street in her line of sight, where a taxi sped down the road at full throttle, as taxis tend to do. She glanced at the license plate. 7FRN. 

“That’s the one. Take Sepulveda.”

Tiago switched lanes, keeping a fair distance from the taxi and following it onto the freeway. Nanda let out a long-held breath and sank into the seat with a deep sigh. “I really hope this isn’t a waste of time.”

“Your mystery informant hasn’t lead us astray yet. Anyway, it’s about time we found out where all these shipments are headed. That’ll be some intel the cops can’t refuse.”

Nanda carefully folded her colorful headscarf in her lap. “Yeah, you’re right. It’s crazy, though. Five busts and the police still think these guys are working solo? Give me a break.” 

Tiago nodded. After a moment, he glanced in his rearview mirror and switched lanes, pulling out his earpiece and setting it on the dashboard. “I, for one, think these devices worked great.” He cracked a smile. “And you thought second-hand ‘spy stuff’ was a dumb idea.”

Nanda shot him a sly side glance “That was a pretty slick move, Nighthawk. Your years on the streets have served you well.”

He tried to hide his amusement. “Streets my ass.” The way he said it almost sounded like a lie, but she decided not to poke it. Since the first time she trained parkour with Tiago and Juan, she had started up countless conversations to learn more about her new friend. But every question was met with vague descriptions of a plain, all-too-vanilla childhood. She’d always felt that Tiago was hiding something. When she brought it up, Juan had joked that Tiago was a robot sent from a future where Brazil ruled the world. She chuckled at the memory.

“What is it?” 

She shook her head. “Just thinking about how we ended up here.”

He smiled. “You never imagined our future as crime-fighting partners? Well, don’t get used to it. I’m crossing my fingers this will be our last ‘operation.’”

Nanda nodded in agreement, and they each became wrapped in their own private thoughts. She tried to focus on the rumble of the engine and the stretch of freeway before them, but her mind wouldn’t let her off that easy. Even if they found out where the shipments were going, would this ever really be over? These days, she found herself more tormented than ever by emotions she couldn’t calm, problems she couldn’t fix. 

Her mind drifted back to the tea house. When she’d met Max, he seemed to have an inner peace she could only dream of. Not only that, but he knew her darkest fears, the turbulent rivers of frustration that haunted her sleeping and waking hours. Maybe the Bronze Tiger could help her after all. Whoever they were.

“The taxi is turning off. You ought to get ready.” Tiago’s voice brought her back to the moment. 

She pushed the passenger seat back and crawled into the back seat where her messenger bag held her nocturnal disguise. “If you look in the rearview mirror, I’ll kick your ass back to yesterday.”

He stole a glance through the mirror to give her one of his ‘Oh, please’ looks. “Have a little faith in me, would you?”

She wiggled into her sweatpants and red shirt, then bowed her head to tie her black headscarf. After slipping the neck warmer over her head, she pulled out a pocket mirror to place the icy blue contact lenses onto her eyes. Not as easy as she had hoped. After several minutes of struggle, she blinked the lenses in and squirmed back into the front seat. 

Plain stucco buildings with worn-out facades arose on either side of the street. She couldn’t say what neighborhood they were in, but by the neon lights of liquor stores and strip clubs that decorated the area, it looked like the perfect place to make some shady deals. 

The taxi pulled up to a dirt parking lot in front of a bar with ‘foreclosed’ tape plastered across the door. Car skeletons rose from the overgrown weeds along the lot’s perimeter, the metal eaten away by rust. Tiago parked on the opposite side of the street almost a block behind the taxi. 

They watched the man get out of the vehicle, grab his duffel bag from the driver, and disappear behind the chain-link fence of the abandoned lot with several glances over his shoulder. Nanda put her earpiece back on and attached the microphone to the inner lining of her neck warmer. “Be ready to floor the gas the moment you see me coming back. If this guy is handing off the animals to someone, they won’t wait around. We can’t lose them... not like last time.”

Tiago groaned, tilting his head back. “Come on! It’s not my fault we blew a tire. I don’t have magic powers to control nails on the road.”

“I’m not blaming you, smartass.” She cast him a teasing glance before sliding out of the car and creeping toward the other side of the street. She followed the shadowed areas of the sidewalk until she came to a vape shop with a roof just low enough to climb. Leaping up to grab the edge, she pulled herself onto the unsteady roof tiles. 

Her lithe body sprinted, jumped, and crawled across the rooftop with silent steps and growing precision. When she reached the building above the parking lot, she lay flat on her belly to look down at the nervous man below. He clutched his lumpy jacket and glanced around in search of whoever he was meeting.

Part of Nanda pitied this jumpy smuggler. He appeared to be in his 30s, but judging from his yellowed teeth and leathery skin, he must have led a tough life. She imagined what circumstances might have pushed him to steal his homeland’s living treasures and smuggle them away. 

“Nanda, can you hear me? What’s he doing?” Tiago’s voice in her earpiece made her jump.

“Nothing yet. Look, keep it down so I can concentrate. I’ll let you know if anything happens.”

The roar of an engine sounded from the road, and a small, unmarked moving truck rolled into the lot before coming to a screeching halt beside the smuggler. Nanda leapt down from the building, landing in the taller weeds along the perimeter. Still a safe distance from the truck. As she watched from her hiding place, the man continued to wait at the back of the truck, his eyes glued to the steel doors. When the truck’s driver and passenger came around the back, they swung the doors open.  

With everyone now at the back of the truck, Nanda took the chance to scurry to one of the truck’s front tires, pressing herself alongside it in a crouch. The wide-open doors hid her from view. Beneath the door, she could still see the smuggler’s hiking boots. He climbed into the truck. At the same time, the voices of the truck’s team faded, the smell of smoke hitting Nanda’s nose. A smoke break. This was her shot. Tiago would hate her for this, but she had to get a look inside. 

Holding her breath, she edged along the side of the truck toward the back where one of the doors still stood agape. When she was directly behind the door, she dared a peek at the inside of the truck.

An electric camping lantern rested at the center of the floor, illuminating nearly a dozen fearful people slouched on shipment boxes. They all wore ragged clothing, and most of them appeared to be Asian or Latin American. 

One woman scooted to make room for the smuggler. Meanwhile, an old woman with drooping skin and a white braid pushed a furry head back into her purse, tightening the zipper. Others had heavy coats, suitcases and backpacks that felt frighteningly alive to Nanda’s heightened sense. The softness of the emotion radiating from them told her that most of the creatures within were drugged. The sensation was becoming all too familiar. 

Nanda ducked her head back out, relieved that no one had seen her. She had to get back to the car fast. She crept back along the side of the truck, hand tracing the metal sheet of the truck bed. Then, she froze. A hard object pressed against the back of her head, and the click of a handgun paralyzed Nanda in her steps.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

“You shouldn’t be here,” a woman’s voice growled.

 Nanda slowly raised her gloved hands and placed them behind her head, turning to face her assailant. The woman’s relaxed posture was the Yin to Nanda’s Yang of fearful impulses. She wondered whether these would be her last few moments. 

The young Latin American woman wore cargo pants and military boots, her gun inches from Nanda’s face. Her half-shaven head and tight braids were near-black in the shadow of the truck, and her full lips lifted into a menacing snarl. There was just something about her stance—and the way she held her gun—that seemed off.

The woman turned her body to face Nanda directly. Her left arm was only a stump at the shoulder. 

“Hey, eyes up here, monkey girl.” She motioned to her dark eyes with her thumb, not taking her grease-blackened fingers off the gun. “Listen up now. You been making things a damn pain for my boss.” 

“Who is your boss?” She bit her tongue down the moment the question escaped her throat. As she spoke the words, the worried voice of Tiago called her name through the earpiece.

The woman shoved the gun against Nanda’s temple, her breath quickening. “Look kid, I see what you doin’. You’re not gettin’ no information from me. I know this is some messed up stuff we’re doing, but I got a job to do. I’m not blowing it on a snoopy wannabe hero like you.”

A voice called out in Spanish, and the woman swung her head to face the front of the truck, where the driver had come back from his smoke break. She turned back to Nanda. “Get out of here. No kid is gonna take down the Trade by herself, not if she wanna come out of it with her organs intact.”

The woman slammed the gun back into the holster of her pants, turning away and calling back in Spanish. Nanda broke the creeping paralysis that embraced her body. Soon, she was running at full speed toward the nearby building without looking back. Adrenaline pulsed through her limbs, carrying her up and across the buildings at a speed she never imagined possible. 

A voice sounded through her earpiece again. “Nanda? Nanda! What’s going on? Who were you talking to? I’m freaking out over here!”

“That makes two of us.” Her own trembling voice was breathless. “I’m coming to the car, but there’s been a change of plans. We’re getting out of here. Now.”

As she descended the vape shop and landed in a crouch, the headlights of Tiago’s car shone. The engine started with a grumble. She scrambled across the street and hopped into the passenger side, and Tiago swung his head to face her, gripping the wheel as the car pulled forward.

“Time to start talking, and your story better include why you didn’t tell me you were going in… again.”

She sank low into the seat to hide herself from curious night owls prowling the sidewalks. “Look, our guy wasn’t just meeting someone to pass along the animals. That truck that rolled in, it was taking him and a bunch of other smugglers somewhere else. I sort of, well, ran into the guard who was securing the truck.”

“You what? Are you okay? For God’s sake, Nanda, this can’t happen. We don’t know what these people are capable of.”

She kept her eyes on the window, watching each street lamp zoom in and out of view. “No, but she let me go. That has to mean something.”

Tiago grumbled his reluctant agreement. After Nanda had climbed into the back seat to change back into her normal clothes and crawled forward again, they both drifted into their own thoughts, cruising down the freeway toward the Arts District. After what felt like just minutes, Tiago pulled up to her apartment building, parking along the street. He turned to her, his eyes bloodshot.

“Go get some sleep. Your dad’s getting back tomorrow morning, right? Go do something fun with him.” He let out a yawn before cracking a smile. “These past few days have been a wild ride, and we both need a little rest.”

A stronger Brazilian Portuguese accent edged into his voice when he was tired. She wondered how much effort he put into his English to make it sound so seamless. She smiled and messed his hair with her palm.

“Will do, Nighthawk.”

She stumbled out of the car and stared after Tiago as he drove off. He glanced back at her through his rearview mirror at least a few times before disappearing around the corner. 

“Do something fun with my dad,” she joked to herself. It had been years since they had gone to the beach, walked the pier, hiked Griffith Park, or did anything fun together, really. They ate dinner and talked on the balcony sometimes, but most of her dad’s days off were spent pouring over paperwork, tax forms—anything that could take his mind out of the present.

As she ascended the staircase, a memory washed over her like a wave in the Pacific. Yes, the Pacific. Her mom and dad had taken her to Santa Monica beach on her birthday one year. They had all stood in the waves together and laughed as the cold water crashed against their backs, and they fed chips to the seagulls, watching the goofy birds chase each other through the air. 

When the rain had begun to pour, and they couldn’t ride the Ferris wheel at the pier, her mother had dried her tears and repeated her favorite parable. “Not every great experience lies along the river. Sometimes, you have to swim the streams.” They had spent the rest of their time playing in the rain and making sand sculptures in the wet sand. Her mother’s hair had been dripping, but her smile was warm like a bonfire. Nanda’s eyes glassed over with the memory.

She whispered into the cool night air, “I think I know why you do it, Dad. Why you don’t let life in.”

Gathering herself, she opened the door to the apartment and walked to her room, half afraid of what she would find inside. Two sets of screeching meows hit her ears, and Goblin looked up from a mango peel he’d been chewing. 

She reached down to pet the little furballs that scrambled toward her. “You kittens are nearly two weeks behind on your rent, and our new tenant is complaining about the noise.”

Goblin cocked his head, still chewing. She looked around her room, college application papers strewn across the floor by some playful primate. “I can’t hide a monkey in my room with you guys around, so we’re headed to the shelter tomorrow.” 

The kittens stared into her eyes, confused. Her heart ached. “Aww, don’t give me that look. I’m going to make sure Wild Hearts Horizons finds you the best home.” 

Sitting cross-legged on the floor, she let the kittens crawl onto her lap. Wild Hearts seemed to have a positive view of her alter ego. They might even become a valuable partner in bringing down the Trade. 

“The Trade,” she said aloud to herself, noting how sinister it felt rolling off her tongue. Whatever this operation was, it wasn’t going down easy. If there was a friend waiting for her at Wild Hearts, she would find them.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Eric checked the time on his phone for the third time in the past thirty minutes. Sighing, he stowed his phone and continued paging through the latest Time issue on the reception desk, trying his miserable best to tune out the incessant barking from the shelter’s kennel area. In theory, the concept of requiring all Wild Hearts employees to volunteer at the company-run, no-kill shelter once a week was a beautiful idea. In practice, it sucked.

Adoptions were slow today, and Eric was about ready to hang himself from the fluorescent light fixture with his stupid paw-print necktie . He smoothed his mess of hair back as he leaned over the reception desk, creating a mental reminder to get a haircut sometime soon. When the bells on the door clanged and jingled, he snapped up from his slouch and hid his magazine, crossing his hands over the desk.

The girl who walked in drew his gaze like some kind of relentless magnet. From her dark hair, big brown eyes, and gold nose ring to her jean jacket worn over a floral print dress, every part of her being was, in a word, beautiful. Beautiful in a simple, surprisingly modest way.

He tried to shake the feeling. Other men his age would let these kinds of teenage hormones get to their heads. Not him, no way. He was mature beyond his years. That’s what people always told him, anyway. As the girl smiled and approached the desk, he noticed a travel coffee mug resting in one hand and a box with holes punched into the sides under her opposite arm. Great. A drop-off.

He cleared his throat. “Welcome to the Wild Hearts Humane Shelter. How can I help you?”

The girl set the box on the reception desk, blowing the loose strands of hair that had fallen over her face. “I know you probably hate me for this, but I have two kittens, about five weeks old. One looks like Garfield and the other looks like a cow.” She furrowed her brow. “Its color, I mean. It doesn’t actually look like a cow.”

Eric suppressed a sigh. “Kittens usually go pretty fast. Unfortunately, we have a full house. I can put you on the waiting list, but it might be a week or so.”

The smile fell from her face, and she slapped her palms to her cheeks, stretching them down to reveal the pinks of her eyes. “Come on. A week? Look, man. I found these two stuffed in a box on a cold sidewalk in the middle of the night, abandoned by whatever pieces of sewer slime decided their lives didn’t matter. It’s a miracle my landlord hasn’t found out about them yet, and my dad’s patience is just about used up. I really need your help here…”

“Eric,” he filled in. Pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose, he wondered how badly his boss would beat his ass if he made an exception. He puffed out his chest a little and put hands on hips, trying to appear contemplative.

“Well, I don’t usually do this, but I’ll see if I can find a place for these guys in the cat room.” He patted the box before leaning in, continuing in a hushed tone. “As long as my manager doesn’t find out we’re over volume, it should be fine.”

The girl’s relief was palpable. She let out a deep sigh. “You are a serious life saver, Eric.” She took a sip from her coffee mug and extended a hand toward him. “My name’s Nanda, by the way.”

He shook it firmly. “Pleasure to meet you, Nanda.” With a glance toward the kennel area, he added, “Say, want to come back with me to get them settled in?”

Her smile widened. “I’d love that.”

He rushed to the front door to stick the “Back in 5 Minutes” sign on the glass before sliding the deadbolt. “It’s a good thing you came in while I was here. The other employees are completely immovable when it comes to volume. Lucky for you, Eric Harden has a soft spot for kittens. It must have been fate.”

Nanda responded with a contemplative “Hmm.” She held her head down as they walked to the end of the hallway toward the cat room, expression unreadable. Oh, great. He must have offended her, somehow. Why did he always say the wrong thing around girls? Maybe he was more of a typical teenager than he thought. 

After a few moments, she spoke up. “Eric Harden. You’re the one who writes the blog for WHH, aren’t you?”

He grinned, unable to hide the joy of recognition. “The one and only! That blog was stale bread before I took charge of it. Have you read my stories about that new vigilante?”

She beamed, hands in her jacket pockets. “Yeah, I’ve been keeping up with all your stories. Do you really think she’s doing something, well, ‘noble,’ like you said in your last post?”

“More than that, I think she’s the voice that animals have never had, one that people will listen to. I started following her smuggling busts because I thought it would make a great story. But it’s become so much more than that.” 

He paused, lost in thought as he unlocked the door to the cat room. “I don’t care what the news anchors are saying about the dangers of vigilantism for society. The authorities are doing nothing about what’s happening out there, especially the injustices that animals face every day. WHH can lobby and protest all it wants, but we can’t fix what’s going on behind the scenes.”

They entered the cat room, greeted by the scent of fur and kibble. Eric grabbed a portable cage from the corner of the room and began mounting it. The other cats stared and meowed from the rows of stainless steel units lining the walls. Nanda gently set down the box on the tile floor. “Do you really think she can make a difference? It kind of seems like she’s draining a lake with a teaspoon.”

They made eye contact, and Eric felt a strange connection. “I think she already has.”

Her face brightened as she opened the box, placing the squirming kittens onto the blanket that lined the cage. “You know, the last words of your latest blog really stuck with me. ‘She moves like a phantom in the dark, working towards the light. But this is no garden-variety vigilante…”

Eric continued her words. “...She’s gone feral. And this Feral Phantom just might be the doom of Los Angeles’ illegal wildlife trade.” 

They shared a meaningful glance for less than a second, but it was enough. Eric knew he’d found a kindred spirit, an ally in his fight for justice.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Tiago reached across the car and placed a small magnetic device into Nanda’s gloved hands, its circuitry hidden by a black case. She held it under the glare of a street lamp that shone through the windshield, turning it over in her hand. 

“I don’t know where you get these things, Mr. Secret Agent, and at this point, I don’t think I want to ask.” 

He smirked as he adjusted his microphone and earpiece. “Let’s just say I have a few connections. Besides, what kind of spy would I be without my gadgets?” He took on a more serious tone. “Remember, stick to the water’s edge if you see a lot of security around the truck, and hide behind the shipping containers if the boat is heavily guarded. This tracker is pretty inconspicuous, but you still need to place it on the belly of the truck if you don’t want anyone getting suspicious.”

Nanda pulled the neck warmer over her nose, microphone in place. “Don’t worry. No one’s going to see me coming… or going.” 

He let out the breath he’d been holding. “Alright. I trust you, Nanda. I’ve seen you move. Whatever freakish transformation you went through, it’s made you into a master of espionage—at least physically. Your common sense could still use some work.”

She punched him lightly in the shoulder. “Shut up, dumbass.” 

Opening the door of the car, she looked out at the Port of Los Angeles. The glowing blue lights of the bridge peaked through the fog beyond concrete fields of shipping containers. Lightposts loomed scattered, with most of the orange and yellow lamps illuminating only the roads and passageways that snaked through the stacks of massive containers. A cold wind hit her face as she stepped out of the car, carrying the scents of salty seaweed and petroleum. 

“I’ll keep you updated this time. I promise,” she whispered before jogging down the narrow road.

“Be careful,” he whispered after her. Nanda wanted to glance back, but her mind was already on the mission ahead. Their informant had led them to this abandoned area of the port at 1 am to find out where these smugglers were headed once and for all. She wasn’t going to mess this one up.

As she approached the loading dock, her heart began to pound. A small cargo boat carrying dozens of wooden crates was already tied to the dock, ramp extended to the concrete. Nanda briefly wondered how many of these crates were occupied by prisoners of the Trade.

Keeping a good distance from the boat, she took in her surroundings from behind a container. At least ten ground workers waited while the boat crew prepared to unload the shipment. There was the transport—a massive, unmarked semi truck with its back facing the ramp, cargo doors open. Most of the thugs stayed by the truck, their black clothing hiding whatever weapons they carried. 

“No Port State Control officers in sight. Actually, no port security of any kind, from the looks of it,” she whispered. 

“Maybe the Trade paid them off,” Tiago replied. Nanda shuddered. If the Trade had that much influence, maybe she and Tiago really were in over their heads, as the security guard at the parking lot had made clear.

Creeping toward the water’s edge, she kept her eyes locked on a small merchant ship docked next to the boat that carried the animals. She used the containers to hide herself, but jumping from the docking area to the ship would leave her open for a moment, threatening to expose her. 

Making sure none of the workers were looking her way, she sprinted across the pavement. Her form leapt over the open water, feet landing softly on the side of the ship and hands catching the cool railings in a cat leap. Maintaining her cat-hang position, she edged her way towards the bow of the empty ship, out of the thugs’ line of sight. When she was hanging straight above the propellers, she swiftly pulled herself up onto the boat’s handrail and landed on the deck in a crouch. 

“I’m close to our target, but the ground is heavily guarded. I’m keeping to the water,” she whispered.

“I hear you. Take your time so they don’t see you, and for the love of God, don’t do anything stupid.”

Nanda smiled under her mask. “A little faith, Nighthawk. I’ll let you know when I reach the truck.”

She ran along the port side of the ship, halting when she neared the front. She was closer than ever to the cargo boat, but the distance from the front of her ship to the back of the Trade’s was a stretch. Crouching by the cabin, she watched as the criminals carried one wooden crate at a time down the boat ramp and into the back of the truck. She closed her eyes to focus on the crates, honing in on the sleepy fear and uncertainty of the drugged animals lying within. She bit her lip. I’m here now. I’ll save you.

The last thug was about to exit the boat, and the others were just beginning to walk back for the next load. This was her only chance to get aboard. Swallowing the dry lump in her throat, Nanda took a few steps backward before falling into a sprinting stance with fingers touching the metal deck. 

The expanse of water between the two vessels seemed to grow, black as oil in the dark of night. Emptying her mind, she stepped forward, picked up her pace, and jumped, just as she did during those first magical moments on the rooftops. She soared over the water as adrenaline pulsed through her body from her toes to her fingertips. She landed in a cat hang on the bow with a soft clang. Hopefully no one heard that. She whispered in her softest voice, “Tiago, I’m hiding on the boat. I can see the truck clear as day from here.”

His voice returned through the static, “Good, but wait until you’re completely clear before heading to the truck.”

A throaty cough sounded in the silence, and the beam of a flashlight came into view. Without thinking, she leapt up, climbing onto the elevated cabin. She balanced behind the captain’s control area, looking through the cabin windows at the truck on the other side. She had to work fast to get that tracker on the truck. As she edged toward the side of the cabin, a hand grabbed her sleeve, almost causing her to topple down into the water below. 

She glanced toward her perpetrator. It was the guard from before. The woman held her with a single, toned arm through the open window of the control room, her feet firmly grounded. She let out a harsh whisper through her scowl. “Get in here.”

Seeing no other choice, Nanda climbed through the open window with the woman’s hand still securing her sleeve in a clenched fist. The security guard glanced out the window at the men below before crouching to hide, and Nanda followed her lead. No gun was pointed at this time. That had to be a good sign. 

“Look kid, you proved you’re either too dumb or too committed to your cause to quit your little crusade, so —damn, I can’t believe I’m actually saying this—here is what we’re gonna do.” She cracked a menacing smile. “We’re gonna take these guys down together.”

Nanda couldn’t hide her shock, replying after a moment of stunned silence. “What is this, some kind of trap?”

The woman’s smirk became a scolding glare. “You serious, girl? I could cart your ass straight to Señor Armando right now and have them pretty little fingers chopped off. That’s the least he would do. I don’t need to sneak around with no wannabe vigilante for that.”

“Then why?”

Her face darkened as she leaned against the metal cabinets under the ship’s wheel. “Look kid, there are people who get into this type of work for easy money, and there are the ones who fall into it because they’re desperate. I don’t like this stuff any more than you do. I would do anything to see this operation fall to the ground. Been like that for a while now.”

Nanda narrowed her eyes. The woman seemed to have a deeper reason, one she wasn’t so eager to share. She shrugged off the feeling. “You said I could never take down the Trade by myself.”

The woman’s face softened, almost indiscernibly. “Good thing you’re not by yourself anymore, yeah? You need someone from the inside.”

Hope bubbled up inside Nanda. “You know where the base is?”

The woman gave her a condescending glare. “Very few people know where the Vault is. And if you was planning on tracking this truck, forget about it. It’s headed to a secret meeting place where the cargo is gonna be transferred to a more secure truck. There, a man we call the Driver will take the shipment the rest of the way.”

“Who is the Driver? And who is Armando? Is he the boss?”

Shouts from below stole the woman’s attention. She peeked through the bottom of the window, crouched like a cat on the hunt. The beams of flashlights made bright circles on the scratched windows. “Listen, this isn’t the time. You gotta go.”

The woman placed a compact flip phone in Nanda’s hand. “Don’t tell no one about this phone. When I call, you answer. We can take it from there. The name is Luciana, by the way. If anyone else is ever on the other side of that phone, keep your mouth shut, got it?” Without glancing back, Luciana reached to open the cabin door and stepped down the stairs to the deck. “All clear, boys!”

Stuffing the phone in the pocket of her sweatpants, Nanda smiled under her mask as she crawled out the back window and slowly made her way back to Tiago’s car.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Eric was stumped. Sitting in front of his computer screen at his fancy new window desk, he glared back at yet another blank document. His vigilante had been quiet lately. No abandoned smuggling trucks found after the driver was scared off. No boxes of wild animals left on the doorstep. No hidden footage that led to a smuggler’s arrest. Nothing.

He folded his glasses, placing them neatly on the table. He rubbed his eyes so deeply they almost popped from their sockets. After all this excitement, how could he go back to mediocre posts about charity dinners and student protests? Then again, he might not have a choice. It was 10 pm, and aside from the ever-busy secretary Mandy in the other room, he was the last to leave. 

At least he had one satisfying moment in his otherwise grueling day of cold-calling for donations, running errands for Mr. Thompson, and researching blog post ideas. His coworker called from the shelter saying he’d found homes for the kittens that girl had brought in the other day. What was her name? Nanda. That was it. 

But it wasn’t enough. His parents, his boss, everyone was watching him with a magnifying glass, waiting for him to screw up so they could say, ‘We knew it. You weren’t ready for this. You’re just a kid after all, and it’s time to go back to living like one. Maybe you can try again when you’re older.’

A tap on the window made him jump in his chair. He exhaled his gasp of fear. Probably just a tree branch blown by the wind. Then, it came again, stronger and more rhythmic this time. He spun his office chair to peer out the window. When he saw what stared back at him, he threw a hand over his mouth to suppress a scream.

It was her. Crouched on the two-story windowsill of the office building, a woman in a black headscarf, a black mask, and a dark red shirt studied him with piercing blue eyes. This was his vigilante. The hero for animals.

As the fear slipped away, he walked up to the window and pushed the glass to the side. Cool air rushed over his disheveled button-up, but the vigilante didn’t move. She still crouched like an animal frozen on the windowsill.

Clearing his throat, he spoke in his deepest tone. “What are you doing here?” He hoped it didn’t sound unwelcoming.

“I tracked you down because I know you’ve been following me. Your blog has shaped the way people in this city see me. I needed to make sure we saw eye to eye.” She spoke in a low and raspy voice muffled by her fabric mask. 

Eric gulped. “I would never do anything to jeopardize your work. I’m on your side.” 

She hung her legs over the window, leaning toward him with a presence that was both friendly and frightening. “Do you know why I’m doing all this?” 

He shook his head dumbly. 

“These aren’t just solo smugglers. They forge certificates and identification to fool the cops in case they get caught, but in reality, they’re all connected. Something bigger is going on here, something just below the surface. Something filled with death and fear.” 

Intrigue overcame his nervousness. “A single operation? Is that what you’re saying?” 

She stepped down from the window into the office, her shorter figure seeming to tower over him. “No matter how many smugglers we bust, the authorities will never see it. These criminals may even have someone inside the LA police. The point is, I have to unravel this mystery myself, and there are very few people I can trust.” 

She stepped back onto the windowsill, ready to leap off into the darkness. “I trust you, Eric. I hope you won’t betray it. Keep this meeting between us, and keep writing.” 

As she was about to leap into a nearby tree, he called after her. “Wait! I didn’t even get a name.”

She glanced back, a touch of warmth in her icy eyes. “I thought the Feral Phantom had a nice ring to it.” 

She was gone before he could open his mouth again. As Eric leaned over the window, the only thing he could see was the light of the street lamps and the eerie, orange-tinted glow of the night sky.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

“You really have a way of getting under her skin.” Helen flashed a toothy grin after popping her bubble gum between her teeth.

Nanda rolled her eyes, still prickling from the awkward encounter with her manager. “It’s not like we would ever serve one-day expired soy milk. How was I supposed to know a customer would walk in while I was chugging it?” 

Helen returned to brewing the French roast, tossing several spoonfuls of ground coffee into the paper filter. The rich aroma of the beans mingled with Helen’s sweet perfume that smelled of Fruit Loops. Weird.

 “Well, don’t sweat it too much. At least that lady in the blue jacket had a good laugh.” After pressing Brew, Helen wiped her forehead with her sleeve. “It is so break time. Can you handle the crowd by yourself for a while?”

Nanda glanced around the empty coffee shop, light streaming through the windows. “I think I can manage.”

Helen stepped out through the front door, and Nanda inhaled deeply, letting the silence sink in. It was relieving, but only for a moment. The emotions of all the crated animals from the ship crawled into her mind. The warmth left her chest as she remembered that hundreds of animals were likely passing through the Trade’s hands every day. To what end, she didn’t dare imagine. For many of them, anything she ever did would be too late. 

Nanda pushed down the feeling as a customer strolled through the door. She avoided eye contact until he reached the counter, not wanting to make him feel uncomfortable in the empty space.

“Good afternoon. What can I brew for you today?” Wow, her greetings were really starting to get clever.

“Just a double espresso shot, thanks.” The customer smiled, bringing Nanda out of her lonely inner world. From his worn-out hoodie and stubbled chin, he looked like the typical college student. She had to admit, though. He was pretty attractive.

“Coming right up.” Before she could turn around to prepare his espresso, he touched the edge of his nose. 

“I like your, uh, nose ring. It looks good on you.”

Surprised, Nanda brought her hand to her nose. She must have forgotten to take it out. She couldn’t hold back a smile, under the distinct impression that he was flirting. Some guys just don’t know how to hide it. “Thanks. It’s a gift from India that my mother gave me.”

As she spun around to scoop the ground espresso into the metal filter cup, she heard him clear his throat. “That’s really cool. So, like, are you Indian?” 

She brushed off his bluntness, locking the brewing cup in place and turning on the espresso machine. “Only on my mother’s side, but I was born and raised in LA.”

“You’re lucky your parents let you work. I mean, because of being Indian and all. I know that culture isn’t big on women working outside the household.”

Her patience was pouring out of her like the espresso she was now transferring to a paper cup. “I’m pretty sure a lot of Indian women work these days. Anyway, like I said, I’m not Indian. It’s just my heritage.”

His voice became more bold. “You shouldn’t be ashamed of your culture. You should embrace it. I bet you can do a mean henna tattoo, and you could definitely pull off those cool baggy clothes. Does your work not allow it?”

She forced her smile for the sake of professionalism as she rung up his order. “That’ll be $2.50.” Come on Nanda, bite your tongue. Bite your tongue.

He leaned his elbows on the counter, getting way too close to her face. “If you want, you can come over to my dorm sometime and we can watch Bollywood movies together.”

Okay, that was it. “Do you know what I’d like?” she asked in her sweetest voice.

He raised his eyebrows. “What’s that?”

“I’d like you to take your suggestions for how to live my life and shove them wherever your imagination tells you to.” Her tone was matter-of-fact with a noticeable tinge of venom. “How much ‘being Indian’ is part of my cultural identity is up to me, so don’t come in here with your pretentious attitude telling me what it means to be Indian. If you have a problem with that, I suggest you take your finely brewed espresso and get out of my face.”

Oh, lord. She was so fired. Puffing out his chest, the customer snatched his espresso and started for the door, but not before getting his last words in. “I was trying to be open-minded, but now I see why your people have a bad rap.”

Her jaw dropped. She may have gotten defensive, but that was beyond rude. A childlike giggle erupted from the wooden table near the window. “You can’t taunt the cobra without getting a little venom in your eyes.”

Nanda squinted to see the figure seated just beyond the sunlight that streamed from the window. A boy with long, black hair, a red tee, and ripped jeans reclined in his chair. 

“Max, is that you?”

He got up and wandered toward the counter with hands in his pockets. “You are quite spirited, but you may want to practice your social skills.”

She cast him a glare. “What are you even doing here?”

“Ordering a caramel latte with rice milk, I suppose. I am more of a tea person myself, but I always love a new experience.”

Part of Nanda wanted to fight him, but the other part told her this wasn’t the time. She started preparing his order. “You still owe me a lot of answers, you know.”

His face grew somber. “Actually, that’s the true reason I’m here.”

As she held Max’s rice milk under the frothing wand, she studied his eyes, which gazed off at something only he could see. She waited for him to continue.

“You asked me once how we gave you the abilities you now have. But to answer that question, I must first explain who we are.”

“The Bronze Tiger,” she mused.

Max nodded. As Nanda set his latte on the counter, he signaled to the corner table with a jerk of his head. “Care to join me?”

She glanced around, fidgeting with her apron. Her manager was out for the afternoon, and she could always get up if a customer walked in. She gave a brief nod, walking to the wooden table that shone in the sunlight.

Max continued as he sat down. “The first thing you must know is that the Order of the Bronze Tiger is a very old sect of Buddhist monks, but our beliefs and practices may differ from anything you’ve ever known.” He took a sip of his latte.

“The story of my people begins in ancient times. After the death of the Buddha, his followers began to separate into different sects, which would one day develop into the great Buddhist schools. The first members of the Bronze Tiger believed in the sanctity of all life, but they also believed in the capacity for change and transformation, and the duty to protect life. Before long, this sect had a small but loyal following.

“When an unknown entity threatened the order, the Bronze Tiger feared losing everything they had worked so hard to achieve. So they went into hiding to protect their secrets.

“Generation after generation, they continued their studies, blending in with society and training the worthy as members of our ranks.”	

Max leaned over the table, continuing in a whisper. “In their years of study, they discovered things that many would not believe possible. Spiritual abilities and manipulations that go beyond space and time.”

Nanda furrowed her brow in thought. “Magic?”

He shook his head, eyes lighting up like candles. “No— reality. We humans use magic to explain things we do not yet understand, but the limitations that cage the human mind do not exist in nature itself.”

She sat still for a moment, contemplating everything he had just told her. “What does this all have to do with me?”

He leaned back, taking another sip of his drink. “You share our value of sentient life, and you have the Gift of Empathy. Should you prove yourself worthy, you would be a perfect addition to our family.”

“Gift of Empathy?”

“We believe some people have been given gifts to help the human world connect to the rest of nature. You have the ability to connect with animals’ emotions, and I have the ability to communicate my intentions to them, the Gift of Understanding.”

Nanda cupped her chin in her hands as she rested her elbows on the table, eyes squinted. “Are you telling me you can talk to animals?”

“Not talk, really. It’s more subtle, like tilting your head to tell someone to come closer.” He modeled the motion with his head, a wistful smile on his face. “Anyway, now that we’ve given you some time to let everything sink in, we’d like to begin the initiation process. Tell me, what have you been up to since our last encounter?”

Nanda folded her arms over her chest. “You may have given me your trust, but I haven’t given you mine. Not just yet. I don’t think I’m ready to make a decision about joining this ‘Bronze Tiger’ group.”

He just smiled, not a hint of surprise on his face. “Very well. I’ll give you some time. Just be aware that we may need to start keeping an eye on you now that you know who we are.”

The sound of raindrops on the tin roof hit Nanda’s ears before turning into a deafening torrent. She looked out the window at the glistening street. Funny. She hadn’t even noticed the clouds coming in. “Oh, great,” she muttered under her breath. “I hate rain.”

“I think rain is God’s most beautiful gift. The very essence of life itself falling from the sky for rich and poor, human and animal alike to cherish at no cost to them. What could be a clearer sign of love?”

She looked into his dark eyes, watching as he pulled a hinged pendant from his pocket. The same tiger symbol emblazoned on her shoulder was carved into the dark wood. He set the relic on the table and pushed it toward her. “Remember when I told you to find your mission?”

She nodded.

“I wish for you to open this when you have found it, but only then.”

She brushed her fingers across the fine grooves of the wood. Max must have caught her puzzled look.

“Don’t worry, there’s nothing strange or magical about it. It’s just a small token, from one soul to another. Perhaps you could think of it as a kind of good luck charm.”

Nanda noticed Max’s smile as she clipped the chain to her neck, hiding the pendant under her shirt. 

“Something tells me you are on the path to finding your mission very soon, Nanda.”

She met his gaze, and they shared a knowing look. How much he knew, she couldn’t tell, but he was right about one thing. She would find her mission. She had been searching for it ever since the so-called Gift of Empathy appeared when she was very young. 

Whether or not her mission was connected to taking down the Trade was another story, but a flame inside her was pushing her down this path. Whatever happened, nothing would stop her from letting this flame burn the sinister operation to the ground.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Carlos Armando ran a callused finger along the enamel shards of his jaguar-tooth necklace. The other hand rhythmically tapped the holster of his machete, the trusted partner that never left his waist. Boots propped on the wood table before him, he leaned back in his chair and glared at each person seated in the makeshift warehouse meeting room. A single lightbulb hung from the ceiling, casting a harsh glare on the managers that surrounded him. They were useless clowns, all of them. They even wore suits to try to impress him while he wore his usual grease-stained jeans and red button-down shirt, open to reveal every chest hair. But he needed them. A one-man operation could never achieve the scope that the Trade desired.

Licking his gold tooth, he reveled in the silence that set every other meeting member on edge. All except for one. Armando glanced at the one-armed Mexican who sat back in her chair with face turned away from him. Luciana.

Years ago, every other man on his security team had laughed when she showed up for an open ‘interview.’ A female amputee fresh from the border thinking she could work as a mercenary. But Armando was happy he had given her a shot back then. She blew everyone away with her flawless aim and fighting skills. Now, she was his most trusted employee.

He whistled to catch her attention. “Luciana, my little dove. Why don’t you cut off that ridiculous hair of yours before our next meeting, huh?”

She gave him a spiteful smile loaded with sarcasm. “You want me to shave the rest of my head so I look like you, Señor Armando?”

He smiled back. She was a feisty one, but her obvious hatred for him didn’t douse his trust. She was stuck with him. Who else would give a paycheck to a one-armed illegal immigrant? Not to mention the hospital bills of her beloved uncle back in Mexico. Oh yes, he knew her sob story. Orphaned when her folks died in a nasty car crash that had ‘cartel’ written all over it. It was her uncle who pulled her out of the wreck.

If he hadn’t taught her everything he knew about combat, she would never be by Armando’s side today. The man’s sickness was another boon to Armando, in a way. It gave him complete control over his begrudging employee, and she knew it.

Drawing himself out of his thoughts, he slid his tongue over his gold tooth again. He scratched his beard, raising his voice to address the room. “Would one of you fine idiots please give me the reports from last week’s shipments?”

The bearded white man on the left side of the table stood with arms behind his back. The Manager of Incoming Shipments, if he recalled. Armando could never remember his name. John something. “Sir, five out of seven shipments arrived at the Vault successfully this week, totaling $55,000 in value.”

“And the other two?”

From the other side of the table, the Manager of Outgoing Shipments spoke up. “It was that vigilante, sir.”

Armando clenched his fists so hard his palms nearly bled. Swiftly pulling his machete from its holster, he flung it into the wood of the table with all his strength, the resulting shimp causing everyone at the table to jump. He raised his voice, just in case his frustration wasn’t clear enough. “I thought you told me this mental case wouldn’t be a problem!”

Trying to calm his fury, he returned his eyes to Luciana, who continued to avoid his gaze. He sauntered toward her, dragging the tip of the machete along the table. Taking her chin in his hand, he forced her to look at him.

“And you, my head of security. How have you not shot this vigilante down yet?”

She glared back at him with dark eyes. “No one’s seen this girl until it’s too late. She moves like a ninja. One day she slashes our tire, the next she exposes the drivers and creates such a ruckus we have to abandon the shipment before the cops move their asses on us. I say increase security to two guards or more per shipment. That ought to keep the little brat away.”

He felt a wide smile cross his face, a feeling of dark anticipation making his fingers twitch. “Oh, I don’t want to keep her away.” He leaned in closer to the insubordinate woman before him. “I want to make her wish she’d never set foot in that first truck. Then, I want to put my machete through every one of her limbs.”

A stunned silence hung over the room. Armando savored it. Fear was control, a lesson he’d learned long ago.

He thought he saw a hint of terror in Luciana’s face, but it must have been his imagination. He’d never seen this woman afraid of anything, a fact that irked him. Moving back to his chair, he glared at the frantic faces around him. “Let’s get back on track, shall we? I gathered you all here for a reason.”

Everyone kept their eyes on him, suspenseful. Armando smoothed his goatee as he paused for dramatic effect. “The single most important shipment we’ve ever handled is coming in this week. I went to the pick-up location to see to the collection myself.” He added an edge to his voice. “I want all of you to be extra cautious. We need to get these products to the Vault and then to the buyers without a hitch. Are we clear?”

Everyone in the room mumbled their agreement. Only Luciana spoke up. “What exactly are we dealing, here?”

Raw excitement filled him as a smile crossed his face. “Something that will turn the Trade into the most powerful animal trafficking operation this country has ever seen.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

The tune of Nanda’s cell phone brought her out of her book’s pages with a rude startle. She shushed Goblin, who began to chatter from atop her shoulder. “If Dad hears you, I’m screwed,” she whispered.

He continued to grumble, biting his tiny fingernails as she picked up the phone. “Hello?”

An older man’s voice came through the other end. “Good evening, Ms. Porter. It’s Dr. Sarsgaard from the Asian Studies department. You sent me an email a few days ago about a Buddhist sect called the Bronze Tiger, I believe.”

She jumped to her feet, nearly bowling the marmoset off her shoulder. “Yes, that was me. Thank you so much for getting back to me.”

“It’s no problem, really. It made for some very interesting research. The sect you described was mentioned in several of the earliest Buddhist texts, but I couldn’t find anything from about 1,000 CE onward. They just sort of vanish. My best guess is the followers converted to Hinduism, possibly even Islam, given the time period.”

She gnawed on her lower lip in thought. “Good to know. Thank you so much for looking into it, Dr. Sarsgaard.”

“Happy to help. Feel free to stop by my office if you’d like to discuss it in detail.”

After saying a short goodbye, Nanda ended the call. She leaned forward to let the reluctant Goblin jump off her shoulder.

 Okay. Maybe Max was telling the truth. Dr. Sarsgaard’s findings seemed to confirm part of Max’s story, but she still couldn’t fully trust the Bronze Tiger. Not just yet.

 A knock on her bedroom door made her jump, and her dad’s voice called through the wood of the door. “Nan? Can you come out for a second? There’s something I need to talk to you about.”

“Great,” she muttered to herself, herding Goblin into the closet and closing it. She rushed to the door and swung it open. Allen was still dressed in work clothing. His messy hair and the dark circles under his eyes testified to another long day.

“What’s up, Dad?” She spoke in her best casual voice.

Hands in his pockets, Allen let out a deep sigh through his nose. “I know I haven’t been around very much these past weeks, and the last time we had a real meal together, we didn’t end on the best of terms.”

A hint of regret struck her heart. “Look, Dad…”

He held up a hand for silence. “The point is, I’ve been putting other things ahead of my favorite daughter, and I want to make it up to you.” He straightened his disheveled tie and smoothed his hair back, a playful smile on his face.

“Ms. Nanda, would you like to be my date to the Harmony Eco Power company dinner this evening?”

She couldn’t help but smile as her dad extended his hand to her. She lifted her invisible skirt in a mock curtsy. “I would be delighted.”

He gave her one of his tightest hugs before leaving the doorway. “We’ll leave at 7:30. It’s a black tie affair, so you might want to leave the hoodie at home.”

“Haha. Funny Dad,” she exclaimed as he headed to the kitchen. 

It took Nanda just under an hour to get ready, a fact that she was pretty proud of. She chose her forest-green cocktail dress from junior prom, some black heels, and the only silver jewelry she owned. While she was darkening her eyes with mascara and a bronze eye shadow, she wondered why she didn’t do these girly things more often.

The dinner was being held at the Queen Mary, a retired luxury ocean liner permanently docked in Long Beach. She had never stepped foot in the grand tourist attraction, probably because she had never had reason to. When they arrived at the parking lot, Allen signaled for her to stay seated, walked around the front of the car, and opened her door for her, offering his hand.

She accepted his assistance with one hand and smoothed her dress with the other. “I suppose I can expect to be treated like a true lady for the rest of the evening?”

The warmth of his smile won out against the chilly ocean breeze that brushed against her bare arms. “You are a true lady, Nanda. You just don’t always act like one.”

She gave him a sarcastic smirk as they strolled across the parking lot toward the lighted ship, its monstrous presence telling a hundred seafaring tales from years gone by. After crossing the boardwalk and entering the ship, they followed the attendant’s directions to the Grand Salon. 

The ornate carpet and trappings made Nanda feel like she was a princess stepping into a palace. She held the crook of her father’s elbow, stealing a glance at his slicked-back hair and clean-shaven face. This wasn’t the man who ate Ramen noodles on the balcony after work. This man was professional, dedicated, even refined. How he could switch faces so fast between his public and private life was beyond her.

Entering the Grand Salon, Nanda’s heartbeat quickened at the sight of hundreds of well-dressed Harmony employees in their matching name tags. Some chatted in small groups while others sat at the banquet tables with coffee and fresh fruit from the snack table. 

The room itself seemed more than worthy of such an event. The high wood ceiling, golden carpet, and architecture rich in sharp angles enveloped the crowd of business professionals and environmental enthusiasts. It was a beautiful atmosphere, even if Nanda was petrified by the small talk she would have to endure. She warned herself to hold her tongue this time. She was a lady tonight, after all. 

After a few nods of familiarity and brief greetings, her father gave her a smile and a wink. “Don’t look so terrified, Nan. They may be dressed like big shots, but they’re all just like you and me.” 

His words fanned the nervous warmth that had almost turned to sweat. These events were always more comfortable in theory. “Can we get some fruit and sit down already?”

He swung around to greet an older man before turning back to her. “Sure, my lady. The speakers will be approaching the podium pretty soon, so let’s find a good spot near the front.”

“You’re such a nerd,” she teased as they approached the banquet tables strewn with a rainbow of pineapple, melon, strawberries, and a few exotic fruits that looked like something from an alien planet. They decided on a nice table near the middle of the room.

Just as Nanda was about to comment on how horribly pineapple paired with coffee, the screech of the sound system brought her attention to the podium. A white-haired man addressed the room with an elegance in his voice that told Nanda this wasn’t his first time behind a microphone.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, beloved employees of Harmony Eco Power and your beautiful families…”

As he continued on about the company’s appreciation for its employees, Nanda stole another glance at her dad. He had a brightness in his eyes that she rarely saw at home. Was it a look of purpose? Maybe he had found his mission, one that centered on alternative energy. It was a good cause, she had to admit.

The sound of applause brought her attention back to the podium, where the man handed off the microphone to a middle-aged woman in a burgundy dress. She had a regal appearance, but she wore no makeup or jewelry. Her combed locks in place of an extravagant hairstyle spoke of humility and simplicity.

Nanda recognized the blonde woman as Monica Redland, the CEO of Harmony Eco Power. Her dad nudged her shoulder and raised his eyebrows, and she smiled in response. He had always seen Ms. Redland as the perfect role model for Nanda, proof that a woman with unusual passions and interests could find success in a man’s world. 

After clearing her throat, Ms. Redland addressed the crowd. “Ten years ago, I had a vision of a company that would revolutionize green energy. I dreamed of innovative solar panels and windmills that large industries and small households alike could afford. Clean energy, for our people and our earth.”

She gazed around the room, hands on the podium. “Of course, everyone thought my head was in the clouds. Even my closest colleagues said, ‘leave that to the big energy corporations.’ Well, I said ‘No way,’ and here we are today.”

Her smile faded as a look of reflection crept into her eyes. “But here is the thing. None of this would have been possible without all of you. Anyone can have a vision, but it takes honest, dedicated employees to turn it into a reality.”

She raised a glass of champagne with a look of determination. “Tonight, Harmony Eco Power thanks you.” She paused for a moment. “I thank you, and I promise that I will continue to lead this company toward a brighter, and greener, future.”

As she left the podium, the applause drew a few audience members to stand until the entire crowd was delivering a full standing ovation. A brighter future. The words echoed through Nanda’s mind as the rest of the speakers took the stand. Here she was, without even a solid dream or goal, and yet she was still going at it alone. She had even pushed Tiago away for as long as she could. Would she ever create a brighter future with nothing but her own sense of justice?

As her mind drifted, Nanda opened up her folded event program. A list of speakers and information about the company filled the few pages, but her eyes stopped skimming when she came to ‘Causes We Support.’ Amidst a handful of environmental non-profits, there was Wild Hearts Horizons. She smiled, remembering her recent encounter with Eric. 

After the last speaker left the podium, Allen tugged Nanda out of her chair. “Come on, I want you to meet Ms. Redland.”

Nanda’s face would have gone red if it was of any lighter complexion. “No, are you kidding? She probably has so many important people to talk to.”

He gave her a wink. “She always has time for your old dad. Who else is going to fly out to Kansas to sell her windmills?”

She was half-dragged to where the CEO stood holding her champagne glass, shaking hands with several other employees. “Monica!” Allen called out. 

The woman’s face immediately lit up as she signaled for them to come closer. The two shared a friendly handshake as Allen complimented her on her speech. Then, her attention turned to Nanda.

“And you must be Nanda. Your father always mentions you when we get the chance to chat. He says you’re set to become a veterinarian.”

Nanda smiled, warmed by the woman’s welcoming personality. “Yeah, that’s the plan. It’s very nice to meet you, ma’am.”

Redland took Nanda’s outstretched hand and cupped it in both of hers. “I’m sure your mother would be proud. You’re the spitting image of her. Don’t you ever give up on your dreams, you hear?”

“Yes ma’am,” she managed to blurt out before a young couple approached and stole Ms. Redland’s attention. 

Allen tilted his head to signal their leave, and they made their way to the cake table. Nanda wished she could have spoken to Ms. Redland for a few more moments, but the piles of green and blue frosting looked sinfully good. Allen breathed a deep sigh. “A little cake and coffee, and we’ll call it a night. Sound good?”

Nanda gave an eager nod. “Sounds perfect.” Before she even finished her words, a man from further down the cake table called her father’s name. Allen waved with a smile before turning to her. “Why don’t you grab us some cake and sit down. I’ll be right there.”

He was off before she could say anything. She clenched her jaw with annoyance. Great. Not only was she alone, but she was going to look like a hog taking two pieces of cake. She began to scoop the fluffy white dessert onto paper plates when a voice interrupted her. “I’d go for the corner pieces if I were you. The frosting is heaven.”

She looked up at the college-aged boy with golden blond hair and pale blue eyes. He smiled at her as he adjusted his tux before reaching out a hand. “Tim Redland. Nice to meet you.”

She shook his hand in silence, unable to articulate a smart response. “Nanda,” she replied after a moment. Before he could open his mouth again, a stout woman joined them. “I was wondering where you’d run off to, Tim. I just got done talking to your mother. Monica said you got into medical school. Congratulations.”

“Thank you,” he replied with a smile. As if sensing Nanda’s awkwardness, he brought her into the conversation. “Are you in college yet, Nanda?”

She shook her head, fidgeting with her silver bracelet. “I’m headed into my senior year of high school, but’ I’m thinking of going for pre-vet when I do start applying.”

The wrinkles on the woman’s face were evident as she frowned, her bun of frizzled hair lopping slightly to one side. “And what would make you choose that?”

The woman’s disapproval was evident in every syllable she spoke. Nanda brushed her hair behind one ear, mentally calming herself. “I’ve always loved animals, and my mom was a vet.”

The woman shook her head just enough to make Nanda’s nerves flare up. “Well, if I were you, I wouldn’t continue your mother’s misguided cause. There are so many humans out there who need help. How could you ignore them? It’s a waste a medical talent to aid creatures that are too dumb to even know they’re being helped.”

After stealing a quick glance at Tim, who hung his head in embarrassment, Nanda snapped. “Well, if we’re using intelligence as a deciding factor for getting medical care, then I guess you should really start studying up on self-treatment.”

Both of her companions were dumbstruck, Tim with a look of amusement in his eyes. She continued, unable to hold back. “Elitist people like you are what’s wrong with the world. You think animals deserve to suffer more than people do? It’s the other way around, and people like you are the ultimate proof of that.” She knew she sounded like a crusader, but her tongue knew no bounds, apparently.

“Nanda!” Her father jerked her arm with enough force to throw her across the Grand Salon, dragging her away from the duo that still stood in silence. Allen’s normally pale face was flushed red. “What was that about? That woman is the manager of the solar panel design team. What were you thinking, insulting her like that?”

“She was totally trashing veterinarians. I couldn’t just stand by and…”

“Yes you could! You’re just too stubborn and prideful to hold your tongue.” He let out a calming sigh, breath shaking. “Your mother would have never done something like that.”

A sick tightness surrounded Nanda’s throat. She grumbled through clenched teeth, “Maybe that’s because I’m not Mom. So stop comparing me to her.”

She stormed toward the restrooms, feeling the hot tears rising to her eyes while her lower lip trembled. She pushed through the swinging door and leaned over the sink, staring at her reflection in the mirror. She took a few minutes to calm the floods in her eyes, dabbing them with paper towels to keep her mascara from running. 

Sure, she had exploded and embarrassed that woman, but God knows she deserved it. Her dad didn’t care, though. All he cared about was keeping up appearances. Nanda would never be the calm, collected woman her mother was. She didn’t want to be. 

The hum of a vibrating cell phone from her handbag brought her out of her moment of self-pity. It was probably for the better. She dug through her purse, trying to remember when she had set her phone to vibrate. Unless…

She picked up the inconspicuous flip phone Luciana had given her. Flipping it open, she pressed the answer button. “Hello?”

“Hey kid, it’s me. We gotta talk in person, pronto.”

Luciana’s pitch was higher than Nanda remembered, and her voice lacked its usual resolve. Nanda tried to take on the Feral Phantom’s more mature tone. “You got it. Where do we meet?”

“The construction site on Sepulveda, 1 am.”

“I’ll be there.”

“And Phantom, come alone. What I’ve got to tell you is gonna put the two of us in more danger than you know.”

The sound turned to static as reception died out, and Nanda snapped the phone shut. She glanced in the mirror again, eyes now dry and hair falling in loose curls behind silver earrings. “Let’s do this,” she whispered before stowing her phone and pushing through the swinging door.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Nanda hid behind a yellow crane at the construction site, the blinding floodlights overhead transforming the upturned soil into moon dust. She pulled her mask further over her nose, glancing around at the parked trucks and the half-built structure of steel beams and cinder blocks.

“How did she know there would be no security here?” Tiago whispered from behind her. His all-black outfit made him look like a proper bandit. 

“I’m sure the Trade has a whole list of these places for their meetups. Keep low. We’re going to wait inside the building.” They crept silently toward the open doorway of the structure, pressing against the wall when they stepped inside.

They waited a few moments in the silence, the sound of their breathing and the hiss of passing cars on the highway filling their ears. Soft footsteps on the soil jerked Nanda’s attention to the dark innards of the building. A shadowed figure emerged. 

“Stupid chica, I told you to come alone.” 

Nanda’s muscles tensed as Luciana walked toward them, dressed casually in loose cargo pants and a black tank top. 

Nanda released the breath she’d been holding, but Tiago stiffened like an attack dog eying down an intruder. It was then that Nanda noticed the steel gun that glistened at Luciana’s waist. “It’s okay. This is my partner, Tiago. He’s been in on every smuggling bust. He’s no threat.”

The woman marched toward Tiago, braids falling over her face as she leaned in close. “Give me one good reason to trust you, buddy.”

Tiago stood to his full height, just barely looming over his ferocious inquisitor. “I could ask you the same question, and it would be even more justified.”

“Hey! Seriously guys? Knock it off. We’re all here with the same goal, so let’s leave it at that,” Nanda snapped, hoping to ease the tension.

Luciana hesitated for several seconds, muscles flexing under her toned arms. “Fine. But if he squeals on me, you’re both as good as dead.”

Nanda pushed the passive threat aside. “Why did you bring me here, Luciana?”

The woman lowered her head, her shoulders dropping. Nanda couldn’t quite make out what her eyes were saying from under the shadows. “You remember that news report a few days back, about the wildlife sanctuary in Brazil that was broke into?”

Tiago leaned forward, interested. “The golden jaguar cubs were stolen. Everyone’s heard. What about it?”

Luciana’s lip lifted into a snarl, her fist clenching. “It was my boss, Carlos Armando. The cubs are being shipped to Los Angeles as we speak.”

Nanda felt her heart skip, a wave of shock prickling down her spine. An ominous silence hung over the three of them as the implications of Luciana’s words sank in. Nanda took a small breath. “It all makes sense. I heard those jaguars are worth more than a million bucks each.”

Luciana nodded slowly, “That’s just the starting price. In reality, they’ll sell for much higher. And Armando plans on pawning off every last one of ‘em to the highest bidder. Their fate may not be as bad as some of the other animals the Trade deals, but it’s the profits we gotta worry about.”

Tiago stepped forward. “What do you mean?”

“The Trade deals in the millions every year. They have the cash to buy off security guards and police officers, forge all the documentation they need, and keep their operation hidden in plain sight. But with the profits from these cats, they’re gonna be next to unstoppable.”

The rumble of a passing truck filled the air, followed by the flashing blue and red lights of a police cruiser. Luciana glanced out the empty window space beside her, lowering her voice. “We have just a few days before the cubs arrive. If we don’t expose the Vault and take down the Trade by then, we’re never gonna make it.” 

Nanda’s throat went dry. Days. Even with Luciana and Tiago by her side, getting to the root of this operation felt like climbing Mount Everest barefoot. She had to keep her hope alive, but that was getting harder with each new revelation.

Tiago crossed his arms, a poker face hiding whatever true emotions lay beneath. “And why would this Armando guy tell you all this?”

Luciana scoffed, hand on her hip. “Look, pretty boy. I don’t owe you a damn thing. But for your information, I’m the boss’s most trusted watchman.”

Tiago turned away, refusing her eye contact. Nanda tried to break through the hostility. It was starting to piss her off. “I don’t care how you know. The question is, how do we find the Vault and expose these people?”

Luciana lifted a finger to her lips, her gaze returning to the window. Tiago and Nanda followed her eyes to the police cruiser quietly parked on the other side of the chain-link fence. No sign of the officers.

Seemingly satisfied of no immediate danger, Luciana assumed a crouching position, drawing a square in the soil with her finger. “This is the Vault.” A few stone-lengths away, she drew a large circle and several smaller circles surrounding it. “These are the people who know where the vault is. We got Armando,” she pointed to the large circle, “a very small loading and unloading crew, and the caretakers. And then, we got the Driver.” She drew a small square with a circle inside to represent the last name. 

“The Driver is the only one who is cleared to carry shipments to and from the Vault. All those trucks you were chasing and busting, they were not headed to the Vault. They were going to a secret location to meet with the Driver and pass on their shipments to him.” 

She stood, erasing her sketches with a few swipes of her boot. “The problem is, you can’t just follow a shipment and then follow the Driver. He’s got a team of specially trained guards who sweep the area and keep a close eye out for any followers. No way you’re getting past these guys, trust me.”

Tiago scoffed at her last words, drawing a deadly glare from Luciana. “ But I do have a plan,” she growled. She closed her eyes for a moment, drawing a deep breath. “There’s gonna be an exotic animal auction in Costa Mesa. You two will go there and find a seller who goes by the name John Malcolm. He’s a short guy, skinny brunette with glasses and a rose tattoo on his wrist. It would be a lot easier if I could go there and find him myself, but I can’t. Too many eyes watching my every move.”

The glare of a flashlight shone through the window, causing all three to duck. Nanda’s heartbeat quickened. They all held their breaths as heavy footsteps fell on the dirt just outside the window, the glare of the flashlight still wandering across the cinder block walls. After a moment, the light vanished, and the steps faded. 

“Cops,” Luciana whispered, pressing herself against the wall as she stood. Nanda and Tiago followed her lead. She loosened the hand that had been hovering over her sidepiece. “They’ll find us. We have to scram.”

Nanda stepped forward. “Wait. Who is this John Malcolm? Why are we looking for him?”

“He’s one of the caretakers from the Vault. There always has to be a caretaker around at an auction to make sure the animals are well drugged and healthy looking. Caretakers also happen to be the biggest wusses working at the Vault, meaning they’re the easiest to manipulate. You kids are gonna get him alone. Then, you make him give up the location of the Vault.”

Nanda tried to push down the fear rising in her throat. “And how do we do that?”

Luciana pulled out the handgun from her waist with the grip pointed toward Nanda, its black body shining in the glare of the surrounding floodlights. “First, you’re gonna need one of these.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Eric spun around in his office chair at the end of yet another late-night blogging session. He had been glued to his computer screen as evening crept into night. This had become his normal routine. Not because he had descended into the dark hole of procrastination, but because he hoped maybe, just maybe, he’d hear a knock on his window again.

Some might call it obsession, but he liked to believe it was deeper than that. The Feral Phantom had become more to him than just a hot topic. He would do anything to help her cause. Maybe he was living vicariously through this masked maiden—soaring over the rooftops with her, if only in his mind. 

Not just that, but she’d helped him find his own cause. Thanks to the stories she inspired, people around him were finally starting to take him seriously. He even overheard his parents wondering aloud whether he might score a full-time position once he finished school. He smirked at the memory.

After eating the last greasy bite of his cheese puffs, he crunched up the bag and tossed it into the waste basket at the other end of the office. He dove back into his research, sipping on a can of cola and licking the salty cheese from his fingers. Since the Feral Phantom’s last visit, he had immersed himself in the world of illegal animal trafficking. If only he could find some piece of evidence to support the Phantom’s theory of a single operation. What a story that would make.

Tack. Eric jumped in his chair, instinctively looking to the window. He sighed in disappointment. It was probably just a beetle hitting the glass. But then it came again. Tack, tack. Eric crept up to the window and opened it wide, sticking his head out into the cool night air. His heart jumped when he saw her.

She crouched on a branch of the nearby tree like a nocturnal urban primate. Lifting her hand, the Feral Phantom signaled for him to back away from the window. He obliged. The leaves rustled as she leapt from the branch, landing squarely on the window sill in a display of superhuman power.

The tails of her headscarf flapped in the wind, and her blue eyes imprisoned him as if she were a snake charmer and he was the cobra. “Eric, I need your help.” Her voice was deep and smooth like the rumbling growl of a tiger. 

He adjusted his glasses, falling back into his chair. “Anything. Just say the word.” He gulped, tacking on, “I hoped you would come back.”

Her unfocused gaze told him her mind was somewhere else. “I’m getting close. It’s almost time.”

“For what?” He stuttered.

She stepped through the window, standing to face him. “In a few days, I need you to tell the public that there is a large-scale animal trafficking operation under our own feet. When I bust these guys, I’m going to need the public’s support to ensure everyone involved gets what’s coming to them.”

Eric held his breath, scratching the back of his neck. How could she expect him to do that on the WHH blog without any evidence? Was she crazy? “Um, I’m not so sure I could do that. If you had something to back it up, maybe. But my boss is a stickler about unsupported claims.”

Her eyes widened, her voice growing desperate “Eric, please. What’s happening here is bigger than either of us. I can’t do this without you. If no one knows what’s happening, what’s really happening, it’ll all be swept under the rug.”

He was torn in half. If she was right, his writing could be the key to bringing down an illegal smuggling operation for good. Then again, he could also lose his internship, or worse, the reputation he had worked so hard to build.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Phantom, but I just can’t. I’m no hero.”

Her eyes followed the floor as she jumped back to the window sill. A lump was forming in Eric’s throat, sickening him. Before leaping off into the night, she turned back to him.

“Masks don’t make heroes, Eric. Choices do.”

Then, she was gone. For several long minutes, Eric sat in the silence of his own cowardice, trying to justify his decision in his head. 

He could still cover the big bust after it happens. Sure, he wouldn’t be the first on the scene, but he’d put a good spin on it that would help sway the public opinion. Wasn’t that enough?

The more he ruminated, the more his remorse ate away at his peace of mind, causing sweat to bead on his forehead. To get his mind off it, he rolled his chair in front of his computer and closed all the tabs about the wildlife trade. He gazed into his desktop background, which showed the nighttime LA skyline. It only made him think of her.

A cough brought his attention to the hallway. Funny, he didn’t think anyone else was still here. He glanced to see his boss, Mr. Thompson, hobble toward his private office while scratching his beer belly. Eric fought with himself for a few more moments before cursing his stupidity and running down the hallway toward his boss’s office. He knocked on the door in quick taps until he heard “Come in.”

Eric opened the door to see Mr. Thompson at his desk, beginning to sign a stack of documents. He lowered his reading glasses. “You’re always around late, aren’t you Mr. Harden? If more of my employees were half as dedicated as you, I wouldn’t even have to be here.”

The man chuckled, and Eric joined him nervously. “Actually, Mr. Thompson, there’s something I’d like to talk to you about.”

“Shoot,” he mumbled, eyes on the paper he was signing.

“Well, I got an anonymous tip that the wildlife trafficking busts, the ones involving the Feral Phantom, are all connected.”

Mr. Thompson's hand froze, eyes staring over the tops of his glasses. “And why would you believe such a crazy idea?” 

“Well, sir, it makes sense. Most of the shipments have been pretty big, all delivered with similar methods. The paper trail may say otherwise, but it seems like they might all be part of the same operation.” Eric clamped his mouth shut before more words spilled out. He quickly added, “We would publish this all as speculation, of course.”

Mr. Thompson removed his glasses, rubbing his temples while letting out a deep sigh. “Mr. Harden, this is an animal rights organization, not a tabloid or a conspiracy magazine. Now, I’ve loved all of your blog posts so far, but that’s because they’re based on facts.” He tapped his pen on his oak desk to punctuate his last words.

“Besides, you have no more than an inkling and an anonymous tip. Just forget about this wild theory and keep writing about real events. That’s what our follower—your followers—really want.”

A smile lifted the corners of Mr. Thompson’s mouth, his expression brightening. “Keep that up, and there just might be a job waiting for you at the end of your internship.”

His last statement did little to lift Eric’s troubled spirit. Doing his best to look undisturbed by the refusal, he agreed and said a quick ‘goodnight’ before making his exit. 

The next half hour was pure hell as he wrapped up his work and mentally scolded himself for his dumb move. He could have just written a blog post about the operation and dealt with the repercussions later. He was sure it wouldn’t have been more than a slap on the wrist back when he hadn’t known any better. Now, there was no way he could write it. He’d be going against his boss’s back, period.

Eric skulked down the hallway toward the building’s front entrance in defeat. He had his heroic cause. His recognition. But what about justice? As his steps approached Mr. Thompson’s office again, he heard whispers. The door was slightly ajar. 

Sliding his back against the wall, he eavesdropped.

“I’m telling you, someone gave him an anonymous tip.” It was Mr. Thompson’s voice.

He had to be on the phone. “Look, I am calm. All I’m saying is…” He lowered his voice. “What if the police can connect the dots if they’re found out?” 

There was a moment of saturated silence. “And what about the money?” 

Eric dragged himself away from the doorway, quietly stepping toward the back exit of the building. His chest grew tight. No. He couldn’t believe it. WHH couldn’t have something to do with the operation. They just couldn’t.

The disappointment and shock that flooded his chest began to mix with a firm resolve. He had to tell the Feral Phantom. Whatever role his beloved organization was playing in the wildlife trade, it could no longer be trusted.

Eric was on his own.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Nanda yanked the shoelaces on her tennis shoes until they wrapped tight around her feet, sucking in a breath of air to calm her racing heart. She closed her eyes, and the concrete plaza of UCLA melted away. From the upcoming mission to Eric’s refusal, everything had been conspiring to draw her anxiety to hand-trembling high levels.

“You need to chill out, Supergirl.”

She blinked her eyes open to see Tiago smirking from the sidewalk curb across from where she crouched. She shot him a glare, standing to tighten the waist cord of her over-baggy parkour sweatpants. 

“Well I’m sorry if the idea of pointing a gun in someone’s face at the auction tomorrow has me a little on edge.”

He shook his head, standing to stretch his ankles one at a time. “Don’t give me that. You asked for this the moment you started playing vigilante.”

Nanda rolled her eyes, holding up a choice finger and drawing a chuckle from her way-too-relaxed training partner. Maybe she was making too big of a deal out of the whole thing, but then again, the hundreds of scenarios of what could go wrong tomorrow wouldn’t stop playing in her head, like some Smash Mouth hit. God, she hated that band and its stupidly catchy songs.

“You know, you don’t have to go with me tomorrow,” she mumbled.

Tiago ignored the comment, continuing his stretching and warm-up routine. Nanda sighed and glanced around their favorite parkour spot for any sign of Juan. The sunlight hitting the landscaping squares and block-shaped benches of pale concrete made her squint. A few morning joggers and students passed by on the sidewalks, but the plaza was otherwise deserted on the still Saturday morning. 

Nanda stretched her arms over her head, eying up the ledges and curbs that would serve as obstacles for their training session. Now that she was scaling buildings and jumping between ships, her favorite parkour spots felt tame in comparison. 

The tap of some tiny object bouncing off Nanda’s head made her swing back to face Tiago, who stood with several wood chips from the landscaping in his hands. “That’s for trying to get rid of me.”

She was just about to pick up a pebble to return the favor when a familiar voice drew their attention back to the sidewalk, which hugged the university building that towered over the plaza.

“Well, will you look at that? If it isn’t my two flaky training partners. Finally decided to show up, I see.”

Tiago fell back into his stretch, still watching Juan. “Good to see you, man.”

Juan dropped his sports bag to the cement and crossed his arms over his chest. “You’ve been ditching my calls and leaving me training by myself for weeks, and that’s all you have to say?”

Nanda’s heart sank at the words. Before either she or Tiago could reply, Juan added, “Don’t think I’m clueless about what you guys have really been up to these past weeks.”

She and Tiago shared a worried glance before Tiago cracked a playful smile. “What are you talking about? I’ve been busy leading capoeira classes, and Nanda’s been working her ass off at the coffee shop, not to mention her college visits.”

Juan narrowed his eyes, tossing his parkour sweats over his shoulder and sauntering toward Tiago. Nanda felt her palms sweating, but she kept stretching her shoulders, doing her best to look unfazed. Juan poked a finger into Tiago’s chest. “You can’t fool me, brother.”

Tiago’s smile fell.

Juan backed up a step, a joking smile replacing his scowl. “You two have been making out in the back of that clunker of yours.”

He made a smooching noises while Tiago chuckled and shoved him away. Juan shot a glance to Nanda and winked. She stared at the concrete in embarrassment, her face on fire. 

“Shut your trap, Juan. We are not… like that.” 

At least this theory of his was better than the alternative.

“Deny it all you want. I know what’s up.”

Tiago scratched the back of his head. “So, a game of tag for warm-up?”

Nanda grinned at his attempt to change the awkward subject, nodding her agreement. She pulled the ankles of her sweats up to her knees and tightened the fasteners so they rested just above her calves.

While Juan pulled his sweats on over his shorts, Tiago cracked his neck. “You guys better start running, then.” 

He bolted toward Nanda first. She controlled the rush of adrenaline that pumped through her limbs, jumping and vaulting over the plaza’s benches and short walls at the pace of her old self. Juan’s shout sounded behind Nanda, signaling he’d been tagged. She continued her evasive maneuvers, flowing over the obstacles just fast enough to escape several attempted touches.

She smiled as she jumped from a curb to a landscaping wall, the breeze of the late summer day cooling her body under her cotton shirt. 

She couldn’t believe it. She was having fun. Despite all the worries of the coming days, the pain and tension of her new life, she could still enjoy herself, if only for a short training session.

What’s more, she was getting better at controlling her powered-up body. As she allowed Tiago to tag her and began pursuing Juan, she was struck by the urge to challenge herself more. Without letting the obstacles of the plaza out of her sight, she let her emotional sense scan the area for animals. A trail of fear carried from where Juan caused a sparrow to fly from the concrete to the branch of a nearby bush. 

She skirted the corner of the plaza, focusing on the sparrow’s shifting emotions and the obstacles before her. Worry. Jump. Agitation. Vault. Impatience. Ju…

The corner of her shoe caught on the curb, sending her bailing onto the concrete. 

“Woah, Nanda. You okay?”

Her shin began to sting, sending pulses of sharp pain through her leg. She elbowed herself up to see red blood glistening on her nasty new patch of road rash. Once the shock passed, a chuckle rose to her chest.

Look at that. She was still human after all.

She grabbed the hand that was extended to her, still laughing under her breath while she was pulled to her feet. She dusted off her arms, staring down at her scratched palms. She stopped. The black boots of whoever just helped her up didn’t belong to Juan or Tiago.

She glanced up into the squinted eyes of a smug campus security guard, his hands now firm on his hips. “I guess I don’t have to explain why you shouldn’t be jumping around here.”

Juan stepped in, arms crossed. “It was just a little fall, man. Besides, we have permission to train here from the security department. Just ask your boss.”

The guard lifted his chin. “I don’t care what permission you think you have. I can’t let you all keep doing your parkour here. What if one of you breaks a bone? That’s a liability issue.”

Tiago placed a hand on Juan’s shoulder, smiling at the guard. “I guess we’ll come back and discuss it with your department another time, then.” He nudged a seething Juan. “Come on, man. Let’s just go.”

The guard returned his smug gaze to Nanda, and she glared back. Her rebellious tongue was ready to spit out a few words about respect and prejudice. Yeah, she was ready to fight, even knowing that it wouldn’t be worth it. After all, they’d dealt with this particular security guard before. He was steadfast as a stone monument.

“Nanda…” Tiago’s pleading voice calmed her anger just enough for her to tear her eyes away. They all picked up their bags and began following the sidewalk out of the plaza.

“Kicked out by security again,” Juan mumbled under his breath.

Nanda stopped grinding her teeth, annoyance beginning to subside. She had to choose her battles. And right now, she had much bigger things to worry about.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Nanda exhaled as she slipped her phone back into her pocket, having successfully answered a check-up call from her dad. She fidgeted with the handle of the car door and glanced back to Tiago. 

It wasn’t the first time they sat in the black Hyundai, mentally preparing themselves for their next misadventure, but they both knew that this time was different. Everything hinged on finding John Malcolm and getting him to talk. And this time, Tiago wasn’t the getaway driver.

Tiago adjusted his fake mustache and trucker cap, the perfect complement to his flannel button-up, carpenter jeans, and work boots. He gave her a playful wink. “How do I look?” 

“Ridiculous,” she laughed. “Honestly, though, you’re a natural with disguises. Makes me wonder if you really were a secret agent before getting to the US.” 

He covered his earpiece with a few locks of dark hair, grabbing for his microphone. “Nah, I’m a simple man,” he joked in his best Southern accent before taking on a more serious tone. “Honestly, once all this is over, all I want is to start working on opening my own capoeira school—and maybe an acai stand.” 

“Very Brazilian of you.” She smiled fondly under her mask, relieved he couldn’t see it. 

Adjusting her own earpiece, she brought her mind back to the mission at hand. “So, from the beginning. I’ll be hiding while you’re looking for a tiger cub to buy as a present for ‘your wife.’ You get Malcolm alone during the auction—not before, when there are too many eyes around—and you call me over when you’re getting close.” 

Tiago nodded his understanding. Without meeting her eyes, he added, “Do you have it?”

Nanda’s throat was dry as she felt for the cold metal shape hidden on her waistline. “Yeah, I have it.” Luciana had shown her the basics. Apparently, it was a good handgun for someone who was new to firearms, but that didn’t give her much comfort. 

“Hey.” Tiago turned Nanda’s chin with a gentle hand until she faced him. “You’ll do okay.”

She savored the comfort of his gaze for several seconds before turning away to open the car door. She took a quick look around, then stepped out into the warm evening air. They had parked just down the road from the auction house, a dilapidated business building with a sizable underground parking lot. It likely held dozens of trucks and trailers filled with capybaras, tigers, and other exotic animals. 

The stark backroad boasted no palm trees, no grass islands or pleasant shop fronts. This area was forgotten by the city, just like the nefarious dealings that went on there. According to Luciana, this auction was technically illegal, but the police department had mysteriously started turning a blind eye to it since the Trade showed up.

The setting sun cast long shadows on the road and sidewalk. Nanda let them engulf her presence before leaping up onto a stone fence and following it to the back entrance of the building. Luciana had given her a small time gap to sneak in, a fifteen-minute window when all the security concentrated in the underground parking lot due to the heavy incoming traffic.

A faded Exit sign rested above a steel door between two retaining walls. Behind one wall, an open window revealed the dark parking area. Climbing quickly over the wall, she looked inside. Dozens of workers unloaded wire cages and plastic carriers while others led hooved deer-like creatures from their trailers. As one man hauled out a cage, the metal caught on a plastic container under it, causing them both to bowl over. A brown wild cat darted away from the chaos. 

“Just leave it. It’s not worth our time,” another worker yelled. Nanda breathed a sigh of relief. At least one animal had a chance at freedom and life, even if it was a slim one. Turning away from the scene, she leapt back over the wall to the hidden walkway of the concrete corridor. 

She darted through the open doorway beneath the red Exit sign. Inside, bleachers rose to her left and right. In the center loomed a lighted auction ring. Nanda could almost feel the residual fear of the animals that had been forced around the dusty circle before their fate was decided.

She climbed up the bleachers to the highest row, leaping into the steel support beams that lined the high ceiling. She chose a spot to wait near the wall, deep in the shadows. From there, she could make her way to any part of the building, depending on where Tiago was able to get Malcolm alone. 

She crouched to balance on the cold steel, preparing for the long wait. None of this would have been possible without Luciana’s inside information. If only their anonymous informant had been as specific.

A twinge of unease crept into her gut. Why hadn’t they heard from their informant since they met Luciana? If Luciana was the informant, she would have said something. Nanda briefly wondered if she was being followed.

She was lost in thought for at least twenty minutes before Tiago’s whisper blared through the static. “Nanda, can you hear me?  They’re letting us enter the showroom. Get close if you can.” 

“Roger that.” She crawled on all fours toward the larger room just beyond the auction ring. The bleachers far below taunted her as she crawled along the steel beam like a monkey on a telephone line. Fortunately for her, the building’s ceiling was open for exploration since the walls dividing the rooms were only about eight feet high from the ground up. When she finally crouched above the showroom—a dusty, stable-like area—she scanned the incoming crowd for Tiago.

His choice of disguise was a smart one. A large number of buyers looked like ranchers and ranch hands, likely looking for animals to release onto their game ranches. A few men and women came in casual designer clothing, possibly looking for exotic creatures to adorn their homes. Everyone was scattering to explore the stalls and speak with the eager sellers. It wasn’t long before a familiar blue trucker cap caught her eye.

Tiago was glancing around, trying to find the Trade’s lot. Nanda saw it first. A cage near one wall held two sleeping tiger cubs, and three wallabies crouched in the corner of an adjacent pen. The marsupials’ furry bodies lifted with every rapid breath, eyes wide as dozens of people strolled past. 

Trying not to look too focused, Tiago meandered in that direction while stopping to gaze at some of the other lots. Nanda kept scanning the area. Malcolm had to be nearby. Just as the thought crossed her mind, a small man in a faded jean jacket rounded the corner with a milk jug of water. He poured water into the plastic bowls of each enclosure, leaning in to examine the animals.

Tiago stopped to look at the tiger cubs, holding his chin in mock contemplation. As soon as the man noticed, he walked up to Tiago, mouth moving with words she couldn’t make out. Tiago smiled and held out his hand, and the man shook it. As the cuff of his jacket lifted, Nanda could make out a rose tattoo on his wrist. Malcolm. 

She heard Tiago’s voice through her earpiece. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Malcolm. Yeah, I was wondering about these here tigers. My wife is a fan of big cats, and we have a pretty sizable place up by Palmdale. So, I thought I’d try to appease the little lady.”

Nanda almost laughed out loud at Tiago’s ranch-owner impersonation. No matter how many times they did this, she couldn’t get over how natural it all came to him, how calm he always seemed to be. 

With Malcolm closer, she could make out his words through the earpiece. “Well, let me tell you. These are some fine specimens. Captive bred…” 

That was BS. 

“And completely healthy. I can show you their vet records and breeding papers, if you’re interested.” 

“Nah, I think I’ll keep browsing for now. But I’ll let you know if I don’t come across anything else.”

Smart, Tiago. Bait the hook so he comes running when you want to see the papers while the auction’s running. As he walked away from Malcolm, she saw his mouth move.

“We’ve made contact with the target. Stay where you are, and wait for my signal.”

“You got it.” She crept through the network of beams to find a hidden nook above the edge of the auction ring. She let out a shaky sigh, wishing that she didn’t have to see what was coming next. Feeling the fear and uncertainty of all the animals in the showroom was bad enough. This auction would hit her like punch in the gut. She could already feel it.

As the hour passed, buyers began pouring into the bleachers while auction workers prepared the ring. Nanda couldn’t find Tiago or Malcolm in the crowd, but she trusted they were nearby. A booming voice over the speaker system made her tighten her grip on the steel beam. 

“Welcome to our quarterly exotic animal auction. Please take your seats and wait to make your bids until I give the go ahead. Our first animal is a two-year-old male ibex, captive bred at the Costa Linda Ranch.”

One of the workers coaxed the antelope-like creature into the ring. With a slap of a stick on its thigh, the frightened animal dashed around the ring in frantic search of safety. Foam dripped from its mouth, and the whites of its eyes shone under the blinding spotlight. Nanda bit down hard on her finger, palms sweating as the animal’s crippling fear coursed through her own veins. It wasn’t fair. None of it.

The nightmare continued like this for what felt like hours. With every animal brought into the ring, Nanda felt her strength slowly slipping away. As the announcer chattered about the juvenile wallaby about to be brought in, she spotted Tiago tapping on Malcolm’s shoulder where he stood near the bleachers. 

Their words were drowned out by a noise so loud it was giving Nanda a headache. But it wasn’t the chattering crowd nor the voice of the announcer through his microphone. The noise was inside her, a torrent of anxiety and terror that threatened to tear her apart. It was the wallaby. It bounced around the ring like a miniature kangaroo, tripping and falling into the dust every few steps. 

“Nanda, I have him. You have to come now.”

The wallaby wasn’t getting up this time. The worker pushed it to its feet with a stick. It was so tired. So scared.

“Nanda, did you hear me? It’s now or never.”

It would cry if it could. It was losing all of its will to live.

“Nanda!”

“I’m sorry, Tiago.” 

She let herself fall from the steel beam, gliding through the air for a split second before landing in a crouch with a thump, right at the center of the ring. Gasps of shock rippled through the crowd. The wallaby barely lifted its head to look at her. She swept it up in her arms, feeling its soft fur as it leaned its head on her chest. She glanced around the ring, catching sight of the worker who was tripping over himself to get away just like the animals he had brought in. Fitting.

She darted for the back door under the glowing Exit sign, but she wasn’t alone. A massive man with tattoos down his arms lumbered in front of the door, bracing himself to catch her. Snatching a broom that leaned against the bleachers, she stuck it in the ground in front of her to catapult herself feet first onto the guard’s chest. 

She felt the blow ripple through her whole body as the man fell into the door with a crash. She stepped swiftly over the fallen man’s head, cradling the animal in her arms. Shouts and footsteps followed behind as she scampered through the concrete corridor, leaping up onto the brick fence and running along its edge as far as she could. She sprinted past Tiago’s car, the shadows of the night hiding her fugitive figure. 

When she was safely around the corner of the block, she dropped from the fence and leaned her back against a building, sliding into a sitting position with the wallaby safely tucked against her chest. She placed it in her lap, looking into its dark, beady eyes. She could still sense traces of fear, but the sensation was slowly slipping away as the animal rested in her arms.

The roar of a car swung around the corner, headlights blinding her eyes. A car door opened and slammed shut with palpable ferocity. She didn’t need to sense human emotions to know that Tiago was pissed off—very pissed off.

He ripped his mustache from his face and threw his hat on the sidewalk. “What the hell were you thinking? I had him right in the corridor with no one around, and you go and rescue a baby kangaroo?”

“It’s a wallaby.” A touch of guilt invaded her voice.

“You ruined our chance, maybe our only chance, of finding the Vault before those golden jaguars get here. We could have ended this thing! Gotten back to our lives!”

She rose to her feet, righteous indignation mounting inside her. “I had to do it. You have no idea how much fear…” She bit her tongue, which had nearly slipped and given away her secret.

“Do you really think the life of one animal matters that much? You could have been caught, or worse!”

“It does matter,” she growled.

“More than everything else we’ve been fighting for?”

The only sound between them was the low rumble of the car engine. Nanda held the wallaby close. “I would do it over again if I had to.”

His voice became desperate. “Why don’t you ever listen to me?”

“I never asked you to help me.” She instantly regretted the words, but her pride didn’t let her take them back.

Tiago looked stung, his jaw clenched so hard she thought it might crack. “No, you didn’t. And it was stupid of me to try.” He lifted his hands in defeat, voice turning cold and numb. “I’m done. You want to get yourself killed, fine. I’m not going to stand by and watch.”

He snatched his earpiece and microphone, tossing them onto the pavement in front of her before climbing back into his car and taking off. As the sound of the engine faded into the distance, it began to sink in. Tiago had abandoned her, she realized as tears of anger burned her eyes. 

She was alone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

A cool breeze swept over the rooftop where Nanda now huddled, the wallaby curled up in her lap. Goosebumps rose on her bare arms, an involuntary tremor pulsing through her body to warm her. She wore only a sports bra on her upper body, her shirt, headscarf, and neck warmer all wrapped around the tiny marsupial.

She leaned down to whisper softly into its ear. “Hold on, little guy. After you rest a little bit, I’ll take you home. You don’t have to be afraid anymore. ”

Warm tears blurred her vision until she blinked them away. She tried to hold onto her last grain of hope that the creature would recover and live a long life hopping through a wildlife sanctuary. But that hope was slipping away. She stroke the gray fur of the wallaby’s head, its eyes staring into nothing, like unseeing black marbles. Its breath hadn’t slowed in all this time. Why was he still breathing so fast?

Nanda sensed every tone of pain and anxiety that afflicted the animal, coloring her senses with heart-wrenching pangs of sorrow. The sensations cycled from fear and stress to peace and contentment and back again, tinged with uncertainty and loneliness. Her lower lip trembled as she held the wallaby closer. Was this what it felt like to die?

“Come on. Can’t you feel that I’m here? That I care about you? That I want you to live?”

She sensed the smallest shadow of comfort wash over the animal’s other emotions as she spoke, so she continued. “You’re not a prisoner anymore. You can be happy again.”

Her throat tightened, voice trembling more with every word. Tears flowed freely when she saw the animal begin to writhe as pain pulsed through its body in intervals. Its mouth opened in a silent cry, fear and pain flooding its mind. There was a moment of sweet relief between every death throe. But then the pain pulsed through its body again, stronger than ever.

Teardrops fell onto the shirt that swaddled the dying creature. That last grain of hope had fallen into the abyss that was death. The wallaby was in its last moments. She held it close to her face as the death throes came again.

“I’m sorry I didn’t find you sooner.” She repeated the phrase several times, voice growing weaker until she was only mouthing the words.

Then it happened. The pain of the last death throe gave way to a cloud of complete peace that engulfed every other emotion. Then it dissipated, like the mist under the morning sun. There were no more emotions, no more pain. Just silence. The wallaby went limp in her arms, eyes still gazing into the night.

She hugged the creature tight as she let herself cry. Her body shook with every sob. She rocked back and forth, back and forth, repeating once again, “I’m sorry.” 

She stayed like this for a long time, maybe an hour or more. She couldn’t tell. The sadness never waned, but an eclipse was coming. She clenched her jaw as a dark anger boiled inside her. This was all because of the Trade, and this death wasn’t the first.

She made her way down the roof, resolve powering every step. When her feet hit the ground, she was standing in a small patch of grass and dirt adjacent to the building. The backroads were silent, only the nearby highway carrying the sounds of passing traffic. Gently removing her clothing from the wallaby and laying the creature on the ground, she found a wooden plank to dig a shallow grave.

She let her frustration drive her muscles with every upheaval of the hard soil, but when it came time to lay the wallaby in its final home, she placed it in the ground with gentle hands. She scooped up the first handfuls of soil to cover her fallen friend. 

After burying the wallaby, she took two wood pieces to form a cross over the grave. She stood to her feet, eyes likely bloodshot under her itching contact lenses. 

“They will pay for what they did.” She slipped her shirt over her torso before knotting her headscarf at the base of her skull and slipping her neck warmer over her face. “I found my mission. I’m going to take down the Trade once and for all and save the rest of the animals that suffer under them.”

She grabbed the cold handgun from her waistline, finger grazing the barrel. “And I’ll do whatever it takes to get there.”

In that instant, everything paused. A flash of light and color clouded her eyes.

She dropped the gun, gasping as memories flashed through her head like a hurricane of burning photographs. She placed her palms to her scalp, falling to the ground to steady herself. 

When her mind cleared again, she tasted the tang of copper on her lips. She touched her fingers to the area under her nose. A bright red liquid stained them, but that wasn’t what made her hands tremble.

“I remember,” she whispered into the silence of the night.

“I remember everything.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

August 7

 

Nanda stared down the dank alleyway before her, hand clutching the strap of her messenger bag. Unease crept down her spine, but the rational part of her knew the shadowed figure before her was unlikely to do her any harm. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she realized it was just a kid, perhaps a few years younger than her.

Long locks of black hair escaped from under the baseball cap hiding his face. They both stood there, neither one moving, neither one backing down. Nanda’s heart beat faster with every passing second. If this kid wanted to rob her, she could throw her bag and run. After all, her clumsy capoeira skills were nowhere near ready to confront a real enemy. 

Gulping, she feigned confidence with the loudest voice she could muster. “What do you want?”

He stood like a tree rooted in the cracks of the pavement, the dark of the night hiding all expression. “Would you believe me if I said you could save them?”

She tightened her grip on her bag. Curiosity overwhelmed her anxiety. “Save who?” 

He let the silence stretch out for several seconds, taking a few steps closer. Nanda stood her ground.

“You know of whom I speak. You feel them, every last one. It burdens you every day.”

A lump rose to Nanda’s throat. “How… how do you know?”

The boy stepped closer until he was just feet from her. The rational side of her was shouting at her to flee, but she wouldn’t listen. She couldn’t.

“That doesn’t matter. What does matter is that we can help you hone your gift in a way you can’t even imagine.”

He removed his cap, revealing the serene face of a young boy with distinct Himalayan facial features. “My name is Yonten, but you can call me Max. If you come with me now, I can help you. But you have to trust me.”

“And why should I trust you?” 

“Because if you don’t, you’ll live your whole life wishing you could do more for them.”

Her hands tremored as she fought against herself, overcoming mind with heart. She swallowed, setting her jaw. “Okay, I’ll bite. What do I do?”

Max smiled, nodding his approval. “Quite the risk taker, but that can be a good thing. You will not regret your decision.” He signaled down the alley with a short jerk of his head.

She followed him through the corridors onto a street lined by dull apartment buildings. The nocturnal souls that wandered the sidewalks didn’t spare a glance as the pair walked by, as if they were ghosts strolling through a pool of the living. Or maybe it was the other way around. 

Nanda couldn’t tell how far they walked. At some point, she lost track of where they were. Her stomach rolled, her heart nearly fluttering out of her chest. She hoped she was making the right choice. Something inside her told her she was on the brink of something big, bigger than she had ever experienced.

They walked under the flickering neon sign of a tea house called Black Tea, and Max unlocked the door that read Closed. The smell of burning incense filled her lungs. A tea bar loomed to her left, the booths and wooden tables no more than silhouettes in the dark room. A warm, golden light cast a glare through the cracks of the door to a back room, and Max led her straight to it.

As they stepped through the doorway, Nanda was enchanted by the stillness of the small, windowless room. A single candle in an ornate candle holder sat at the center of an intricate rug. Max walked past it, turning the knob of a well-hidden internal door. Nanda peered through the doorway. A staircase descended into darkness. 

Max continued, undisturbed by the shadows, and Nanda followed despite the strange feeling mounting in her chest. It wasn’t quite fear, and it wasn’t quite excitement. Whatever it was, it drew her onward with a force that she had never felt before.

Max whispered through the darkness. “Are you ready?”

Nanda struggled to find her voice. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

The door at the bottom of the staircase opened to a brick cellar lighted by a hundred candles. Nine figures knelt in a circle, heads bowed in meditation or prayer. They wore rust-colored robes, their feet bare. Both men and women were present, their appearances ranging from teenage to elderly. The swirling designs of old rugs covered the concrete floor where they sat, and stacks of books and documents littered the walls. Some of them must have been more than a hundred years old. It was like some kind of secret temple.

Max walked up to the oldest woman in the group, touching a gentle hand on her shoulder. “The time has come. She’s here.”

Without shifting her gaze, the woman stood to her feet, turning toward Nanda in an almost phantom-like motion. Her almond-shaped eyes, round face, and lightly tanned skin tone spoke of Himalayan or North Indian heritage. Their eyes met, and Nanda felt an involuntary shiver flow from her scalp to her fingertips. She didn’t feel like she was in danger, but unease was now overwhelming her.

“So, you are Nanda.” Her voice was warm and welcoming with a barely discernible accent. The other seated figures who now looked to Nanda ranged in appearance from South Indian to East Asian. 

Nanda’s voiced failed her, so she simply nodded.

The woman smiled. “Do not be afraid, child. What we’re about to do may seem strange, but believe me when I say we won’t hurt you.”

Nanda did believe, though she scolded herself for it. The woman gestured toward the center of the human circle. “Shall we begin?”

With Max’s guidance, Nanda walked to the spot at the middle of the rug and knelt. Max brushed a hand over her face. “Close your eyes.”

She did. Warm hands touched her shoulders, back, and head. The silence gave way to a low chant in a language she didn’t recognize. A sense of peace washed over her body, but other than that, nothing felt different. She would have to find an animal to know if her sense was heightened, if what Max said was true. 

Then, things started to change. A rumble filled Nanda’s ears in a tone so low, she could feel the sound waves vibrating in her head. The chant was now only background noise. Nanda’s hands began to tremble, slowly at first, then stronger, until her whole body was shaking. Her skin became hot under the hands of the mysterious monks until she thought it might melt off.

The air was knocked out of her lungs by some unseen force. Images flashed behind her closed eyes, hundreds of them. Animals of all kinds from every corner of the world, some in their natural habitats and others behind bars. The images passed faster and faster until they were just a blur of color and light. 

A jolt of electricity seemed to pulse through every muscle in Nanda’s body. Was this supposed to be happening? She wanted to stop, but she couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. 

Beyond the low rumble, she heard gasps, worried voices. She faintly heard her own scream as she opened her jaw, but it felt as though it were coming from another person. She was losing herself.

Her body was writhing without her consent, and then it was running. Through her blurred vision, she saw the room disappear, then the staircase, then the backroom, then the tea shop. She was now on the streets of LA, but it was all moving so fast. It couldn’t be real. 

Bricks swept past her vision as she ascended a wall, gliding over the rooftops, flying over gaps between buildings. Before long, the buildings disappeared, and her vision flew along the forest floor. Then, everything slowed down. A burning sensation attacked her muscles, and she collapsed to the floor.

Everything went black, a searing pain burning her shoulder.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Nanda set her jaw as she marched into the tea house, ignoring the glances of the patrons and the polite greeting of the barista. Max had lied to her. He lied to her face, and she believed him.

She found the door with the Employees Only placard. Locked. She turned around and walked up to the tea bar, trying to calm the feeling of betrayal inside her. “Excuse me, where can I find the boy who hangs around in the backroom?”

The handsome barista cast Nanda a knowing glance while pouring a cup of steaming black tea. It smelled of sweet saffron. “He went out to Pershing Square this morning. You may still be able to catch him.”

With a quick nod, she was out the door. The walk to Pershing Square from the tea house was a long one, but her ambition put extra strength into her legs. Questions battered her brain, only adding to her frustration. If she was on that hillside for three days, why wasn’t she hungry when she woke up? Or thirsty, for that matter. Come to think of it, she probably should have been dead after going that long without water. Was something supernatural protecting her?

When she arrived, she shoved her questions aside, wandering through the small park built of tile and concrete. If she had been training parkour, she would have loved climbing the walls and vaulting over the ledges. But today, she could only think of finding Max. 

She scanned the crowd of young couples, artists, and business professionals on their breaks. A ways off, a figure sat cross-legged on the concrete floor, facing the geometric shapes of the water fountain. No one else was nearby, so she approached, clenching her hands into fists. 

Standing behind him, her body cast a dark shadow over his. “Why did you lie to me, Max?” 

He didn’t turn to face her, his voice as tranquil as always. “What do you mean?” 

“You know very well what I’m talking about. My movement. My abilities.” She lowered her voice to almost a whisper when she saw a passerby cast a suspicious glance. “You never meant to give them to me. You only wanted to hone my sense, my Gift of Empathy as you called it. The rest was a freak accident. I could have died that night, and you pretended like it was all part of the plan.”

He swung his head to face her, eyes wide. “Your memories have returned?”

She nodded slowly. “It all came back to me last night, so you can’t trick me anymore. What happened to me was a mistake, one that left me unconscious in the woods for three days, and you were never going to tell me.”

He stood up, leaning against the tall concrete bench that circled the fountain. “Just because your abilities were not our intention does not mean they were not meant to come forth.” 

He leaned closer, a grave expression clouding his face. “Listen to me, Nanda. The things that my people have discovered are not well understood. You must know that we were calling on a power not of this reality, but of another. This is a power we can never truly predict, or even comprehend. But, one thing is certain.”

He touched her shoulder where the tiger mark had scorched through her skin. “The power that has come to light was always a part of you. You were meant to become the Feral Phantom.”

A small gasp escaped her lips. “You know?”

He smiled, looking at her as if she were five years old. “Come on, Nanda. Who else can move like that? The moment I saw you on the news, I decided to test your desire to help creatures in need. You see, my people have been following the Trade for some time, so we knew what their next moves would be. Something in my spirit told me I could trust you with the information, and you’ve proven me right. ”

“So the anonymous informant, it was you. Of course it was.” She lowered her head, her face flushing. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I didn’t see the need.” 

The sincerity in his face melted Nanda’s anger away. She wanted to trust him. She just didn’t know if she could.

Nanda leaned against the wall alongside Max, sliding down until she sat on the ground. “I’m trying to make the best out of what happened to me—trying to use it to make a difference. I want to do something big, worthwhile, but there is just so much darkness around me. It’s choking the life out of me.”

Max scooted closer to her, looking straight ahead. “It may seem dark, but you just have to look for the small rays of light in the darkness.” He paused, meeting her gaze. “After all, not every great experience lies along the river. Sometimes, you have to swim the streams.”

Nanda paused. A torrent of emotions welled in her chest, beating the air from her lungs. “Where did you hear that?”

A spark of playfulness invaded Max’s eyes as he drew Nanda’s gaze to a flock of pigeons pecking at leftover crumbs on the concrete floor. The birds looked up as he stared at them. In an instant, every one of the pigeons ascended into the air, spiraling overhead like a typhoon of feathers before swooping down, one by one, to land in front of Max. Nanda felt a strange serenity in the birds throughout the bizarre ordeal.

Max gave her a wink. “Pigeons are quite the followers. Believe me, not all animals are this easy. Imagine asking a house cat to follow your instruction.”

A sense of wonder filled her, but the burning question remained. “Max, where did you hear that proverb?”

He didn’t take his eyes off the cooing pigeons. “Sarla was an amazing person. One of the Bronze Tiger’s finest examples of compassion and loyalty.”

Sharp tears threatened Nanda’s eyes. She fought through the lump in her throat to get each word out. “You knew my mother.”

He nodded solemnly, seeming to take a moment of silence to honor her mother’s memory. “She knew about your gift even before you did. Back then, she begged my people to help you develop it when the time came. She knew you would use it to do great things.

“You may see your Gift of Empathy as a curse, a burden that forces you to carry every being’s pain in your own soul, but it’s so much more. Your gift is not to carry alone, but to reveal to those whose minds are too closed to understand.” 

Max breathed in deeply, locking his eyes on the fountain. “I know you are capable of this, even if you don’t yet believe it.” He met her eyes with a warm smile. “After all, you share her heart.”

Max stood to his feet, offering a hand to help Nanda up. She took it, but a battle was being fought within her. Sarla knew about her gift. Nanda loved her mother, but she had so many questions. Why did she never tell Nanda there were others like her? Why did her mother keep her involvement with the Bronze Tiger a secret from her and her father?

“You look troubled.” Max furrowed his brow.

“It’s just… Why didn’t she tell me? Why didn’t she just talk to me about it?”

Max placed a hand on her shoulder. “It wasn’t the time.”

She pulled away, clenching her fists. “That’s no excuse.”

Her phone vibrated in her pocket. No, not her phone. The phone from Luciana. She pulled it out and flipped it open, hiding the screen from Max.

In case you want to try again, the jaguar cubs arrive 2 am at the Port. Call for more info.


She took a deep breath to calm herself, letting the tears evaporate from her eyes. Frustration mixed with sadness and confusion inside her, but she quelled it.  She still had so many questions, so many doubts, but they’d have to wait. She still had a job to do. Thanks to Luciana’s text, she knew exactly where to start.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

The late-night sea breeze nearly bowled Nanda off the top of the shipping container where she kept watch. The night was calm and lonely, her only company the five armed thugs who waited with an open truck near the dock. The boat was late, but it would come. It had to.

A shiver coursed through her body, making her joints ache. Just as she was about to find a warmer hiding place, the looming figure of a large fishing boat floated toward the dock. This time, there weren’t dozens of wooden crates filling the deck. The boat was empty, save for a single, ominous crate.

As the workers prepared to unload, another man stepped out from the back of the truck. The workers seemed to give way to the menacing figure who wore what looked like a tiger-tooth necklace and wielded a sheathed machete on his waist. What kind of person carried a machete around? 

Realization struck Nanda like a heavy blow. This must be him. Armando, the trafficking kingpin himself. He stood tall with authority, muscles flexed under his open button-up shirt. She thought she could make out a grin from where she lay belly-flat on the crate. 

The boat workers heaved the single wooden crate from the deck, gently placing it near the truck. Armando turned a key in the padlock, opening the lid to peek in. Seeming satisfied, he signaled the men to load up the truck. They worked quickly before closing up and beginning their retreat.

Nanda followed the truck like a phantom in the night, leaping and sprinting from one metal container to the next without losing sight of the vehicle. The line of containers broke to make way for a crossroad, creating a massive vacuum that begged Nanda to leap over it. She picked up her pace to gain the momentum. Flying over the gap, she landed with a soft clang and fell into a shoulder roll.

She could almost hear Tiago’s voice of reason telling her to be careful, to not lose sight of her mission. Well, he wasn’t here now. The thought brought a pang of regret to her chest, but she pushed it aside. I don’t miss him. No, not one bit, she tried to convince herself.

As she descended to the pavement to follow on foot, she remembered the smile he would give her when she was about to go out into the night. That smile that said ‘I trust you.’ Remaining in the shadow of the brick fence that lined the street, she sprinted to keep up with the truck accelerating in the other lane. What was she thinking? She didn’t need Tiago. 

The thought felt like a lie, and she instantly regretted it.

Nanda caught up with the truck when it halted at a stoplight, blinker signaling a left turn. No other cars drove along the abandoned street. The security team must be riding in the truck itself. That was good news for her.

Her superhuman endurance began to give out after a few miles, and she let out a breath of relief as the truck pulled into a wide alley, coming to a rolling stop. Nanda spotted the office building beside the alley, searching for a way up. When she arrived, she jumped upward to grab the edge of the awning, pulling herself up in a swift motion before climbing the rest of the way to the rooftop.

“I’ve got you now,” she whispered under her mask.

It hadn’t been more than five minutes when a rust-bucket of a hooded pickup truck pulled into the alley where the shipping truck waited. As the engine cut out, the silence screamed into Nanda’s ears. Her heartbeat quickened. So, this was the Driver.

A soft clunk signaled the door opening from the driver’s side. The pale man who stepped out hid behind a gruff beard and a trucker’s cap that looked like it had been worn to one-too-many monster truck rallies. Despite the darkness shadowing the alley, the man wore a pair of aviator sunglasses that reflected the concrete surroundings.

He took a long draw on his cigarette, blowing the smoke into the cool night air. Armando stood behind the shipping truck and glared at the Driver, hands in the pockets of his cargo pants. The silent air carried Armando’s voice to her ears, though he spoke in a low grumble.

“Nice of you to show up. I thought you’d be waiting for us.”

The Driver took another draw on his cigarette, unfazed by the towering man who glared at him. “Can’t be too careful with cargo like this. Thought you’d understand.” A smile teased his face.

Armando ground his teeth. “Don’t you give me that crap, you worthless scum. Just do your job and get these cats to the Vault before I permanently cut that smirk right into your face.”

The Driver dropped his cigarette, stomping it under one leather boot. His calm demeanor told Nanda he was used to being treated as a verbal punching bag. Or maybe his skin was just that thick.

He tugged on the rim of his cap as the workers lifted the cover of his pickup bed and loaded the crate. Fear radiated from it as the jaguars likely awakened from their drugged state. There were four cubs, she decided. Just like in her vision. 

The Driver approached Armando. “Well, I sure hope you’ve at least kept an eye out for shadows.”

Armando smiled, revealing a gold tooth. “Oh, don’t worry. I’ve taken care of that.”

Nanda’s heart jumped. Could someone have known she was there? No, she didn’t see anyone keeping watch of the truck. Unless…

Unless they didn’t want her to see them.

The crunch of shoes on the concrete roof made her swing around. The rooftop was empty. She let out the breath she’d been holding. Good thing she was- 

Pow.

A dull pain rippled through Nanda’s skull. She fell to the roof, rolling away from the blow. Tears stung her eyes, her head pounding, but she scrambled to her feet to face her assailant. She only had time to make out a black ski mask before the mass of muscles hurdled toward her, knocking the breath from her chest.

Think fast, Nanda. She scrambled away, breaking into a full sprint across the roof. 

“Don’t let her get away!” The voice called from behind her.

Two more men in black ski masks and leather jackets materialized on the roof like reapers ready to seal her fate. She broke into a sprint in the opposite direction. She wasn’t going down without giving these faceless grunts a good run.

A shot of adrenaline pumped through her veins, filling her legs with enough power to beat a cheetah in a foot race. But something was wrong. Black sky was quickly approaching, signaling a void. She slid across the roof’s gravel to halt her momentum. The rooftop landscape dropped off to a grassy park dotted with eucalyptus trees and playground equipment that had seen better days.

She didn’t dare steal a glance behind her. Spreading her limbs like a flying squirrel, she leapt into the nearest tree, but her rushed escape took its toll as she grasped at branches, flailing for a grip. Thump. Her tailbone ached as she hit the ground.

A crash made her leap to her feet, turning to face the shaded building she’d just left behind. A dumpster waited with a dented lid, the metal still vibrating from an impact. The same crashing sound returned when one of her pursuers landed on the dumpster from the roof. Where was the man who had already jumped?

A rough hand caught her wrist, nearly crushing it. Nanda responded with pure instinct, raising her captive arm high in the air and bringing it downward along with all the force of her body. The man’s weight toppled over her back, and he rolled to the ground at the roots of the tree. 

She couldn't’ waste any more time. Oh Ggod, what have I gotten myself  into? She kong-vaulted over a picnic table, looking for a way out as she kept her body in constant movement. There had to be something. Something…

There. A metal railing hugged the concrete slopes of an urban river canal at the edge of the park. She sprinted there as fast as her feet would take her, pouncing onto the railing and leaping over the river of black liquid in a single, soaring leap. She would make it, she had to make it. 

After several seconds of flight, she landed on the opposite shoreline, the heavy impact sending a jolt through her body. As the pain passed, she stole a glance to the other side of the river, where two of the men were already vaulting over the railing. They might swim across, but she would be long gone by then. 

She scurried up the cement slope toward the water treatment plant on the other side. Almost there. A deafening pang sent her ears ringing, and a sharp pain struck her shoulder, taking her to the ground with the weight of a full-body blow. She scrambled to her feet and ran with all the strength she had. When the men’s footsteps left her earshot, she fell against an ivy-covered wall to catch her breath. She tightened the hand around her throbbing shoulder, biting her lip in agony. 

A warm, sticky fluid trickled through the cracks between her fingers.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

Eric Harden leaned over his desk in yet another late-night scramble. This time, it wasn’t a blank computer screen that tormented his bloodshot eyes. Documents and letters from the last few months at WHH stared back at him from where they lay scattered on the floor, but he was yet to unlock the secrets that swam beneath the black surface of their ink. 

He had sneaked into his boss’s computer when the man went to grab a coffee. He printed off all the worthwhile emails, all the donation receipts he could find under the obvious risk of getting fired. And for what? There were no suspicious emails. No coded messages. Plus, every sizable donation came from a reputable corporation. 

He let his head fall to the desk in a loud thunk that echoed through the empty office. Sitting back up, he brushed his hair back with a groan. His blog posts were uninspired, his workspace was a mess, and if he looked down, he’d probably see that he had thrown on shoes from two different pairs this morning. He had to get himself together. He had to talk to the Feral Phantom.

Eric let his eyes drift to the dark window. He always left it open once normal work hours ended. Just in case. Lifting himself from his chair, he gathered up the papers in his backpack, checking twice to make sure he didn’t leave any evidence of his crimes. He closed the office window before flicking down the light switch and heading to the back entrance.

Locking up the back door behind him had become an automatic response, but he paused as he was about to turn the lock. His employer trusted him enough to give him a key. Sure, the hallways were rigged to the ceilings with cameras, but the gesture still meant something. Maybe he was betraying WHH with his investigation. After all, it’s possible he was just imagining things. Maybe he had it all wrong.

He turned the key until he heard the deadbolt latch into place. The night air was cool, even in the dusty alleyway behind the office building. The dumpsters were really starting to reek, though.

A soft groan drifted from behind one dumpster as if in response to his thoughts. Eric froze, goosebumps erupting over his arms.

“Is someone there?”

No response. He thought he heard muffled breathing, but he couldn’t rule out that he was just losing it. He took several steps back without making a sound, eyes fixed on the dumpster. As he backed further, he saw a dark figure crumpled on the concrete behind it. He crept closer. Blue eyes stared at him above a black mask.

He gasped. “It’s you.” 

Why wasn’t she moving? He rushed in to examine her, placing a hand on her shoulder. Dust and grime coated her clothing from head to toe, and her palms were raw with deep scratches and bruises.

“I need your help,” she whispered through gasping breaths. A trickle of blood stained her forehead, but his eyes were drawn to the hand clutching her shoulder, crusted with drying blood. Eric’s mind scrambled for explanations like a blender turned to puree. Who did this to her? Why?

Thinking fast, he tossed the Feral Phantom’s good arm over his shoulder, leading her back into the building. The office area may not be safe, but there was always the basement. No cameras monitored the workers there. No one was even supposed to know the lab-like facility even existed. It was Wild Hearts’ little secret. The place where they dissected mistreated animals found dead, tested the antibiotics used at factory farms, completed all the off-the-books tasks they felt were necessary in the name of justice. 

The nonprofit had plenty of enemies, and many of them would love nothing more than to break into, even blow up that basement if they knew it existed. But they didn’t. It was the perfect hiding place for his wounded friend who limped alongside him, whatever she was hiding from.

“Thank you.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. Eric tightened his grip around her wrist as they trudged down the staircase. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he pushed through the heavy door waiting at the bottom of the steps, his free hand groping the wall to find the light switch.

Fluorescent lights revealed the sterile room filled with locked cabinets, a service sink, and a steel operating table at the center. Eric nudged the Feral Phantom into a sitting position on the edge of the table before helping her lie down. Now that she was still, he peeled her reluctant fingers from her shoulder. Clotting blood seeped through the hole in her crimson shirt. What was he doing? An artery could be severed. She could bleed out right there on the tabletop.

“Ms. Phantom, this looks bad. You need to go to a hospital.” He snatched the phone from his back pocket to dial 911. A painful slap on his wrist sent the phone flying. Nanda’s eyes were wild as she propped herself on her elbows.

“No hospitals!” She hissed. “Bullet wounds make doctors ask questions and… call the police.” She lay back down against the operating table. “No police.”

Eric searched his head for any bright ideas. There must be one in there somewhere. “Okay, I’m going to call a friend. She’s not a doctor, but she’s pretty close. We can trust her, I promise.”

The Feral Phantom’s tension seemed to ease just a bit with his reassurance. Eric stopped to pick up his now-cracked phone before glancing back at her. Her eyelids drooped over her irises until she looked like she’d drifted into sleep.

“Phantom?” He shook her gently as he held the ringing phone against his ear. “Hey! Wake up.”

Panic rose in his chest. Four rings. Five rings.

She had to pick up. He couldn’t lose his new friend. Not like this.

The sound of a receiver picking up carried the voice of a tired, disgruntled woman to Eric’s ears.

“This had better be life or death, Mr. Harden.”

Eric couldn’t hide the trembling in his voice. “It… it just might be.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

A low buzz filled Nanda’s ears, disguising the murmurs around her. One voice sounded like Eric’s. The other she didn’t recognize. She blinked her eyes open, the glare of the fluorescent lamp on the ceiling making her squint. How did she get here?

A throbbing headache and a dull pain in her shoulder brought it all rushing back. The Driver. The chase. She had waited behind a dumpster, praying that Eric was still in the building. She lifted a hand to touch the wound on her head.

Bare skin. Where was her mask? She shot up into a sitting position, bringing a sharp pain to her shoulder that radiated down her arm and up to her neck. She clenched her jaw.

“She’s awake!”

Nanda turned to see a woman rushing up from a fold-out chair near the corner of the dungeon-like room. Her crimped black hair was pulled into an afro ponytail, and she wore an open lab coat over a mismatched outfit that looked like it had been thrown on in a hurry. 

Before Nanda could think, the woman was up in her face, holding her eyelids open and blinding her with a small flashlight from a kit on the operating table. Eric stumbled up next to her, smiling with relief.

“Thank god. Can you hear me?”

Nanda let the adrenaline seep out of her veins, muscles relaxing as she lay back down on the cold metal table. “So tired.”

The woman grinned. “Looks like the sedatives are still doing their thing.”

Nanda let her attention drift to the room. A map of the city hung on the wall in a large frame next to swinging metal doors. The rest of the surroundings were cold, sterile, like a hospital room. Hearing a screeching sound, Nanda turned her head to see Eric pulling a chair up to the table beside her. 

“Nanda, right?”

Her heart skipped a beat. She’d hoped he wouldn’t remember.

“That day at the shelter, I was so happy when I found out you were a fan of the Feral Phantom. I never would have guessed you were the one running on the rooftops.”

Nanda smiled, comforted by Eric’s endless support and understanding. She had shaken his life up, but he was still there for her. “Who is she?” she mumbled, voice cracking from a dry throat.

“Oh yes, this is Justine Johnson. She’s the one who patched you up.”

Nanda reached to touch her shoulder. Gauze was taped over her wound, and she felt the prickling of stitches. She looked back to Justine, who was stuffing tools back into her kit. “Thanks.”

“Don’t thank me, girl, thank Eric. I wasn’t going anywhere near this situation when he mentioned a bullet wound, but he convinced me to give it a look. Turns out it was just a bad graze wound.” She gave Nanda a stern look. “You got lucky. Anything deeper might have given you nerve damage or worse.”

Eric piped up in a lighter tone. “Justine is our veterinarian on staff. But don’t worry, she knows what she’s doing.”

Nanda brushed her cheek, heart pounding as she remembered what made her get up in the first place. “So, you both know who I am now. My mask…”

Eric rushed in with reassuring hand gestures. “It’s okay! We had to take it off to treat your head wound, but we won’t tell anyone, neither of us will. Your secret is safe with us.”

Justine stood back, slipping off her latex gloves. “He’s right. You’ve been reckless from the look of things, but a lot of us here at Wild Hearts are big fans of your work. It’s about time someone started doing something about the smuggling problem.”

Nanda smiled, but her thoughts began to wander. Eric cleared his throat, eager to fill the awkward silence. “Your kittens found some good homes from the shelter. I made sure of that.”

“Thank you.” She looked into his green eyes, hoping he knew that her words reached beyond his care for the kittens.

He didn’t break his gaze away. His hand brushed the strands of hair from her aching head wound, tickling her skin and sending chills down her spine. “No, thank you.”

The door shot open, making both of them jump. A breathless Tiago pushed through the entryway in his faux leather jacket, sweat beading on his forehead and making his long hair stick to his face.

Happiness mixed with shock as Nanda reveled in the sight of her long-lost best friend. “Tiago, what are you doing here?”

He dashed forward, nearly falling onto his face in his rush. His eyes were bloodshot and glassy, eyelids swollen. Had he been crying? He caressed her head and shoulder with a gentle hand before cupping her face, holding her forehead to his.

“Why are you such an idiot sometimes? Of course you would just go and get yourself shot. God, I am so stupid for leaving you alone.”

She pulled away in a show of irritation and independence, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t feel any real anger toward him. She knew now that everything he did was out of his desire to protect her. “I can take care of myself, dummy.”

He flashed her a warm smile. “Obviously.”

Eric cleared his throat from beside them. “You were conscious for a moment and asked us to call Tiago. I didn’t think it was a good idea because you were so out of it, but you said it was important.”

Tiago stood to his full height, shooting a glare at Eric before turning back to Nanda. “Yeah, this kid really pissed me off on the phone, interrogating me about how I knew you, as if I’m the one who couldn’t be trusted.”

Eric’s jaw gaped as he adjusted his glasses. “Well, how was I supposed to know? She never mentioned you before.”

Tiago towered over Eric’s lanky figure. “Funny. She never mentioned you, either.”

Nanda couldn’t hide the frustration in her voice. “Would you two shut up? There are more important things to think about.” She paused for a moment. “I just blew my last chance of finding the Vault. The jaguar cubs are in the Trade’s hands now.” 

She sat upright, heart sinking as she remembered the playful faces of the cubs from her vision. “It’s over. We lost.”

Her two friends’ expressions fell from rage to despair in an instant, their eyes downcast. Just then, Justine pushed through the metal door with a carrier of paper coffee cups. She paused briefly.

“Looks like I should’ve brought more coffee.” Eric walked up to grab his own cup and hand one to Nanda before sitting down to talk with Justine. Tiago sat down on the fold-out metal chair by the table, holding Nanda’s hand with both of his. 

“We’ll find another way.”

Nanda tightened her fingers around his hands, laying back down with her eyes fixed on the ceiling. “I’m sorry about what happened at the auction.”

He brushed it off with a weary chuckle. “Don’t be. You were just being you.”

Her voice shook as tears fought to roll down her face. “He didn’t make it in the end, but if I had the chance, I’d do it again.”

He squeezed her hand, speaking softly. “I know you would.”

She turned her head to take in the comfort of his gaze. She saw only love there. “You know, after my mom died when I was a little girl, my dad used to take me hiking around Griffith Park, our favorite place. He would show me the birds and rodents, tell me their names. It was a way for both of us to forget our sadness, at least for a little while. 

“One day after a heavy rain, we found a puddle filled with tiny black tadpoles. I loved watching their squiggling tails as they swam around the puddle, but then I noticed what was happening. The midday sun was drying up the puddle, and they were becoming stranded on the dirt, flopping around and gasping for water.

“I started scooping them up in my hands and running through the brush to the pond nearby, but there were just so many of them, and the sun kept getting hotter. I remember the look of pity on my dad’s face when he told me I couldn’t save them all. But I told him, ‘I have to try.’”

She spoke through a tight throat, tears rolling down her face. “I have to try.”

Tiago leaned in to hold her, cheek pressed against her head as she let herself cry. She couldn’t tell how long they sat like that, but Nanda wished they could stay there forever.

***

Time passed slowly, the thought of their dire situation clouding out all hope. Justine still reclined on one of the fold-out chairs, talking earnestly with Eric over another cup of coffee. She had said she wanted to stay, to keep an eye on Nanda after her head wound, but Nanda couldn’t help but feel there was something else pressing the veterinarian to stick around. In more than an hour, Tiago hadn’t left her side.

“It’s almost daybreak. We should get going as soon as you feel up to it.”

Nanda let her eyes wander over the windowless room, a place where day and night didn’t seem to exist. She let out a shaky sigh.

“In a few hours, those helpless jaguar cubs will be sold. And all the others...”

Tiago was silent, probably searching for words that would comfort her. It was no use. His consolations were hollow. Eric had told her about WHH being connected to the Trade a few minutes earlier. Sure, the lead was promising, but it wasn’t enough. Even if she could interrogate the people involved, there was no way those people would have access to the Vault’s location. 

“Well, maybe some really smart ape will escape his cage and help all the other animals out, like in the movies,” Eric piped up from across the room. 

Tiago ground his teeth at Eric’s attempt to lighten the mood. “Could you not?”

Nanda tried to force a smile. “I guess we can always dream.” She was already thinking about what she would tell her dad about her banged-up appearance. She could hide the bullet wound, but the head wound was tricky. Maybe she hit a car with her bike on her way to work. That story might work, if she even had a bike. Wait…

What did Eric just say?

“Escape…” The eyes of Tiago, Justine, and Eric all fell on her.

Tiago’s brow furrowed in worry. “Yeah, Nanda. Like you just said, we can dream.”

She shook her head vigorously. “No, no, no. Escape.”

Confused faces stared back at her. Justine put down her coffee and turned to Eric. “I think I’d better check her out again.”

As the concerned vet stood, Nanda held a hand up for her to stop. “When I was at the auction house, an animal got away while the workers were unloading. They let it go because they thought it wasn’t worth the trouble.”

Justine smiled. “Yeah, animals can be quite the escape artists sometimes. I remember when a rainbow boa with a bad case of nematodes somehow squeezed through a crack in his terrarium lid. It couldn’t have been more than an inch wide.”

“Exactly!” The volume of the shout must have made her sound completely delirious, but she couldn’t care about that right now. “When you’re trafficking thousands of animals, a few are bound to get away. Even if the Vault is the equivalent of a maximum-security prison, there’s no way the loading and unloading process is that foolproof, especially when you’re dealing with reptiles, birds, rodents...”

Tiago spoke slowly, in a decidedly softer tone. “That’s great, Nanda, but that doesn’t help us a lot.”

She squeezed his cheeks between her palms, too excited to laugh at his wide-eyed face squished into a comical expression. “Yes, it does!” She turned to Justine, who was exchanging a confused glance with Eric. “If that rainbow boa had gotten into somebody’s house or ended up in front of a family out for a stroll, what would happen?”

She chuckled at the thought. “Word would get around I suppose.”

Eric’s eyes lit up, and Nanda grinned as she saw the wheels begin to turn. He stood from his chair, walking towards her. “Just like the armadillo a woman found rolled into a ball on Sepulveda. I remember reading about it when I was searching for blog post ideas. Those things may not all make it to the LA Times, but they find their way to smaller news websites, blogs. Hell, even social media posts.”

Nanda pointed a finger to the map of Los Angeles hanging by the door, push-pins of different colors marking points across the city. “Justine, can you bring that map to the table?”

Justine rushed to the frame, lifting it off the wall and laying it across the operating table. Nanda began pulling out the push-pins, one by one. “Tiago, do you have your laptop with you?”

He stood up, staring at the map. “It’s in my car.”

“Great. I’m going to need you to go get it.” She raised her voice so her other two companions could hear. “If anyone has a phone or tablet with Internet access, get those out, too. We’ll need all the hands we can get on this one.”

Eric pulled out his smartphone, picking up a push-pin with his free hand to examine it. “What are we searching for?”

“Any exotic animals found running loose in the LA area within the past few months, further back if necessary. Give priority to the central metro area, anywhere with good accessibility, relatively low traffic, and a space big enough to house truckloads of animals.”

When Tiago returned from his car with laptop in hand, Eric brought him up to speed. He was already scrolling through pages on his phone while Justine browsed local news articles on the tablet from her messenger bag. Tiago flipped open the screen and turned on the power, laying the laptop in Nanda’s lap as he scooted onto the edge of the table beside her.

“I hope you’re right about this,” he whispered into her ear.

“Of course I am.” She opened the search engine to begin her wild goose chase, or jaguar chase in this case.

Everyone remained silent as they searched, the ticking wall clock and soft taps of her fingers on the keys the only sounds reaching her ears. Every time one of the group came across a wild animal encounter, they walked up to the map and pushed in a pin where it took place. 

A few patterns began to emerge as more than an hour ticked by. Most encounters took place in residential areas where exotic pets escaped their owners, and even more occurred in the well-off neighborhoods where people were more likely to buy exotic animals as conversation pieces.

But another pattern was developing. 

As Eric pushed one last red pin into the map, everyone stood over the miniature City of Angels, eyes drawn to the colorful cluster of pins near a warehouse district in central Torrance. 

Nanda grinned, palms already sweating. “Looks like our mission isn’t over after all.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

Nanda rubbed her clammy palms on her flower-print skirt, nearly stumbling over her high heels in the process. She tried to ignore the shot of pain in her shoulder as she swung her arms to right herself. Tiago suppressed a laugh, making an ugly snort as she took his hand again. 

“Stop laughing like an idiot. Keep walking, and look natural for God’s sake.”

Tiago picked up his pace, intertwining Nanda’s fingers with his and bringing her hand to his lips for a kiss.

“Natural enough for you?”

Nanda glanced away to hide her burning face. Oh, sure. Investigate the warehouses disguised as a couple. Great idea. But would a pair of classmates or some co-workers really have looked that much more suspicious? She bit her lip to hide her discomfort.

“Hey, relax. No one’s going to look our way twice. We may not be able to stick around and snoop too much, but we’ll find the Vault.”

So that’s what he thought was making her uncomfortable. Good. She nodded her agreement.

Awkwardness aside, he was right. Only three warehouses in the area weren’t accounted for by big industries with transparent operations. The search would be quick.

Tiago broke the silence. “I do have to ask, though. How can you be so confident we’ll know which door has the grand prize behind it?”

Nanda took a deep breath, already feeling the faraway prickle of fear bombarding her skull. “We’ll know.” She tried to switch her focus to the warm afternoon air sweeping against her face and making her curled locks brush against her cheeks. Her shoulder began throbbing again, reminding her to pop another painkiller when they returned to the car.

Beyond the neat rows of warehouses was a hazy horizon that looked like gold dust suspended in the air. She soaked in the sight. Nanda knew it was really just the sunlight reflecting on the smog, but sometimes she wanted to believe in something more magical.

Their casual stroll brought them closer to the second of three possible warehouses. Each step turned up the volume of terror, insecurity, and hopelessness encroaching Nanda’s mind. Sweat beaded on her forehead, and Tiago cast her worried glances, but they kept walking. As they approached the white, windowless building, the emotions hit her in sickening waves. 

There it was. Nanda had pictured the Vault as a dungeon hidden in the bowels of some dilapidated building where homeless people spent their days huddled with their stolen grocery carts. This clean monument of suburban industrial pride was more than a surprise. It was an insult.

Behind these white-washed walls, hundreds of kidnapped creatures from across the globe waited in dark cages. No, she couldn’t dwell on those thoughts. She had to focus. This horror show would continue for years if she didn’t concentrate on the mission at hand.

Tiago stopped her in front of the chain-link fence, lifting his free hand to her face. He brushed a lock of hair back under her stylish knit cap that covered the obvious wound on her forehead. Leaning in to bring his lips to her ear, he whispered so low she could barely make it out.

“What do you see?” 

She forced a giggle in response to what others might believe were sweet nothings. Her arms were wrapped around his neck, but her eyes stared just past his smiling face. At first glance, the building was just another warehouse on the block, but security cameras no bigger than her fist were planted everywhere, not to mention the larger show-off cameras scanning the sidewalks, the entryway, and every possible angle of the building. A security guard on foot glanced briefly in their direction before rounding to the back of the facility.

“The place is rigged to the roof with cameras and live eyes. This is definitely the one, but there’s no way we’re getting in without taking care of the security problem.”

Tiago embraced her smaller figure. He held her so close she could smell the sharp pine scent of his cologne. His nose buried into her neck. “How many?”

She tried to keep her voice steady despite the heat rising to her face. “At least three scanning cameras, and five, six, seven stationary ones, not counting what might be in the back. Two guards on foot, one at the entrance.”

“Shit,” he grumbled.

She backed away, gently guiding his cheeks until he was facing her. “Maybe Luciana has some ideas.”

“No. She said we’re on our own when it comes to security. We can bring it up when we meet tonight, but it sounds like she’s pushing her luck with Armando as it is.”

Nanda let the silence stretch out. If only the Bronze Tiger had given her invisibility powers. Or, maybe Max could convince Goblin to sneak into the control room.

“Wait!” 

Nanda brought her eyes back to Tiago, honing in on his voice over the rumble of a nearby train.

He was smiling.
	“I know just who we need to talk to.”


***

10 pm

 

One night before breaking into the Vault

 

Joe’s Boxing Studio


Nanda fixed her eyes on the boxing gym’s doorway from her perch on a nearby oak, adjusting her neck warmer over her nose. An irritating squawk drew her focus to the branch above her.

“Shh, keep your trap shut, Goblin, or I’m never taking you out on duty again.”

The marmoset let out a low grumble, stretching himself out on the branch. Nanda smiled under her mask. He belonged in the trees, not in her bedroom. She hoped she could somehow get him back to the wild when this was all over. Him and all the others.

Looking back to the entrance, she saw a familiar Latino friend pushing through the swinging doors. Boxing gloves peeked from his drawstring bag, and a blue towel hung around his shoulders atop a sweat-stained tee. Tiago was already approaching the sidewalk from the shadows behind the street lamp, wearing a casual graphic tee and jeans.

“How’s it going, Juan? Looks like you burned off some good steam tonight.”

Juan halted, his hand frozen where it was rubbing a towel over his dripping hair.

“Tiago? What are you doing here, man?”

He strolled up to Tiago with arms wide, his smile signaling both pleasant surprise and some mild confusion. “Haven’t seen you since our fail of a training session at UCLA.”

Tiago grabbed him in an embrace, laughing as he almost lifted the shorter training partner off his feet. “Sorry I haven’t rescheduled after that day. I’m definitely going through parkour withdrawals, to be honest.”

“I feel you, man. And how about Nanda? How is she doing?”

Tiago shrugged, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “From what I gather, she’s getting a few last campus visits in before school starts.”

Pretty smooth, Tiago. Nanda moved from a sitting position to a low crouch to get a better view of the conversation. Goblin leapt onto her shoulder.

Juan signaled for them to sit on the sidewalk bench, tossing his bag on the ground next to it. Tiago stayed on his feet, and the smile left Juan’s lips. “So, what’s up, homie? Why did you come here?”

Tiago scratched the back of his head, breaking eye contact. “Actually, I was hoping I could ask you a favor.”

Juan unscrewed the cap from his water bottle. “Sure bro. Anything.” He took a steady gulp from the bottle, eyes still on his friend. 

Nanda could see Tiago’s discomfort from the treetop, his feet shuffling on the sidewalk. She whispered under her breath, “just spit it out.”

Tiago angled his head upwards until he was staring straight at Nanda’s hiding place. “You’ve heard about the Feral Phantom, right?”

Juan simply nodded, fingers tapping his water bottle.

“Well, you’re not going to believe this, but she came to me a while ago. She wants to take down this underground wildlife smuggling operation in the city, and she said she needed my help.”

Juan snorted in disbelief. Seeing Tiago’s expression still serious, he stretched his arms along the back of the bench and laughed out loud. “Wait, wait. So there’s a super-secret bad guy that needs to go down, and now you’re the sidekick of some crazy animal superhero lady? What have you been smoking, man?”

Tiago clenched his jaw in embarrassment, gaze falling downward. “Well, I wouldn’t say sidekick.”

Juan laughed harder, one hand touching his brow as he shook his head. “Okay, so can I meet her? She looks pretty cute on the news. Except for, you know, the fact that you can’t see her face.”

Tiago smirked, glancing up in her direction. That was her cue. With Goblin still on her shoulder, she hung from the branch like a monkey before dropping down nearly fifteen feet into a perfect crouch on the pavement.

Juan’s eyes went wild as he leapt to his feet, sending his water bottle flying across the sidewalk. “Holy sh-”

“What did I tell you?” Tiago sounded just a bit too smug.

Nanda stood tall, staring in their direction. Juan waited for her to come closer, but she held her ground. Any closer, and she risked him recognizing her, especially if he heard her voice.

Tiago kept his tone low. “You see, Juan, we need to break into a secured warehouse where these guys keep their stolen animals. I know what you’re thinking: ‘Just call the police.’ The thing is, our inside source is one of their security team, and she assures us they have someone inside the police force. They’ll evacuate all their most valuable animals and anything linking them to the operation before the sirens start sounding. That’s why we need to catch them with their guard down.”

Juan couldn’t peel his eyes away from Nanda’s blue gaze. “Yeah, yeah, sure. But what do I have to do with all this?”

Tiago sauntered to the sidewalk bench and finally sat down, leaning forward with fingers intertwined. “There are too many security cameras for us to get past…”

“Wait, wait, wait,” he interrupted, his attention now back to Tiago with one hand held up in protest. “I see where this is going, and we’ve talked about this. I’m not a hacker anymore, T. I’m a programmer. I have a title, and a cubicle, and a name tag with my own name on it and everything. I’m not hacking no security system.”

Tiago raised his eyes to meet Juan’s. “I’m not asking you to hack a police database, Juan. I’m asking you to help us take down a multi-million-dollar criminal organization. How often do you get to do something that badass?”

Juan put his hands in his pockets, looking down at a pebble as he kicked it across the sidewalk. “I don’t know, man.”

“I’d love to give you time to think it over, but this is happening tomorrow.”

His head shot up. “Tomorrow already? Are you guys nuts?”

Tiago stood up. “Our insider says the four golden jaguar cubs will be auctioned off tomorrow and delivered to the buyers the next morning. That means tomorrow night is our only chance.”

Juan ran a hand over his short hair, jaw agape. “The cats from the news.”

Tiago nodded slowly, walking up to Juan until he was inches from his face. “Are you in?”

Time seemed to pause on a single frame as all three of their figures stood in utter silence. Finally, Juan breathed a deep sigh and picked up his boxing bag. “Get me the address and some photos of the cameras if you can. This will go a lot faster if I know what system I’m dealing with right off the bat. I’ll be at my computer with my phone on me, so you call me when we’re getting close to go-time.”

With his bag swung over his back, he held a commanding finger in Tiago’s face and spoke in low growls. “I don’t know how you got wrapped up in this, but don’t you dare get caught. And if something does happen, I was never a part of this. Got that?”

Tiago just smiled, putting a hand on Juan’s shoulder. “Thanks man, really.”

Juan pursed his lips and nodded, eyes downcast. Before walking away, he stole one last glance at Nanda. He nodded in her direction, a smile teasing his lips. She nodded back as ominously as she could, smiling under her mask as she watched her training partner disappear around the corner.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

2 am

 

The morning before breaking into the Vault

 

Abandoned pet shop on Hawthorne Boulevard.

Tiago propped his feet on the chipped reception desk and reclined in the office chair, its fabric and foam crumbling like dry bread. Nanda sat cross-legged on the floor as she breathed controlled breaths through her neck warmer. The stale scents of urine and pine bedding still hung in the air from the pet shop’s former inhabitants. Where they had gone after the place went out of business, she didn’t want to know.

“What if she doesn’t show up?” Tiago looked nonchalant with hands behind his head, but his voice betrayed his worry.

“She gave us her word.” Nanda stood from the grime-coated tile floor, running a hand along one of the abandoned glass terrariums. The street lamps that shone through the windows reflected on the glass, creating a haunting glow.

“Strange choice of meeting places. Why here?”

Nanda picked up a fake desert rock structure that had fallen on its side, sitting it upright on the dusty shelf. “So we don’t forget who we’re fighting for.”

The sound of shattered glass falling to the tiles drove both of them into a defensive stance as they searched for the source of the ruckus. Luciana crawled through the now-shattered window, cursing as one of the remaining shards drew blood from her only palm. 

Her boots fell heavy on the floor. The crunching of glass echoing through the little ghost shop in response. “You couldn’t ‘a chosen some place a bit more accessible?”

Tiago cleared his throat. “We opened the back door pretty easily.”

Luciana put her hand on her hip and glared at Tiago. “Back door?” Before he could reply, she waved it off and tossed a black backpack onto the empty pet display table at the center of the room. Nanda stepped forward, waiting as Luciana unzipped the largest compartment. The mercenary spoke without looking up from her bag. “Security taken care of?”

Nanda leaned forward with palms on the table. “We have someone working on it.” 

The other woman pulled out a metal box and a notebook bursting with used pages. She nodded quickly, her tightened facial features shimmering with sweat. “Good, because we have a lot of bigger things to worry about.” 

Nanda had never seen her this shaken before. Her jeans were coated in a fresh layer of dust and grime, and her gray tank revealed sweat stains and what looked to Nanda like spatters of blood.

Luciana paged through the notebooks with stiff, clumsy fingers, stopping on a page near the back. She pushed it forward on the table for Tiago and Nanda to see. The rough sketch showed two large squares that seemed to represent two building levels. One had several doors and rectangles labeled “trucks” outside, and the other held a maze of smaller blocks, arrows, and notes.

“I’ve never been to the Vault, but I’ve heard enough talk about it to get the info we need.” She pointed to the square with the trucks surrounding it.

“This is the part of the Vault you saw. That’s where the shipments come in, but not much else happens here. Still, the place is crawling with armed guards—truckloads of former militia from Central America, Africa, you name it.”

She pointed to the other square. “This is the part you didn’t see. Not many have. This is the basement level where they keep the animals until they get shipped out to buyers.” Her index finger moved around the paper as she spoke, trembling just enough for Nanda to notice. “Somewhere in here is Armando’s private office. I guarantee that’s where he’s got them baby jaguars.”

She looked up from the paper to drill Nanda with a hard stare. “The moment word gets around that you’re in the Vault, those jaguars are gonna be swept up before you can blink twice. Even if you distract the workers long enough for the cops to come in and wrap things up, none of it matters if they get away with those cats. With all that money, they can start a whole new operation from scratch.”

Tiago leaned in to make out Luciana’s scribbled handwriting. “So, based on what we know, what’s the plan?”

She let out a shaky sigh, closing her eyes. “Tomorrow night at 11:25 pm, the Driver’s gonna be dropping off a shipment. Security will get heavy ‘round that time, but it’s the only way you’re getting into that warehouse.”

She pointed to a corner of the warehouse sketch bearing a question mark scribbled in red ink. “There’s a locked room somewhere on the upper level. I got no clue where it is, but I can give you a way to open it.” She pulled a set of keys from her pocket, jingling them lightly. “I plan to snatch the key from Armando when he’s not looking.” 

Nanda brushed her own hand across the ruled paper. “What’s in the locked room?”

Luciana smiled, pulling out a glass vial from the front pocket of the backpack. Pink liquid swirled through the glass like some magic potion. “This is the latest in animal tranquilization technology. Poachers in Nigeria are dying to get their hands on it, but only the Trade has access right now. In the locked room, you’ll find tranquilizer guns and extra ammo.”

Tiago looked almost as stunned as Nanda felt, the whites of his eyes glowing in the darkness. “Wait a second. So this warehouse is crawling with some of the most dangerous men in Los Angeles, and you want us to tranquilize them?”

Luciana shook her head and chuckled at his reaction. “Use guns if you want. I won’t be the one running from murder charges when the police break in.”

Unease rose in Nanda’s chest. “Of course we’re not using guns!” 

The other two glanced in her direction. She lowered her voice. “We’re not killing anyone, but we need to be sure this is going to work.”

Luciana crossed her arms, a smile of confidence spreading across her face. “Listen here, chica. Tranquilizers are a tricky thing. Too little, and you have a groggy and pissed-off animal on your hands. Too much, and you have a dead one.” She swirled the fluid inside its vial. “This new formula hits the nervous system different. It brings down any animal of any size within seconds, and it keeps them there for nearly an hour. When I say animals, I’m also talking about the nastiest of them all.”

“No need to say more.” Nanda took the vial to examine it. A yellow warning label was the only information it held.

Luciana glared a harsh warning to each of them in turn. “I’m going to be with you to hold off the security team while you get the tranquilizers, but you cannot wuss out on me. You aim those things, and you shoot. The only way we’re doing this without getting killed is by catching these guys off guard.”

The silence that followed was dripping with anxiety, polluting the air around them like smog. With a deep breath, Luciana began packing her bag, but she left out the small metal box. Nanda knew what they would find inside, but she wished she didn’t. 

Luciana shifted her gaze to Nanda. “You still have the gun I gave you for the auction?”

She nodded reluctantly.

The distracted woman flipped the hatch on the rusted container, slowly lifting the lid to reveal a handgun and several cases of ammo that glimmered under the light of the street lamp. Luciana grabbed the gun by the barrel and pointed the handle toward Tiago. Her partner-in-crime took it without a second of hesitation. Nanda couldn’t help but feel he looked oddly comfortable with a firearm. She brushed the thought away.

“Like I said—better if you don’t have blood on your hands, but the criminal world can get messy. You find yourselves in a spot where it’s you or them, you pull that trigger, and you deal with the consequences later. I don’t want a couple of dead teenagers on my conscience.” Nanda noted a hint of cautious caring in Luciana’s voice.

She kept silent, giving Luciana a quick nod as Tiago stuffed the gun and ammo in his camo-print backpack. Her own gun waited under her bed in a box of old postcards her dad had sent her from his travels. She’d been relieved she never had to use it at the auction house and hoped she’d never have to take it out again. 

Luciana threw her sling-style backpack over her shoulder. “You kids got your reasons for this, and I’ve got mine. But I want you to know that whatever happens tomorrow, we’re in this together.” She quietly exited the pet shop, using the back door this time.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

4:25 pm

 

Seven hours before breaking into the Vault

 

Black Tea 

 

The aroma of citrus, passion fruit, and rose petals flooded Nanda’s senses as she strode to the back of the tea shop, the regular customers paying her no attention. She felt like a soldier on a mission. In a way, she supposed she was. She just hoped Max was ready to join in—he and the rest of the Bronze Tiger. The other members were nothing but shadows from her foggy memories of that fateful night, but if they fought to protect life the way Max said they did, she was ready to trust them. It was time to put her pride aside.

The back door beyond the barista’s counter stood ajar, but no candlelight streamed through the cracks this time. Nanda stepped inside and flipped the light switch. No luck. Turning on her phone’s flashlight, she let the faint glow carry her to the door in the back of the room. She wondered how she hadn’t noticed it when she came here to meditate with Max.

She turned the doorknob. Strange. It was open. The hairs on her scalp began to prickle as an ominous sensation engulfed her, a haunting energy that she couldn’t define. Like memories of a past life, or waves radiating from another dimension.

Dark stairs stretched below her, inviting her to the doorway at the bottom of the steps. This was all too familiar. She’d been here before, but her memories of that night were still so out of focus. Now, here she was. It was like walking into her own dream.

Reaching the bottom of the cramped staircase, Nanda pushed on the next door. Surprise. This one was also open. Candles filled the room from floor to ceiling, casting flickering shadows on the walls and the piles of ancient texts, scrolls, and wood-bound books. In her mind’s eye, she saw the circle of robed figures seated at the center of the room. Now, it was empty. No Max. No Bronze Tiger. 

“If you’re looking for Yonten, you just missed him.”

Nanda gasped as the woman’s voice shattered the silence. Following the sound, her eyes reached the corner of the room behind the open door. The woman sat cross-legged on the floor between two stacks of books, an ancient text in a foreign language resting in her lap. The woman’s white hair was tied back in a single braid, and her facial features reminded her of Max’s. Wrinkled skin hid beneath her heavy robe, but something about her posture looked oddly youthful.

The woman closed the book, releasing a faint dust cloud. She smiled at Nanda as she stood to her feet. The same eerie sensation overwhelmed her now, but the fear knotting Nanda’s stomach conflicted with the warmth she felt in the woman’s eyes. She, too, was oddly familiar. 

“You’re the woman from that night.”

She bowed her head low, the smile never leaving her face. “My name is Choden. I am the senior bhikkhuni of this chapter of the Bronze Tiger.”

Nanda closed the door behind her, gaze drawn to Choden’s dark eyes hidden beneath her eyelid folds. “Chapter?”

Choden shuffled toward the center of the room, signaling for Nanda to follow. “The Bronze Tiger may be small compared to other Buddhist sects, but there are more of us than just the small group you’ve seen. We are all over the world, doing what we can to bring harmony back to this torrential planet.”

Nanda sat on the Indian carpet across from Choden, watching as the woman took out a match to light an incense stick. “Max never mentioned any of that.”

Choden let out a chuckle, revealing yellow-stained teeth. “Yonten hasn’t mentioned a lot of things, I imagine. That is our way. Haven’t you wondered why he is the only one you’ve seen since that night? Why he’s so secretive?” 

The woman took Nanda’s hands between her own warm palms. “It is not often we accept new members who are not born into our way of life, but I tasked my grandson with finding you so he could give you the choice of joining us. It was your mother’s last wish. She believed you could change the world.”

“Yeah, he mentioned my mother the other day.” Nanda bit her lip, studying the swirling designs of the rug. “I still don’t understand how she came to be part of the Bronze Tiger.”

Choden’s eyes sparkled. “I suppose no one’s ever told you that your family has been part of our order for generations.”

Nanda stared back, brow furrowed. “But you just said I wasn’t born into your way of life.”

The older woman’s chuckle sounded like the laugh of a songbird. “Perhaps this would be easier if I started from the beginning.”

She shifted her weight back, closing her eyes for a moment. “Your grandmother Saanvi was a dear friend of mine. We were both raised in the ways of the Bronze Tiger in the Indian state of Arunachal Pradesh, though I was born in Tibet. When Saanvi gave birth to your mother Sarla, I looked after her like my own child. Oh, how she was a beautiful little girl. Together, Saanvi and I began teaching her everything we had learned over the years. Our sacred practices. Our fighting style. Our history. She soaked in every word. 

“Unfortunately, Saanvi’s stoic husband could never know the truth—our order’s way of guarding our secrets. So, she brought little Sarla to our gathering place behind every lie you could imagine. It may seem strange, but we can’t risk outsiders knowing of the Bronze Tiger if they weren’t raised as members themselves.

“Unfortunately, I only understood the true sacrifice in that ideology when a tragic accident took Saanvi from us, and her husband brought Sarla to America in search of new meaning and a new life. After losing my dear friend, I couldn’t bear to lose Sarla, too. When she was still in the midst of her training, no less. So, I convinced the Bronze Tiger to open a new chapter in Los Angeles, where we would work in secret, just like in Arunachal Pradesh. Just like everywhere we go.”

Nanda’s heart beat heavy in her chest, a smile teasing her lips. “You came here because of Mom?”

She nodded slowly. “Sarla was overjoyed when she heard we had arrived in the country. While she had begged me to take her back to India constantly as a child, it wasn’t long before she realized Los Angeles may have needed her even more. She decided to study to become a veterinarian, a skill that proved vital on our various missions to help creatures in need. 

“Not long after that, she met a man named Allen. They married and had a little child they called Nanda. At that moment, she had to make a difficult decision: Would she commit you to the life of the Bronze Tiger like Saanvi did her, or would she let you grow up to choose your own path, even if that meant breaking a great lineage? When she told me she had chosen the latter, I was crushed, but I supported her nonetheless. 

“Her cancer diagnosis came as a sickening blow to all of us. She was so young, so full of joy and life.” Choden was still for a moment, lost in her memories. “She strove to be hopeful at first, for her Bronze Tiger family and her own family, but cancer is a demon even our vast trove of knowledge cannot defeat. A few months after her diagnosis, Sarla came running to me, tears and sweat staining her beautiful face, tears glassing up her bright brown eyes. 

“‘It’s Nanda,’ she whispered. ‘It’s my little girl. She has one of the Gifts.’ You see, earlier that day, Sarla had taken you to an open-air flea market, where you had run off while she wasn’t looking and set free a dozen caged birds, much to the chagrin of their sellers. When asked why you did it, you told your mother that their sadness was calling to you. 

“Now, to a typical mother, that may sound like the normal ravings of a seven-year-old, but she knew of the Gifts, as do we all. I was dealing with the same thing with my grandson Yonten around the same time. He was asking mice to bring him cookies during his time-out, the naughty child.”

Nanda swallowed the lump forming in her tightening throat. “The flea market. I remember that day. She was so upset, and I didn’t know why. She told me never to talk about those things again, so I never did. Not to her. Not to anyone.”

Choden’s eyes softened. “Oh dear, if only you knew her pain in that moment. You see, she knew that a gifted child would face unrelenting challenges in a world that didn’t understand her. Sarla knew that you needed the Bronze Tiger, but by that time, she also knew that she wouldn’t be there to guide you in your training. After hours of discussion, right here in this room, we decided that instead of holding your initiation ritual then and there, we would wait. Until you were older. Until you understood yourself and your own desire to help those around you.

“Before she passed on, I visited Sarla in the hospital, and she reminded me of my promise. I swore to her I would help you train your gift and give you the chance to join our order, should you ever choose it. But—oh my dear, are those tears falling down your beautiful cheeks?”

Nanda wiped the streaks of salty moisture from her face, smiling in embarrassment. This whole time, her mother wasn’t being deceptive, or trying to control her fate by sending the Bronze Tiger to her. She had wanted so badly to let Nanda choose her own life that she’d been willing to break an ancient tradition to do it. Asking for their help had only been a last resort.

To protect Nanda.

She took a deep breath through her nose to curb her tears, straightening her posture. She wasn’t angry at her mother for her secrets. Not anymore. She lifted her gaze to look into the older woman’s eyes. “I’m ready to become part of the Bronze Tiger.”

Choden’s smile reminded her of the warm grin that had graced her own mother’s face whenever Nanda had done something to make her proud. “Yes, I believe you are.”

A peace swept over Nanda, but it died away the moment she remembered why she came looking for Max in the first place. Her training would have to wait. She brought her palms together, touching her fingers to her chin. “But right now, I need your help.”

Choden lifted her eyebrows in curiosity. Nanda continued, “I’m leaving tonight to invade the facility where the Trade is keeping exotic animals, and I need your help to-”

“Now, wait just a moment, Nanda dear.” She interrupted. “ I don’t think you understand how this works. You are free to follow your own mission to protect the sanctity of life, like you mother did when she became a veterinarian, but our large-scale missions are much more carefully prepared. While it’s true that we have been following the Trade’s moves, as Max may have told you, we can’t risk anyone discovering the Bronze Tiger. Our secrets are too great.”

Nanda’s jaw stood agape, brow furrowed. “But, I have a plan…”

“And whatever it is, we wish you safety and success.” A look of pity filled her eyes. “I do wish we could do more, but I’m afraid you’re on your own.”

Nanda felt her hope slipping away. She needed them. She needed Max to use his powers of influence on the animals. She needed the other members to distract security while she broke into the Vault with Tiago and Luciana. She couldn’t trust anyone else with this task, not at the risk of them finding out about her abilities.

Choden leaned forward to place a hand on her shoulder. “I know this is upsetting. After all, what you wish to accomplish is a form of what we call thsethar in Tibetan Buddhism, the freeing of animals. It is a value we hold dear, but if the Bronze Tiger is discovered, everything we’ve been working to accomplish may be lost.”

Nanda wanted to be angry, but a dark despair clouded out her frustration. “Max told me that if I found my mission, I would have the Bronze Tiger by my side. Was that just a lie?”

Choden shook her head with a look of pity. “My dear, what you’ve told me about is a mission, indeed, in that it is a task you’ve set yourself to accomplish. But it is not your mission—your one true purpose.”

This woman wasn't making sense. Maybe she’d been breathing in a bit too much candle smoke and incense. Or maybe, after everything Nanda had just heard, Choden still didn’t truly believe in her. What good was following in her mother’s footsteps if she was still as alone as ever?

Tears stung the corners of her eyes, but she held her jaw firm. Standing up, she glared at Choden with all the fire she could muster. Her hands fumbled in the pockets of her jeans until she felt the rough wood of a round object. She took one last look at the tiger-carved talisman before tossing it on the carpet before Choden.

“Fine. If that’s how it is, I’ll do it without your help. I sure as hell am not giving up just because you’re too scared to help the ones who need it most.”

Choden remained on the floor with her legs crossed. Sadness darkened the lines of her face, making her look ten years older. “I know this is hard to understand, Nanda.”

Nanda shook her head, unable to hide the shaking in her voice. “No, It’s you who doesn’t understand. Horrible things will happen if I don’t do something about this tonight. Bronze Tiger or not, I’m going to finish this. Even if it kills me.”

She turned toward the door, not sparing a second glance at the woman behind her. The hurt of betrayal stung her heart, but she couldn’t let it get to her. Not now. She had one more visit to make before nightfall.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

7:25 pm

 

Four hours before breaking into the Vault

The Wild Hearts Horizons Humane Shelter


Eric let the weight of his finger switch the camera off, heart pounding from the gravity of the video he’d just recorded. His gaze reached beyond the tripod to Nanda. She sat on a small wooden stool in front of a curtain backdrop made from an old wool blanket. 

The harsh yellow glare from the stage light he’d borrowed from the WHH media room detailed every inch of the Feral Phantom, from her black headscarf to her soul-wrenching blue eyes and a burgundy long-sleeve shirt curving around her lean figure. 

It didn’t matter that he’d seen her face, her vulnerable side as a compassionate teenager with two helpless kittens in hands. She was still his hero, the one who began as the source of his success, but later becoming a friend who was showing him that true justice was more than just being praised by those around him.

He dimmed the light as Nanda stood up, tearing off her scarf and black mask. “How was it?”

The words took more than a moment to find their way out of his throat. “It was perfect. This is going to change the way people think about everything.”

The corners of her mouth lifted in a smile, but her eyes were somewhere else. “I hope so. We need the public behind us on this if we want Armando and his gang to pay for what they’ve done.”

Eric nodded furiously as his hands struggled to place the lens cap on the eye of the camera. “Believe me, these guys aren’t getting away with a minimum jail sentence.” As the words left his mouth, his confidence wavered. Was a video message on his blog really going to make a big enough difference? Maybe he had been over-estimating his impact on the city. 

“Let’s hope you’re right, or else all this work won’t amount to much.” Tiago broke his long-held silence from behind Eric, still fixated on the handgun that he had been loading and unloading compulsively since the beginning of Nanda’s recording.                  

Eric wasn’t sure what he thought about the brooding man whose long locks covered his bloodshot eyes. Nanda seemed to trust her whole world to him, but all Eric saw was a façade of red-caped justice disguising something deeper. Under a surface of calm confidence was turmoil. It was showing through his stiff fingers that slid the magazine into its chamber with an audible click.

The thought troubled him, but he couldn’t dwell on it. He had no choice but to trust Tiago.

Nanda carried the stool to the corner of the room where dog-bathing supplies lay scattered. Eric cringed. He wished he could have found a more epic location for a moment so profound. On the other hand, something told him that bringing the bad guys to justice was nothing like the perfect portrayals on the movie screen.

Tiago spoke after once again locking the magazine into place. “Give us half an hour before you post the video on the Web. That should coincide with the police arriving after we’ve taken out the security, found the golden jaguars, and knocked out any grunts who might try to escape with them or the other animals. We’ll get out of there after that and let the cops handle the rest. Anyway, if all goes well, the blog post should be up before any news agency has even arrived on the scene.”

Nanda tossed her headscarf and mask into her messenger bag. “That’s right. We want our version of events to get out first, not theirs.”

Eric could only nod as the lump growing in his throat stole his voice. Drops of sweat rolled down his chest under his blue button-up shirt. He hoped they didn’t notice. Nanda’s brow furrowed, her blue eyes warming.

“I know we’re asking a lot, Eric. Believe me, I wouldn’t ask you to risk your job if I thought there was any other way.”

Eric forced a smile, a shiver running up his arm as Nanda lay her palm on his wrist. “Don’t worry about me. If this works out the way we want, those money-grabbers won’t dream of firing me.”

Tiago moved toward Nanda, placing a hand on her shoulder and whispering something into her ear. Eric brought his attention back to the tripod that he was stuffing into its padded case. Midnight. It was just four hours away.

Tiago’s booming voice was inches from his face. “We’ll find a way to contact you when we’re out of this Vault place, alright buddy?”

Eric met Tiago’s eyes, a little irked by being called ‘buddy’ in what clearly held a hint of sarcasm. They barely knew each other, and they were polar opposites. That said, they did have one important thing in common. Her. 

Turning his gaze back to  Nanda, who gathered her change of clothes, Eric spoke in a hushed tone. “Take care of her.”

Tiago smiled for the first time that night, patting him roughly on the back. “Trust me, I won’t need to.”

Eric opened the door to the back of the shelter, letting in the blinding rays of the sunset as the two crusaders stepped out. He knew they were doing the right thing, but something told him they were in so deep over their heads that even if they swam straight up with all their strength, there was no guarantee they wouldn’t drown.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

10:55 pm

 

Thirty minutes before breaking into the Vault

 

The Metro Green Line Toward Lawndale

 

Nanda sank back into her seat near the back of the train car, hugging the thrift-store messenger bag that hid every piece of her alter ego. The only sounds were the occasional cough and the rumbling and screeching of the massive machine on the rails. Her thoughts were like a jackhammer in her head, slowly chipping away at her sanity. What if one of them got hurt? What if they weren’t able to stop the Trade? 

The man in front of her was fast asleep against the window. The dark scalp of his bald head was her only view in the deserted train car. Flickering fluorescent lights illuminated the aging seats, names etched into their plastic backs. Nanda’s hand crept into the pocket of her favorite green cardigan, pulling out her phone. She knew she shouldn’t do what she was thinking, but she had to.

After selecting a contact, she held the phone to her ear. The shrill ring sounded through the speaker once, and again, and again. Her father’s voicemail recording echoed through her ears. She closed her eyes to take in the soothing sound of his voice, her heart aching with every beat. Then came the tone.

She cleared her voice. “Hi Dad, I know you must be at some fancy business hotel in Seattle right now, but I just wanted to say I miss you.” Her voice started to waver. She calmed it. “I know it’s late. I guess I couldn’t sleep. And I…”

Tears began rolling down her cheeks, but she fought to keep her voice steady. “I’m not always the most patient person, but I hope you know I love you more than anything.” She tried to lighten her tone. “Talk to you soon.”

Tapping End Call, she squeezed her eyelids together to fight the tears. Her father had already lost the love of his life. Would he be able to live with himself if he lost her, too? No. She couldn’t think that way. She was coming home alive tonight.

“Next stop, Lawndale Station,” the tranquil female voice called over the train’s speaker system. The wheels began to screech along the track, a halting force pulling Nanda forward in her seat. This was it. There was no turning back.

She stood to her feet, making her way to the door with her hand brushing along the upper railing. The train stopped with a hiss, and the door opened to a dark concrete station lit by the white glow of street lamps. 

She stepped out and glanced around the quiet train stop. A figure in black jeans, a black shirt, and a black faux leather jacket sauntered out from the shadows. Nanda could recognize that stylish chestnut hair and strong jawline from anywhere. 

“I’m parked about a block away. We have to move.” Tiago draped his arm casually across her shoulder, leading her down the lighted sidewalk. The warmth of his presence calmed her nerves. 

She adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder. “Is everything on schedule?”

Tiago opened his mouth to reply, but the grainy sounds of Rage Against the Machine cut him off. He pulled his phone from his pocket and put it on speaker. “Where’ we at, Juan?”

Juan’s voice came just above a whisper from the other end of the call. “Yo, I’ve got my satellite laptop up and the displays from more than a dozen peepers on my screen. I’m already recording a loop with some boring footage for the guard to stare at while you’re going into the warehouse. You send me the text when you get there, and I’ll get these loops live.”

Nanda and Tiago shared a smirk. “Sounds like you’ve seen enough spy movies to know what you’re doing.”

Nanda switched her tone to her deeper Feral Phantom voice. “I trust nothing can be traced back to you.”

Juan’s laugh sounded more like a cackle through the metallic tones of the speakerphone. “Don’t worry Ms. Phantom lady, this isn’t the first time this dude has hacked a security network.”

Nanda smirked, rolling her eyes. “I won’t ask.”

Tiago wrapped up the call as they approached his trusty black Hyundai, its bumper slightly askew from that one time he dropped his fries, got distracted, and hit the backside of a pickup truck. The driver had cursed him out in Spanish for a solid ten minutes. Nanda smiled at the memory. 

Tiago opened the door to the back seat, and she crawled in. The inside of the car smelled vaguely of stale fast food and fresh sweat.

Tiago hopped into the driver’s seat and turned on the ignition. Nanda was already pulling off her shirt as the car rolled away from the sidewalk. She slipped off her white cami tank, pulling her burgundy shirt over her sports bra. As she tugged off her jeans to replace them with baggy sweats, she noticed Tiago was cruising down the highway well over the speed limit. 

She tapped him on the shoulder to signal she was done, and he peeked through the rear-view mirror. “Get your contacts and mask on quick. We’re picking Luciana up in a mile.”

She followed his advice, placing a drop of contact solution from her bag onto each lens before gently laying them on her irises. She was getting used to it by now. After she slipped her neck warmer and headscarf on, Tiago slowed down to approach Luciana, who leaned against the post of the next stoplight. 

The angle of the light revealed Luciana’s defined shoulder muscles. She came prepared with black cargo pants and a black tank top. Tiago stopped along the sidewalk, where she opened the door and slipped into the passenger seat in a swift motion.

“You kids ready to break some bones?”

Nanda pulled the two black ski masks and black gloves from her messenger bag. “Lets hope it won’t come to that.” She tossed the disguises into the space between her two partners in the front seats. “No fingerprints, no face identification. We have to get out of this clean.”

Tiago nodded his agreement, but Luciana continued staring through the windshield with distant look. “Nah, I’m not gonna need that. I want those bastards to look me in the face when I take away their precious business.”

Nanda wanted to argue, but she decided against it. The car was quiet until Tiago pulled onto one of the smaller roads of the warehouse district. Tension began to twist Nanda’s stomach into tight knots, so she breathed slow, deep breaths from the backseat. 

They were now creeping along a tiny, poorly lit backstreet. Tiago turned off the headlights, and they inched along in the darkness before coming to a stop. Complete silence. Nanda could hear every breath, every wave of blood pumping through her ears. 

Luciana stepped out of the car, closing the door behind her softly until the latch clicked in place. Tiago slipped the ski mask over his face, craning his head back to look at Nanda. “Good enough?”

Nanda couldn’t help but smile while Tiago tugged on the black gloves. “You know, you don’t look half bad in a mask.” She could see him smile under the fabric.

They both stepped out of the car to join Luciana, who expertly loaded her gun with the lithe fingers of her only hand. “You have the piece I gave you?”

Nanda winced under her mask, pulling the cold firearm from the holster in the deep pocket of her black sweats. Luciana nodded in approval. “If everything goes like we planned, you won’t have to use it. But believe me.” She froze to stare into Nanda’s eyes.  “These things never go exactly as planned.”

Nanda nodded, glancing at Tiago as he pulled out his own gun to inspect it. Luciana crossed her arms, a smile teasing her lips. “You look awfully comfortable with that sidearm, kid.”

Tiago looked away, scratching the back of his head with his free hand, ignoring the comment. “We should head over there to wait for the shipment to come in.”

Was he hiding something? Nanda hoped she was imagining things. Either way, she could trust Tiago. She knew that much. 

Luciana didn’t argue with the change of subject, nodding in agreement before sneaking down the road with gun in hand. The warehouse was a generous two blocks away.

After several minutes of soft-stepping and glancing around in paranoia, they spotted the warehouse. Crouching behind the hedges of a nearby vacant warehouse, they waited for the scheduled shipping truck. They all exchanged glances, not speaking. Nanda slipped her hands into her pockets. In one, the cold steel of a loaded weapon. In the other, a single weapons room key and a handful of large zip-ties from Luciana. 

Crouched in hiding. Holding her breath until a shipment of animals arrived. This was far too familiar to Nanda. She couldn’t wait for this part of her life to be over—no matter what that meant.	

 A deep rumble in the distance urged them to peek through the leaves and twisting branches. The harsh headlights of a small truck switched to low beams as it rolled down the street, and the outdoor security guards in black uniforms were already gathering at the right side of the warehouse. Dim yellow light streamed from the crack under the Vault’s entrance as several guards from inside heaved on the chains to roll up the aluminum door. The truck idled at the front gate as the door lifted.

Luciana barked in a harsh whisper, “Now.”

Tiago tapped his index finger on his phone’s screen to send the pre-written text to Juan to activate the security loops. After sprinting across the street to the quiet end of the Vault, they located the darkest section of the chain-link fence and began climbing. First Luciana, then Tiago, and finally Nanda. She felt as agile as a lizard, crawling to the top and over with the cold metal wires between her fingers. She fell to a crouch and glanced around. A locked side door waited for them along the wall of the block-shaped warehouse. 

Nanda’s senses sharpened as the shadow of a figure rose from the back side of the warehouse around the corner. She and her partners sprinted to the side of the warehouse and leaned against the wall, adrenaline pumping. The shadow grew larger until the shape of an armed guard strode into view. 

Luciana rushed the guard before Nanda could think. He swung to face her as she stuck what looked like a needle into his neck. Stepping forward, Nanda felt something under her foot. The plastic cap of an injection needle lay alongside an empty vial with a yellow warning symbol and leftover drops of pink liquid. 

Luciana let the man’s body fall against her chest as she lowered him to the ground and began dragging him to the wall. She unclipped something from his belt and tossed it toward Tiago. He caught it with one hand. Several keys on a metal loop.

He and Nanda instinctively sprinted toward the door, Tiago fumbling with one key after the other, jamming them into the deadbolt lock. The first one was too big. The second one didn’t quite fit. All the while, the guards’ voices carried from the other side of the warehouse where they were unloading the truck. If one of them spotted their unconscious comrade…

The fifth key slid in the lock and turned with a satisfying click. Tiago opened the door just a crack to glance inside, signaling for Nanda to follow. He handed her a pair of earplugs as they stepped in. She stuffed them into her ears while he did the same, muffling the noise around them to prepare for the possible gunshots to come.

The warehouse looked bigger from the inside, filled with steel shelving units, wooden crates, and sealed cardboard boxes. A metal staircase led to a wire-floored mezzanine hugging the perimeter with a paper-walled office area on one end. It looked like a typical storage unit, but she knew it was so much more. She had been trying to ignore the flood of fear and hopelessness rising from the ground ever since she crossed over that fence.

Nanda looked back to see that Luciana wasn’t behind them. It didn’t matter now. They had to find the weapons room and get those tranquilizers fast. They crouched behind an empty crate, glancing toward the unloading dock. The back of the truck was open, and several of the guards were helping to unload. A few stood like soldiers with semi-automatic rifles in hand. They were bigger than the rest, hailing from every ethnicity and wearing scarred grimaces that chilled Nanda to the core. 

She broke her eyes away to search for a locked room. No luck. She turned toward the door they’d just entered only to meet the eyes of a lithe security guard. Sweat beaded on his forehead, the whites of his eyes popping from his face. He was frozen in place.

Tiago aimed his gun at the center of the guard’s pasty forehead. He slowly brought a finger to his lips in a call for silence, whispering under his breath. “My finger is on the trigger. You run or say a single word, and I can’t say what my reflexes might make me do.”

The guard tightened his lips, nostrils flaring with every breath. 

Tiago held his stare. “Take us to the weapons room.”

The man glanced around, scratching at his shaved head as he tried desperately to look natural. He jerked his head toward the back of the warehouse, and they followed his lead. They stayed low, hiding behind shelving units until the guard stood over a steel trap door carved into the concrete. The guard hung his head, taking his eyes away from the barrel pointed at his head. “I- I don’t have a key,” he stuttered.

Nanda pulled the one from her pocket that Luciana had given her. “We do.” She crawled on all fours toward the trap door, unlocking it with a soft clink. She waited until the unloading team was making enough noise before trying to lift the door. It barely moved. 

“Help her,” Tiago hissed. The guard crouched to grip the handle alongside Nanda. They heaved with all their strength until it opened with a groan. Nanda hopped into the dark hole, landing on a paved floor roughly six feet down. As her eyes adjusted, the shapes of dozens of firearms manifested, hanging on racks on the wall. Nanda recognized the loaded tranquilizer guns from Luciana’s descriptions, their break-resistant glass tubes near the scopes already filled with the neon pink fluid. 

She picked up two of the long-barreled tranquilizer rifles and two of the tranquilizer handguns. Swinging her body back around, she located the wiry ladder leading back up to the surface. 

Whack. It was the sound of a metal object falling to the concrete and sliding across the floor above her, followed by the loudest shout any set of vocal cords could possibly produce.

“Code Black! Code Black! The Vault is compromised!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

Tranquilizer handguns stuffed in her pockets and a rifle in each hand, Nanda leapt straight upward with all the strength she could drain from her legs. She flew past the ladder, past the trap door, landing on the concrete floor where the guard staggered. He was pointing Tiago’s own gun to where the Brazilian reeled on the floor.

Nanda dropped one rifle and lifted the other against her shoulder. Luciana’s quick training session from earlier that day kicked in. She clicked off the safety and pulled the trigger just as the guard noticed her. 

The kick sent a dull pain through her shoulder, and the tufted needle missed its mark on the man’s neck, piercing his forearm instead. The guard touched his arm with a dazed look before lowering his gun and falling to the ground with a heavy thud. 

Tiago glanced at her, smiling as he rushed to pick up the other tranquilizer rifle. Nanda snatched one of the smaller arms from her pocket and handed it to him. Shouts and stomping footsteps were headed their way.

Using the crates as cover, they steadied the rifles, aimed through the scopes, and took their shots, one after the other. Most of Nanda’s shots missed, to her frustration, but Tiago’s were much more accurate. Some of the guards fell to the ground like rag dolls. Those that didn’t aimed their weapons toward their hiding place, moving forward with steps like a hunter’s while zig-zagging between shelving units. At least six guards were still standing, leaving the loading dock empty. Something was off—the dock shouldn’t have been left empty.

“Where are the Driver and Armando?” she whispered with one eye still on the scope. The deafening clang of a gunshot made them crouch for cover. 

Tiago paused for a second, then whispered quickly, “the basement level.”

Nanda scanned the loading dock until she saw a large steel trap door, just like the one to the armory. Its mouth stood agape. Beneath it, a stone staircase descended into darkness. 

A man growled in an Eastern European accent from somewhere beyond their hiding place. “If you don’t want to die, come out with hands behind your heads.”

Nanda held her breath. He was close. She pulled the tranquilizer handgun from the pocket of her sweats. Tiago followed her lead, but his hands shook beneath black gloves. They weren’t naive. These were professionals. How could two teenagers possibly…

Boom. The sound was a mixture of thunder and the bursting of wood. Nanda turned toward the flash of light to see the flaming remains of a wooden crate. In that split second, several of the guards switched their attention to the blast. It had to be Luciana.

“Do it now!” Tiago hissed, aiming the tranquilizer gun. Nanda did the same, one shots, two shots, and number three hit a leg. The silence of the weapon gave them an edge. There were only two guards left. Tiago took Nanda’s shoulders in his hands, forcing her to face him. “Run to the basement, and don’t look back. I’ll take care of the rest of them.”

“But I can’t-”	

“Go!” Before she could argue further, he scurried behind an orange shelving unit stacked high with filing boxes, his steps echoing throughout the warehouse.

She slipped out from behind the crate, eying up her path. It was a maze, but she had her parkour skills to help her out. She catapulted her body forward at full speed, diving hands first toward a shallow stack of wooden crates. With legs still sailing through the air behind her, she pushed forward with hands on the splintering wood in a kong motion. 

A red-faced guard with the muscles of a professional wrestler stepped into her path, arms ready to catch her. She veered course, leaping upwards to catch the metal support beam at the top of a shelving unit. Like a pendulum, she swung her body over the guard and towards the basement door, releasing her grip at the right moment to fall through the air. A deafening shot rang out, but somehow, it didn’t hit its mark. 

She landed in a forward shoulder roll at the mouth of the trap door, a warm draft escaping from the depths of the basement level. Heavy footsteps and grunts made her snap her head toward the side of the loading dock where Tiago wrestled with a toned beast of man with tanned skin. Tiago’s tranquilizer handgun lay nearby, its glass canister empty.

“Tiago!” She stood in shock as Tiago dodged a hook punch, spinning his body into a tornado kick that hit the guard’s face with a sharp whack.

While the guard stumbled to his feet, Tiago hurdled his body toward the man to knock him back to the floor. He shouted through his movements. “I’ve... got... this!”

Heart clenching, Nanda broke away to glance down the dark corridor to the basement. She gasped as someone grabbed her shoulder from behind, sending a stab of pain rippling through her shoulder wound. She swung to see the red-faced security guard from before, veins nearly bursting on his forehead. The barrel of his revolver stared her straight in the eye.

As he stood over her, the fire in his eyes went out. They glazed over as his eyelids drooped, his body going limp. He crumpled to the floor while his revolver fell to the concrete slab. The adrenaline rush subsided as the fear of death melted away. Nanda looked through the space where her would-be killer stood just moments ago.

Luciana stood atop the woven steel on the mezzanine level, a heavy tranquilizer rifle balanced between her arm and the walkway fence. Her jaw was clenched, sweat staining the chest of her shirt, but she managed a satisfied smirk. She acknowledged Nanda’s inaudible ‘Thank you’ with a curt nod.

Despite her relief, questions filled her head. Why didn’t the man shoot Nanda the moment he saw her? Why weren’t any of these supposed professionals getting the job done? She refused to believe she and Tiago were just that good. Whatever the reason, it would have to wait. Only one thing mattered at that moment.

Stepping forward, Nanda left the sounds of punches and the groaning of fallen guards behind, descending the stone staircase into the pitch black and the mounting fear of hell.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

The warm draft swept against Nanda’s face, bringing with it the sick stench of urine and musk. The staircase darkened, the air thickening until she was breathing in the very terror of the hundreds of creatures that called to her. She tore the foam plugs from her ears as the harsh yellow glow of incandescent lights shone from the bottom of the staircase. They illuminated cracked cement encrusted with black scum. She kept her steps light, moving slowly and breathing shallow breaths through the fabric of her mask.

As she reached the bottom of the staircase, her heart picked up its pace. Her eyes adjusted to the low light of the basement level. Then, she saw it. Shelf-like terrarium units and stacks of wire cages covered every inch of the wide basement from floor to low ceiling. Tiny paths wound through the pens in no particular pattern. Behind the rusting wire screens and bars, armadillos and anteaters cowered in corners. Exotic cats paced in circles in their three-square-foot cages, drooling from their open jaws.

The same sights repeated themselves like a CD skipping over the same words again and again. Nanda swallowed the dry lump rising in her throat, forcing her feet down one of the narrow paths. With every step, the emotions grew stronger, hammering at her skull. She stepped past stacks of bird cages. A macaw shrieked and battered the cage with its wings. Nanda felt the parrot’s flicker of hope as it tried desperately to get to her. Other birds lay on their backs at the floors of their cages, drugged or dead.

Nanda reached toward the macaw’s cage with a trembling hand, but she pulled it back. Releasing these poor creatures into this dark hell would do them no good. She had to focus. 

She followed the path where it wound around the corner. A chubby little man poured dry pellets into a glass reptile enclosure, dropping the paper bag with a thump when he spotted her. He let out a small gasp that sounded more like a squeal, raising his palms in front of his chest. “Take what you like. Just don’t hurt me. I have a family!” His words grew from a murmur to a shout. Nanda lunged to grab the neck of his button-down shirt.

The horror in his eyes betrayed her own ferocious glare. “Where is your boss? Where’s Armando?” 

The balding man pointed a shaky finger toward the furthest end of the dungeon-like basement, his wire-rimmed glasses askew. She pushed him forward until he fell against a pile of empty cages. “Oof!” the breath was knocked from his lungs.

Nanda left him there and sprinted through the winding maze toward the dimly lit window of an office unit in the bowels of the Vault. Squeals, barks, and hisses sounded as she rushed forward. She sharpened her focus against the pain around her.

Sliding to a halt in front of the office panels, Nanda ducked under the glass window. The plywood door was slightly ajar. She filled her lungs with deep breaths until she could get her hands to stop shaking. Reaching into her pocket, she wrapped her fingers around the cold grip of the tranquilizer handgun. She pulled it out and removed the safety. 

The gun stood firm between her hands as she crept toward the door. After one more deep breath, she burst through. 

Stumbling to his feet from a paper-strewn desk was Armando, the very devil of this personal hell. His look of shock transformed into a smirk as he locked eyes with Nanda. “It’s about time we met, Feral Phantom.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

Eric hurdled down the sidewalk until his legs begged him to stop. He huffed with the rhythm of his footsteps, one hand gripping his camera bag so hard that his knuckles went numb. He glanced at his watch, nearly tripping over a woman’s cocker spaniel in the process. Eight minutes. He had eight minutes to get this video into the right hands.

This would have never happened if he had just gone to the news station in the first place. After more than an hour deliberating, he had decided to take a leap of faith. Risking it all to expose the Feral Phantom’s message to the widest possible audience. The video was scheduled to auto-post on his blog, but he had to get the footage to the news station before that happened. 

He stopped to catch his breath, clutching his camera as he gulped for oxygen. He looked up at the downtown skyline, towering office buildings aglow against the midnight sky.

Then, there was the news tower, a beacon in the dark of night.

He picked up his pace again. When he finally made it to the steps of the building, he slowed down. The security guard pacing in front of the locked entrance just stared at Eric’s exhausted figure. He probably looked like a lunatic. 

Removing the camera from its case, Eric stumbled up the marble steps. The guard looked him up and down. “Can I help you, son?” 

He spoke in a breathless haste, voice cracking. “I think I have something the station needs to see.”

“Oh, do you now?” The familiar voice echoed from the shadowed corner of the staircase. The guard and Eric both watched as Mr. Thompson stepped forward, his eyes glued to the smartphone in his palm.

Eric’s boss glanced up to grin at the security guard, who stood with arms crossed, awaiting an explanation. “Go ahead and return to your post, Jeff. This is the boy who I was telling you might come.”

Eric narrowed his eyes, heart now racing twice as fast. “How-”

“Incredible how today’s security systems work. The moment you notice an employee acting jumpy or suspicious, just go back to the hours when he was in the office alone…”

Trailing off, he swiped his finger across the screen a few times, mouth agape and brow furrowed in contemplation. “Ah, here we go.”

He turned the screen toward Eric, revealing a black-and-white video of Eric talking with a woman crouched on the windowsill. The Feral Phantom.

“Yes indeed. I guess now I know who gave you that ‘anonymous tip.’ Oh, and I had Mandy go through your browser history and the locked drawers on your desk. Next time you decide to spy on your employer and start looking up news station addresses, you may want to have a bit more finesse.”

Eric stared down at the camera he held between trembling palms. “I…”

Mr. Thompson breathed a sigh, adjusting his bifocals. “You’re a good kid, Eric. Just a bit misguided. I tell you what. You give me that camera and forget about this embarrassing little misadventure, and I won’t end your internship and tell your parents that all their fears had come true after all.”

Eric shot his head up, eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?” 

Mr. Thompson chuckled under his breath, shaking his head. “When Jake and Melissa asked me to give you an internship, they moaned to me about how you snuck into their habitat destruction protests, encouraged students in your high school newsletter to set the biology lab’s frogs free, and… well, you get the picture. Always trying to be a little hero. So, they came to me for help.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “You should have heard their relief when I told them how happy you were with the Wild Hearts blog. They thought maybe they’d finally get some peace.”

Eric ground his teeth. Don’t listen. He’s just trying to set you off, make you question your resolve.

Mr. Thompson grinned, holding out his chubby hand for the camera. “End this now, and you’re well on your way to showing your folks that you aren’t that kid anymore, that you’re growing up and know how to be responsible. What do you say?"

Images of his parents filled Eric’s head, their looks of frustration, pleas for him to stop ‘saving the world’ until he graduated from high school and finished college. Now, here he was again, trying to be a hero, and about to land himself in a world of trouble doing so. After all he’d done with the Wild Hearts blog, he’d be back to square one. 

Mr. Thompson may be right. He still had a chance to stop it. If he turned around now—canceled the video set to auto-post on the blog with a few taps of his smartphone—the storm Nanda was about to bring wouldn’t have to take him with it. Then again, there might be no storm without him. The story would blow over and, just like that, all the risks Nanda and Tiago were taking would be for nothing.

“Come on, now,” Mr. Thompson mumbled. “Why don’t you leave the hero stuff to your little friend. Or are you going to put on a mask and start fighting crime, too?”

Mr. Thompson bellowed a laugh that shook his whole body, but Eric stared at the camera in his hand with the same fire that burned inside his chest. Pulling the camera closer, he mumbled under his breath. “Masks don’t make heroes.”

Mr. Thompson squinted. “What?”

Eric looked up to meet his eyes. “Choices do.”

He turned and bolted toward the glass doorway waiting at the top of the staircase, Mr. Thompson shouting at his back. When he arrived at the locked door, Jeff the security guard stepped forward with arms still crossed. Eric stood dumb until he realized the guard was waiting for him to explain himself. 

“Like I said before, I have something that the station will want to see. But I have to give this video to them in,” He glanced at his watch, “four minutes.”

Eric held his breath as the guard ground his jaw, eying up the camera and glancing at Mr. Thompson, who wheezed and stomped toward them. He gave a curt nod, swiping a card over the door to buzz it open.

“You won’t regret this,” he blurted, sprinting through the door and rushing toward the elevator.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 

Light streamed from vintage lamps to reveal relics from Africa, India, and Latin America. Animal skulls stood guard over the tabletops and bookshelves, staring into Nanda’s frozen figure with their hollow eyes. Against one wall rested an iron cage draped in a purple sheet—what Nanda came here to find. A zebra skin hung behind the master desk like a trophy, the dusty hide framing the gold-skinned master of the Trade himself, Armando.	

Nanda’s eyes tracked every micro-movement as he grazed a finger over the machete holstered at his waist. His voice rose from the depths of his chest in a growl. “I always knew that some blind justice-seeker would come crusading in here one day to try to destroy everything I’ve been working to build.” 

He slowly began unsheathing the blade. Nanda lifted her tranquilizer handgun in response, grounding her stance despite her trembling legs. “Don’t move!” 

He paused for a moment, then smiling to reveal the gleam of a gold tooth, he continued unsheathing the blade until he wielded it lightly in his right hand. Nanda ghosted her finger over the trigger. 

“But I have to admit,” he pointed to her with the tip of his machete. “I wasn’t expecting a pretty little thing like you.” 

A sudden rage consumed her fear. “Well I was expecting to find some cowardly, sold-out piece of scum hiding in the basement, and here we are.” 

Armando’s face twisted into a snarl, his feet stomping forward. Instinctively, she squeezed the trigger. A tufted dart shot out from the barrel in a near-silent whoosh, piercing his left chest. Nanda instantly dropped the small tranquilizer gun, taking a step back as Armando pulled the needle from his skin with his free hand.  

Two seconds passed. Three seconds. Four. Why was he still standing? Turning his head to burn her with his eyes, he smiled again, his chest shaking in a low chuckle. “Naive, aren’t you girl?” 

Before she had time to get over her shock, he lunged toward her with machete raised above his head. Nanda dove into a shoulder roll in the direction of the desk, hand groping through her pocket. She scrambled behind the desk as Armando sauntered forward. Slowly, purposefully. Like a fighter who knew he’d already won. 

She slammed her back to the wood of the desk, pulling the metal weight from her sweatpants as heavy steps thudded on the concrete floor. 

“Just like those would-be heroes from Bleeding Hearts Horizons. Brave when you think you have the upper hand, but cowering like a field mouse when someone more dangerous comes along.”

She clicked off the safety. 

“You think you know what the world needs, but this ticking clock has more than one gear, little girl.” The rhythmic tapping of metal on wood signaled he had reached the desk.

She stood up in a swift motion, the barrel of her gun pointed at Armando. He stood with trained calm, the steel of his machete still teasing the desk. It was so close, she could have reached out and touched the blade.

The confident smile returned to his face. “You think you’re going to kill me? Even I have never killed a man in cold blood, despite many tempting situations. Misguided justice, indeed.” 

He slowly raised the machete over his head to strike, but his other hand was creeping behind his waist. Nanda panicked. Just as a flash of metal appeared in Armando’s other hand, Nanda’s finger tightened around the trigger.

The gun jolted in her hand, the sound of the gunshot flooding her ears with a high-pitched ringing. Armando’s face tightened, his eyes widening as the machete and once-concealed gun fell from his hands. Nanda held her breath, watching in horror as he staggered backward, hand clutching his side. What had she done? She dropped her own gun in disdain, shaking as she saw the red of blood drenching Armando’s fingers. 

His smile was gone. There was only malice. “You stupid girl.”

Her voice was high-pitched, wavering. “I… I had to.” 

She took a step back, hands trembling. How had things come to this? A few months ago, the idea of even holding a gun felt so foreign, so evil. Her mother had taught her to despise the metal killing machines that others seemed to welcome as part of society. Yet somehow, becoming the Feral Phantom and trying to do some good in the world landed her here, with a man on the floor bleeding out from her bullet. Her own graze wound had already become no more than a dull throb, but this was worse. Much worse.

Instinct taking over, she rushed to Armando’s side, kicking the fallen weapons away as she tore off her own shirt, leaving only the black sports bra protecting her bare skin. She zip-tied one of the man’s hands to the leg of the desk, bundling her shirt in his other hand to put pressure on the wound.

Kneeling by his side, she tried to suppress her panic despite the fact that she’d almost killed a man. She shuddered at the thought. Armando fixed her in a glare, his breathing uneven and jaw clenched. Nanda took a deep breath. “The authorities are already on their way. I’ll make sure they know you’re here so they can call an ambulance.”

She sat back and let her head sink into her hands, mentally chiding herself for how sloppy this situation was becoming. “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

 Getting herself together, Nanda glimpsed the iron-barred cage draped in purple fabric from the corner of her eye, suddenly remembering what she had come here to do. Glancing once more at the man she’d shot, she approached the ominous cage. She pulled the cloth away.

Empty. 

Only now did she notice the lack of sensations emanating from the cage. Armando chuckled behind her. She tried to hide the frustration in her voice. “If you tell me where they are, things will go a lot better for you when the police arrive.”

He spat on the ground, lips curled in a snarl.

Anger overcame her pity as she stood tall and pointed an accusing finger his way. “No more games. Your wretched trafficking operation is over, Armando. I’ll make sure you see your empire fall from behind bars. Now, tell me where you have the jaguars!”

Head down, the bleeding man made a strange gurgle under his breath. She lowered her hand, studying his figure. He shot her a wicked grin, the gurgle turning into a chuckle that rose from deep in his chest.

“Take a good look at me, little girl. Do you really think a guy like me is the head of a multi-million dollar operation?”

Curiosity crept over her anger as she crouched before him, “What do you mean?”

He spat out each word. “Use your head. Money can only come from money.”

She stood again, never breaking eye contact. Was he just trying to distract her, or was this the truth? She suddenly remembered Eric’s words about Wild Hearts. What if... 

“Wild Hearts Horizons?”

He shook his head in mock disappointment. “Close, but no cigar. On the other hand, they did show us that anyone’s willing to gouge their eyes out for a price.”

“Then who paid them off?” 

As much as she didn’t want to believe him, Armando’s words made too much sense to ignore. She waited. 

Armando tightened his hand on the bloodied shirt, cringing as he leaned toward her. He whispered into the heavy air between them. “The people who look like they have nothing to hide are always the ones with the biggest secrets.”

She clenched her teeth. Could he be more vague? Armando’s chuckle descended into a wheezing sigh followed by a grimace. Sweat beaded on his paling forehead, which he leaned against the wood of the desk. Worry made Nanda push aside her burning curiosity. “Don’t worry, the police will be here any minute.”

His eyes closed, his breath becoming steady. She gently shook him by the shoulder. Nothing. 

“Dang it,” she hissed.

“Phantom!” 

She swung to face the voice. Luciana braced herself on the door frame with her single hand, chest heaving. A quick look told her the woman wasn’t hurt, though sweat and dust matted her braids. 

“Luciana. What’s happening up there?”

She spoke between gasps. “All the guards who haven’t run off are down. Tiago’s fine, don’t worry.”

Nanda nodded, grateful for the answer to her second, unasked question.

“But there’s something else.” 

Nanda held her breath.

“The Trade somehow got wind of our plan in time. I beat some information out of one of the guys. At this minute, they’re taking the jaguar cubs to an abandoned mall not far from here. If we act fast, we can get out before the cops show. Let’s catch these guys before they and those cats are gone for good.”

Nanda released her breath. The Trade was taking one last stand with an unknown person in the lead. She wasn’t about to let them rebuild their operation at the cubs’ expense. No way. She met Luciana’s gaze with her last spark of determination. “I’m in.” 

“Good. You drive with Tiago. I stole a ride from one of the guys, so I’ll meet you there once I wrap up a few things.”

They shared a glance of mutual warning before Luciana melted back into the darkness of the basement. After Nanda took one last look at the bleeding Armando, she picked up her handgun. The wings on her feet carried her through the doorway, past the mountains of cages, up the dank staircase, and through the mouth of the warehouse where an open shipping truck still rested in wait. 

She picked up her pace when she saw Tiago’s car, the engine already running. The faint wail of sirens carried to her ears as she swiftly opened the door and threw herself inside. Tiago looked up from the glow of his smartphone, pulling his mask off to reveal a face of relief.

“Nanda, thank God. Are you okay?” 

She pulled down her own mask, throwing him a grin to hide her worry. “Never better,” she lied.

Tiago studied her more closely, eyes widening when he saw the tiger mark on her shoulder, which was now bare since she’d ditched her shirt.  He didn’t mention it, instead turning back to his phone.

“Juan is sending me the address of this abandoned mall right now. I hope you’re ready for a wild ride.”

Nanda was about to reply when her neck snapped back in what would definitely be whiplash tomorrow. She held onto Tiago’s seat to keep herself from catapulting through the side window. Tiago’s hands held the steering wheel in a death grip, eyes fixed on the road ahead. “What did I just say?”

Nanda buckled her seatbelt with a shaky hand while Tiago’s surprisingly powerful Hyundai charged ahead at jet speed. The car jerked their bodies back and forth as he switched lanes to pass the unsuspecting vehicles around them.

The thought came to her once again—this was all so natural to him. After seeing the way he’d fought off those guards and hit his mark with every gunshot, Nanda had no doubt.  He’d done something like this before.

 “Tiago, I need to ask you a question.” 

He made a harsh right turn, foot nearly flooring the gas. “Not the best time.”

She paused, then continued. “You looked like a natural in there, even though Luciana only gave us shooting lessons this morning.” She turned to face him, drilling her eyes into the side of his skull. “Where did you learn how to handle a gun like that?”

Tiago’s eyes remained on the road. “I’m telling you, Nanda. It’s not the time.”

“It may be the only time.” She fixed her attention on the window as she spoke her cryptic words. She fully believed them, considering where they were headed. 

Tiago sighed beside her. “Okay, fine. So you know how I told you that I came to live with my uncle because my parents wanted me to study at an American community college? 

She nodded.

“Let’s just say that wasn’t entirely true.”

Nanda checked the rearview mirror as they entered the freeway ramp. “I’m listening.”

Tiago sat in silence for a long moment. “My parents weren’t middle-class professionals like I’ve told everyone. There are plenty of families like that in Brazil, sure. I just didn’t have the luck to be born into one.

“My family and I, we all lived together in a one-room house in a favela—a slum. When I was eleven, I started doing tasks for the drug cartel that ran the favela. A way to make some extra money and help put food on the table. My best friend Jose and I kept watch for cops on the roofs while the thugs in the streets conducted their deals. We didn’t worry much because it was a pretty safe gig, and we made some good bucks.

“We staid loyal, and after two years, they promoted us to part of the local gang. Our job was to spy on rival gangs to see where they were dealing and what else they were up to. We thought we were so tough, with all our spy gadgets and our real guns. Jose wanted to make his way up the chain, but I just wanted to make enough money to get my family a home in a good neighborhood. I really thought I was doing something positive, even when my mother found my gun under my floor mattress and started crying, begging me to stop.

“The guys, they taught us to shoot, found abandoned places for us to practice our aim where the cops wouldn’t get to us. I never shot anyone, but I told myself I would be ready if the time came. One day almost four years ago, when Jose and I were both sixteen, we were asked to watch a negotiation between two gangs, act as backup in case anything went wrong.”

Tiago was quiet for another moment. Nanda held her breath. 

He continued, his voice a note deeper. “It went sour, and Jose and I came out of hiding. There were shots everywhere. I still don’t really know what happened that day. Before I knew it, my best friend was lying on the floor with blood coming from his mouth, and someone was dragging me away from the scene. After that, my parents begged my aunt to take me to live with her and my uncle here in the United States. They said if I stayed in that neighborhood, it wouldn’t be long before they’d have to bury me, too.”

He took a deep breath, eyes still fixed on the road. “So, there you have it. My messed up life story.”

Nanda searched for words, but she couldn’t find many. “Wow. I had no idea… I’m so sorry.”

He shrugged, taking a sharp exit that made Nanda’s head dizzy. His eyes looked like they may have misted, but his expression affirmed he was back on track. Before she knew it, they were pulling up along a curb across from a dilapidated shopping center in Hawthorne.

Tiago turned off the ignition, placed a palm on Nanda’s face, and stared into her eyes. “Nanda, I want you to know something.”

She furrowed her brow at his sudden change of attitude. “What is it?”

His smile couldn’t hide the torrent of emotion in his eyes. “You’re one of the most amazing people I’ve ever met, in so many ways. I wish I’d told you about everything sooner, about who I am, who I used to be. I want so badly to have time to learn about each other, train parkour together, just live life together like we used to.”

Nanda’s heart ached, a strange sensation washing over her. She lifted her hand to wrap it around Tiago’s. “I want that, too.” 

They both sat there, still, for a moment that could have lasted forever. But it didn’t. He pulled away from the warm touch, a new fire burning in his eyes. “Whatever happens in there, I’m by your side. I’ll always be.”

She smiled in the warm shelter of his words, but the drive of the mission ahead made her push it aside. “We’d better move in.” 

She pulled her mask back over her face, and Tiago followed. Leaving the car, they crept in the dark toward the dark building. The years had chipped the paint from its siding and discolored its walls, the surrounding shrubs crawling freely up its facade.

She’d heard of this place. It closed down only a few decades ago due to a lack of business, probably owing to its obscure location in the most uneventful area of South Bay. Several agencies had used the building for a time, but in recent years, the local government closed it off completely.

The metal gate to the parking lot came into view. Seeing nobody inside or on the street, Nanda bent down and locked her fingers together, signaling Tiago to boost himself up. He rested one foot in her hand. In a quick motion, she threw him upward to grab the top of the gate, where he pulled himself over and landed in a crouch on the other side.

She jumped upwards to do the same. Once she’d crossed the fence, they skulked through the darkness along the walls of the once-great shopping complex. A heavy iron door with a plaque reading Employees Only stood ajar. They entered, walking through the shadowed hallway to the ghostly central plaza.

Dust cloaked the stripped concrete flooring and crumbling columns, their iron support systems rusted, exposed like the bones of a decaying corpse. Broken escalators stood at an eternal standstill, graffiti staining their sides. The glow streaming through the old skylights was barely enough to cast the entire sanctuary in a dim, gray light. 

They crept close to the walls, scanning for any sign of movement. A new sound made them freeze, their hands feeling fortheir guns. They tracked the echo of soft footsteps to the base of the escalator, where Luciana stood.

They relaxed, walking softly toward her. Nanda spoke in a whisper “We didn’t expect to see you so soon. Have you found them?”

Luciana didn’t move, her glassy eyes veiling a troubled expression, her jaw tight. Nanda took a step back, her confusion joined by the feeling that something was very wrong.

Before Nanda could open her mouth again, Luciana pulled her hand from behind her back. Nanda stood face to face with the familiar black abyss of Luciana’s barrel. She spoke in a quiet voice.

“I’m sorry, kid”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

 

Nanda couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, her body frozen like an animal in the face of an oncoming car. Tiago growled, speaking low to keep Luciana’s finger safely off the trigger. “I knew we should have never trusted you.”

Luciana’s lip quivered slightly, but she kept her gun pointed firmly at Nanda’s skull.

“What you shouldn’t have trusted was your naive assumption that we don’t have insurance in case our employees betray us.”

The calm voice of a woman echoed from the dark behind Luciana. Where had Nanda heard it before? The woman’s shape came into the light as she stepped forward, followed by at least a dozen heavily armed men. Nanda’s heart dropped. 

Monica Redland, the CEO of Harmony Eco Power. Her collected facial expression poorly hid a hint of smugness. Her navy blue business suit and professional posture, hands behind her back, looked out of place against the dilapidated backdrop. Shocked, Nanda went numb, staring at the particles of dust that floated in pale streams of light.

No, she couldn’t accept what lay before her. Redland was her father’s employer, a strong woman making a difference in the world. More than that, she was the woman Nanda looked up to, even saw herself becoming one day. This couldn’t be happening.

Nanda refused to meet the woman’s gaze, shaking her head in disbelief. “It was you. The whole time... everything.” Anger took over. She looked past Luciana’s barrel to the proud woman whose red lipstick betrayed the grin on her thin lips. “How could you?”

Tiago’s tension burned at her side, but he remained silent. Redland’s eyebrows lifted as she tilted her head, unsurprised by the recognition. She gazed at Nanda as if she were a misled child. “I know how this must look, dear, but believe me, it’s not as bad as you might think.”

Redland gestured forward with her hand, and the armed men ran to form a wide formation around the small group. “You two sure did cause us some trouble, but thanks to Luciana here, we were able to get our Prized Guests out of our warehouse in time.”

Glimmers of fear and frustration began to flutter inside Nanda’s head, flowing from one of the dark shop fronts to her right. Redland nodded in the same direction. “Rodriguez. Anderson. Show them our guests, please.”

The rumble of heavy wheels rolling along the tiles echoed through the mall. Two men dressed as construction workers emerged, pulling behind them a cage seated on a dolly. Four tiny jaguars, just like from her vision, were huddled in the far corner of the cage, their golden fur gleaming under the harsh beam of someone’s flashlight. 

Nanda tore her eyes away from the animals to glare at Luciana, who cast her eyes to the floor. Redland stepped forward until she was beside them, her small stature becoming more apparent. “Oh, don’t blame her, sweetie. It was Mr. Armando who noticed she was acting strangely, so we approached her, not the other way around. You see, we had provided an advance for her dear uncle’s medical bills as part of her payment. Considering his current condition, she thought it best that we didn’t revoke that generous sum. I suppose if her little scheme had gone as planned and she was able to steal from our cash vault while you were rescuing the animals, that wouldn’t have been an issue anymore.”

Nanda’s eyes widened, and the woman raised her brow in sympathy. “Oh, you thought she just wanted to bring the ‘bad guys’ to justice, didn’t you? The world is a little more complex than that, dear.”

A dry cough brought Nanda’s attention to a figure who leaned against one of the columns, watching the scene in silence. She identified the familiar trucker’s cap and flannel shirt as the Driver’s. Why was he here?

Redland glanced between them. “Oh yes, this is my most trusted employee.” She beckoned him over. “Why don’t you come and introduce yourself.”

As he stepped closer, Nanda noticed the details she hadn’t before. He was young, likely in his 20s, and his blue eyes glowed with expression. He removed his cap to reveal sandy blond hair while grabbing the edge of his beard to tear off the mock facial hair. Nanda’s heart sank a second time. She knew that face. 

“Pleased to meet you. I’m Tim Redland.”

She tried to hide her recognition, shooting him a deadly glare. Tiago finally spoke up from behind her. “Animal trafficking is a far throw from green energy. I’m sure the media will be all over that story.”

Redland clucked, shaking her head as she stepped toward the jaguar cage. She leaned down to stick a finger through the iron bars. One of the jaguar cubs crept forward with a snarl, batting its paw toward the woman’s exposed skin with ears flat against its head. The other three stared on with wide eyes. 

“Sorry to disappoint you, dear, but neither the media nor the police will find out about my involvement, and you’re not going to tell them.”

Tiago scoffed. Redland shot him a warning glance. She spoke in a curt voice. “Why do you think I instructed my crew to keep you alive? Do you really think a few kids and a back-stabbing mercenary are enough to take on a dozen armed professionals? Losing our warehouse was a great loss, but it was one we allowed. We let you invade us.” 

Nanda let her glance fall to the grime that formed Rorschach blotches on the floor tiles. She was finally starting to feel the chill of the air on her bare torso, but her thoughts were miles away from her cold body. She sorted through a cloud of confusion. “But why?”

Redland marched closer to Nanda until they stood face to face. Her eyes were soft now, her smile welcoming. She took Nanda’s hands between her own, staring into Nanda’s blue eyes. “It may be hard to understand now, sweetie, but you and I are very much alike. I want to make the world a better place, and so do you. I see that in you. 

“Unfortunately, to bring about the change we desire, we must make sacrifices. To have charity, we first need resources. Donations are a start, but people are never willing to part with more than their comfort zone allows. That is precisely the reason why, when Carlos Armando tried to sell me a rainbow macaw to decorate my home, I didn’t just turn him away. I thought bigger.”

She released Nanda’s numb hands, walking toward the center of the plaza with eyes cast toward the glass ceiling. “People will always have the need to be unique, to own special things. They don’t want boring cats and dogs from a shelter. Exotic parrots, lizards, and tortoises—that’s what they desire. And as long as there’s a demand, you can bet there’ll be a supplier.”

She shrugged with an expression of innocence. “Why not ensure the money goes to someone who’ll invest it in clean energy and charity rather than big mansions and swimming pools?”

Nanda pointed an accusing finger at the corrupt businesswoman. “Talk all you want, but you can’t deny you have blood on your hands!” Even as she shouted the words, her resolve wavered. What if Redland was right? Was her justice misguided, as Armando had told her in the Vault? 

This whole time, the assumption that her morals were pointed in the right direction was what kept her going, gave her strength. The logic in Redland’s words stung her heart. Maybe she really was just another hero waving the flag of a false cause, guided by delusions of purpose. 

Redland chuckled, shaking her head in disbelief. “Do you have any idea how much we’ve done for people in need? Not to mention for the environment and research toward clean energy sources. Only a fraction of that would have been possible without the funding from this operation.”

Nanda felt herself shrinking. She avoided Redland’s gaze, her muscles beginning to tremor under her skin. Suddenly, nothing was clear. Her actions, her purpose, her mission.

Redland must have noticed, since she approached Nanda again with a reassuring voice. “The people from Wild Hearts Horizons were just like you, on a mission to save the world when they discovered our secrets. Look at them now. How do you think they could afford to build that state-of-the-art, no-kill shelter?”

She signaled for Luciana to lower her gun, although the other men still kept theirs locked on target. Redland placed a gentle hand on Nanda’s shoulder. “You can continue your great work as the Feral Phantom, and we can provide you with enough funds to pursue every worthwhile goal you can imagine. All we ask is that you let us continue doing what we have to do.”

Tiago was seething in silence beside her, clueless to her indecision. It was thanks to the WHH shelter that the two kittens she had found now lived in warm, loving homes. Hundreds of others must have had their fate changed in the same way. Maybe, she was wrong about Redland, about everything. 

She lowered her head, closing her eyes. Everything she and Tiago had done together up to that moment streamed through her mind. From all the adrenaline, all the danger and fear, everything faded away while a single moment surfaced. 

Nanda held a dying wallaby in her arms as it took its last breath. Tears had streamed down her face. She had sacrificed everything for that one life, because to her, every life was worth fighting for.

Something deep inside Nanda’s soul told her she’d found it. That was the answer. She met Redland’s eyes in the ghostly darkness with a fire burning stronger than ever. She muttered one word under her breath.

“No.”

The woman’s face fell. “Excuse me?”

Nanda spoke with confidence. “The answer is ‘no,’ and nothing you say will ever make me change my mind.”

Tiago chuckled beside her. “About time.”

Fury overtook Redland’s motherly facade, giving her a witch-like appearance. “You’re as stupid as you are stubborn.” 

She switched her attention to the nearest guard. “Get some handcuffs out to secure these two. They’re coming with us. And be snappy about it—our insider says the police might get a lead on our location any minute now.”

Fear pulsed through Nanda, her eyes widening. “What? If you kidnap us, you’ll never get away with it!”

Redland turned her back to Nanda. “That’s a chance I’ll have to take.”

At that moment, Nanda heard Tiago calling her name, but her mind was drowning out every sight, sound, and sensation. She fell to her knees, squeezing her eyes shut. Prisoners. Was that really how this was all going to end? After everything?

She spoke out loud, both to Redland and to herself. “I know my mission—to fight for the animals who can’t fight for themselves, to protect them from people like you. I’ll fight for that cause ‘till my last breath. Not even your heaviest chains can stop me.”

She opened her eyes, now glassy. Before she could look up, a small object on the floor caught her eye. She reached forward to pick it up, blinking away the blur of tears. A wooden pendant bore the fire-etched design of a tiger’s face. It was the same pendant she’d thrown at Choden’s feet in the hideout. Where did it come from? She pried it open. 

A  torn piece of paper fell out with a single hand-written phrase:

You are not alone.

A shout echoed through the building. Every person in the plaza startled as a deep male voice bellowed out something in a strange language from atop the high mezzanine that encircled them. Within seconds, every guard on the floor had his semi-automatic weapon pointed toward the dark upper floor.

Nanda shot her head up to see at least a dozen men and women dressed in orange robes, half-hidden behind columns and barriers all across the mezzanine, palms raised in an unfamiliar fighting stance.

“The Bronze Tiger,” she whispered.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

 

“What the hell?” Redland spat, cowering behind Luciana. Nanda stood up, swiftly turning to Tiago, who was also staring at the mezzanine in shock.

A familiar voice brimming with calm and wisdom echoed throughout the plaza, its origin impossible to pin. “Give the golden jaguars to the Feral Phantom and leave this place, and we’ll let you go peacefully.” 

Nanda’s heart swelled. Choden. A strange spark was growing inside her, and the mysterious mark on her shoulder grew hot.

Redland laughed loud enough to fill the whole mall plaza, still standing behind Luciana, who pointed her handgun toward the mezzanine. “I don’t know who you think you are, but I suggest you turn back the way you came and forget what you saw here.”

Silence ensued until Choden’s voice rang out again. “So be it.”

A tumult of emotion scratched at Nanda’s brain. Out of the silence, a chorus of high-pitched squeaking filled the hall, its volume growing by the second. The guards glanced in every direction, panicked. A dark wave of small shapes materialized from every direction, carrying with it a chirping battle cry. Rats. Thousands of them. Shouts of disgust rose from the shocked guards, and Nanda smiled as one familiar face emerged from behind a pillar on the upper floor—Max. He smirked down at her with a wink.

Within seconds, the black rodents were scampering up the guards’ legs, to their horror. The men cursed, shaking and brushing off the feisty creatures. Meanwhile, flashes of orange robes flew down from their hiding places, zig-zagging across the floor, descending from the mezzanine in near-silence. Nanda couldn’t keep her eye on one of the monks for long. Every muscle in her body tensed, waiting for the right moment. Collecting themselves, the guards aimed their firearms in expert unison.

“Get them!” Redland shouted the menacing cue while shaking a rat off her ankle.

Shots rang out, loud enough to shake Nanda to her bones despite their silencers. With a quick glance, she confirmed that no one was paying her or Tiago any attention. She shared a quick glance with Tiago. He nodded.

There was no running away. This was their fight.

As her partner bolted toward the shadow of the nearest wall, Nanda leapt upwards with all the God-like power her legs could muster, falling lightly on the highest steps of the nearby escalator. 

Nanda could barely make sense of the fighting below. Blurs of orange mixed with the retreating waves of rats amid the clang of gunshots, the thuds of kicks and punches being thrown. The monks’ palms seemed to glow with a strange light, and she could have sworn she saw a bullet make a 120-degree turn when it neared an unsuspecting robed fighter, repelled by some mysterious barrier.

There was the adrenaline again. She let herself fall back down toward the swath of enemies alongside the people she now called friends. Her body landed squarely behind a guard with his weapon aimed at Max, who threw a kick that landed in a satisfying thwack. As her friend fell back into his fighting stance, the fire and determination in his eyes made him look twenty years older. 

Nanda bent down to swipe her leg against the reeling guard’s Achilles. He fell to the floor, dropping his gun. She climbed onto him to land a controlled punch. From the corner of one eye, she saw Tiago trying to wrestle Tim Redland to the floor, the latter pushing back in a dark rage. 

Noise and motion surrounded her, but she focused her thoughts. The jaguars. Redland was nowhere to be seen, but the cage of cowering cubs still rested in the dark. One guard still protected it, a handgun resting in his palm. 

Nanda bolted toward the cage, her eyes locked onto the golden eyes of one of the pleading cubs. She narrowed her focus, feeling the waves of hope from the jaguar. Her mind was so locked on the creature, she never saw it coming. A second guard with scars across his face stepped from the darkness behind the cage, his gun pointed at her chest. 

She slid to a stop. A shot rang out. Wham. A rough force slammed her to the ground, knocking the air from her lungs. In that moment, she felt no pain save for the jolt radiating from her shoulder wound. Then, she understood why.

Nanda stared across the cold tiles to where Luciana lay a few feet away, blood soaking the shirt over her abdomen. When the shock passed, the mercenary’s face twisted with pain.

“I’m sorry, kid.” she choked out a second time, clenching her eyes shut. A sharp ache hit Nanda as Luciana’s blood pooled on the floor, sadness nearly choking her. In that second, the woman’s betrayal was the farthest thing from her mind. 

Nanda let her gaze drift past Luciana’s helpless figure to the hard-faced guard who’d shot her, his gun lowered as he calculated where his bullet hit. Anger rose in her chest as she pushed her aching body up. The tiger mark on her shoulder was seething now.

She stood to her feet, chest heaving. Before the man could raise his gun, she charged him at full speed. Her shoulder crashed into his chest with enough force to send him flying toward the back wall of the deserted mall shop. He landed with a loud thud. His heavy body lay still, letting out a low groan. Nanda rushed to his side to kick his fallen gun across the floor.

She hunched over, trying to collect herself. It had grown quiet. No more shots, no more voices. Swinging to face the plaza, she felt unease prickling in her chest. Guards lay still and moaning on the ground, a few dragging themselves towards safety. The monks stood exposed, their bodies bruised, gleaming with sweat and dust. They all cast their eyes toward whatever stood between the two escalators. 

Nanda edged forward, feeling for her gun, until the scene came into view. She gasped. Tiago knelt on the floor, looking frustrated. Monica Redland towered behind him, a handgun pressed into the back of his head. Nanda instinctively lifted her own gun, careful not to let a single joint in her body give way to any other movement. 

Tiago cast his eyes to the ground, cursing. The woman’s hand was shaking. She seemed unsure of the weapon she gripped with white knuckles, as if she had never touched one before. Her perfectly combed hair now stuck to her face in messy strands, her once-collected expression fearful, almost desperate. She met Nanda’s stare.

“Why can’t you people see the good that I’m doing?” she shouted with all her breath, voice breaking.

Her question was met with silence. Nanda kept her gun locked on the woman’s heaving chest, trying to ignore her own mounting dread. Shooting Monica Redland might be the only way to keep the woman from killing her best friend. But she desperately hoped that wasn’t true.

Choden’s voice echoed from somewhere behind her. “Lower the gun, Ms. Redland. We’re not going to hurt you.”

She let out a strained cackle. “Do you think that matters now? Everything I’ve worked for is destroyed!”

Panic rose to Nanda’s chest, her breathing ragged. Part of her wanted the woman to die for everything she had done. She wanted vengeance. The other part knew that pulling that trigger would be a deep kind of wrong from the darkest regions of her soul. Was this really what it all came down to? Kill or be killed? Shoot a woman, or let someone she loved be shot? She had come close enough with Armando, but this was something else. Not self defense, but cold blood. 

Despite her inner turmoil, Nanda let her finger slide toward the trigger, ghosting over the small piece of cool metal. The silence was so deep, Nanda heard her heart pounding in her chest, and she could almost feel Tiago’s own racing heartbeat. She shivered as she remembered that if she did nothing, it may not be beating for much longer. 

It was Monica or Tiago. She had to do it.

She increased the pressure on the trigger ever so slightly. At that moment, a voice sounded in her mind, softer than sound and not much louder than a memory.

You were born with your gift not to feel life’s suffering, but to reveal it to the world.

 

Her heart skipped. She’d heard that before. It was what Max told her by the fountain, when she’d felt confused and drained of all hope. But this voice was different. It sounded just like her mother, though that wasn’t possible. The words echoed through her skull, crowding out every other thought, every fear. Then, her mind went empty, and a revelation rose to her consciousness like a forgotten dream. 

In that instant, everything became clear. She finally understood. She knew what she had to do. Lowering her arm, she let the gun crash to the floor and took a step forward.
+
“Good evening, people of Los Angeles. I am what some of you call a vigilante. I do what I can to save the unfortunate, the helpless, from those that would harm them. I’m talking about the life forms with whom we share this planet. The animals. You may know me as the Feral Phantom.”

+
Uncertainty filled Redland’s eyes, and Tiago looked up in confusion. Nanda took another step forward, slow and silent as the air that settled around them. The tiger mark on her arm burned stronger than ever, filling her whole body with an otherworldly sense of resolve.

+
“Over the past month, I have uncovered evidence of a unified operation that’s illegally smuggling exotic wildlife into the country. This has been happening under our own noses for too long. Tonight, I’m putting a stop to it.”

+

She continued until she was steps away from the motionless woman. Redland took a step back, not once removing the mouth of the gun from Tiago’s head. “What are you doing?” she snapped. Nanda kept walking, meeting Redland’s eyes with a gaze free of hatred or malice. 

+
“The rare golden jaguar cubs from the Belem wildlife sanctuary are only the beginning. Every time you buy a parrot from a pet shop, every time you purchase an exotic lizard, a primate, even a boa constrictor, your dollars might be funding the capture and sale of wild animals, many of whom don’t even survive the journey.”

+

They stood inches apart. Redland kept her jaw firm, glaring back at Nanda. The anger in the woman’s eyes was now just an image, a message lost between dimensions from the present time to whatever strange place Nanda’s mind now inhabited. The world around her—Redland, Tiago, the abandoned mall—were a faraway reality from a distant dream.

The voice inside her told her to lift her palm to Redland’s forehead, and she did. In her shock, the woman did nothing. Nanda’s body felt like a wellspring of warmth. Then, the culmination of everything.

Like a wave of fire, she released from her mind all the pain, all the fear, all the despair of the lives that had touched her mind. She saw them all, felt them as if they were a part of her own being. But for the first time, the suffering was separate from her, an energy within her that danced in her heart but didn’t let itself soak into the fibers of her spirit. That very energy, the sum of the endless emotions that haunted her,  coursed through her arm and into the mind of the woman who stood before her.
+
“If this enrages you as much as it does me, I ask that you stand with me in this. I’ve seen you step into traffic to rescue an injured dog. I’ve seen you come together to drag beached dolphins back into the Pacific. When you see an animal in need, your instinct is to help. The problem comes when these animals are invisible, when you don’t see their pain.

Help me tell law enforcement and the government that we won’t put up with this injustice anymore. What these people have done deserves more than a slap on the wrist, so we ask for maximum punishment under the law. The jaguars and the other animals deserve life, so we ask for them to be placed in sanctuaries. These are our requests, which we submit as humble servants of peace.

Fight with me. I know we can pull this off, but we can only do it together.”

+

Redland let out a choking gasp, overwhelmed by the animals’ pain and suffering that she was feeling for the first time. Squeezing her eyes shut, she released a pained scream from deep in her throat. Tears fought their way from the outer corners of her eyes, her open jaw now trembling. Nanda let her hand fall. The woman’s muscles went limp as she sunk to her knees. Her tears turned into heart-wrenching sobs that shook her shoulders.

Tiago took his chance to snatch the gun from her hands, pointing it in her direction. Her hair fell over her downcast face as she fought out whispers between sobs. “I didn’t want to hurt them. I was just… trying to do the right thing.”

As Nanda gradually returned to her normal self, she felt a hint of pity. She turned to Tiago, who stared at her with a mixture of wonder and pride, holding a wound at his side. They did it.

The wailing of distant sirens broke the silence. Nanda felt a wave of surprise, trying to understand how the police tracked them down, when Tiago sent her a smirk. “One of us has to be the practical one,” he mumbled in a strained voice. Nanda grinned under her mask. She should have known he and Juan had come up with a backup plan. 

Falling back into the moment, she glanced around the room. The monks had vanished. Tim and some of the guards had gotten away, but Redland still knelt on the floor, soft sobs escaping her throat. When Nanda’s eyes reached the area where Luciana had fallen, she gasped. A pool of smeared blood lay in her place, but her body was nowhere to be seen. A spark of hope lit inside her. “Luciana.”

Tiago’s warm hand landed on her shoulder. “Come on. We better get out of here fast, or we’ll have a lot of explaining to do.”

She turned to face the cage where the jaguars peered back at her, sending her feelings of hope mixed with fear.

“Don’t worry, they’ll be in good hands.” 

Nanda nodded, relief filling her being as they sprinted toward the nearest back exit.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

 

“You’ve checked your watch at least ninety times since we opened. You have a hot date or something?” Helen winked at Nanda, her cherry lipstick accenting a sly grin.

Nanda sighed, leaning back against the counter with a smile. She winced as the movement sent a throb of pain to the bullet wound on her shoulder. “Something like that.”

She glanced around the coffee shop, watching as the last patrons stepped out the doorway with hot coffee in hand. Her coworker was right about one thing. Time was moving painfully slow today.

 Helen hurried over to the glass door and flipped the sign to Closed. “We were freaking swamped this afternoon, but you’ve had this stupid grin right up until pouring your last espresso shot. It has to be a boy.”

Nanda kept her eyes on the cup of leftover French roast she was pouring for each of them, ready to let her friend believe whatever romantic scenario was running through her head. She passed Helen the steaming cup, taking a sip of her own drink before untying and hanging her apron. “I guess I’ll be seeing you tomorrow.”

Helen pulled her arm through the sleeve of her jean jacket, sending Nanda a toothy smile. “Afraid not, honey. I quit.”

Nanda nearly choked on her sip of coffee. She stared wide-eyed at her all-too-carefree friend as she finished zipping up her jacket, humming a happy tune. “What? Why?”

“It just so happens that I got a last-minute call from the Institute of Architecture, so I have a lot to figure out before the semester starts.” She swung her messenger bag over her shoulder, giving Nanda an innocent shrug. “I guess you were right after all.”

Nanda’s heart swelled with joy. She toppled a stack of paper cups in her rush to embrace Helen. “I can’t believe it! Congratulations. But I thought you were taking the year off.”

Helen giggled in her ear, pulling away so she could look into Nanda’s eyes. “I was, but then I thought, ‘what the hell?’” Her smile became soft. “You take care of yourself, girl. Things are only going to get harder before they get easier.”

Nanda furrowed her brow at the strange statement.

“Yeah, don’t think I didn’t see the bruises on your arms when you rolled up your sleeves to wash the carafes. I don’t know if you’re cage fighting or what, but we’re going to talk about it sometime soon over coffee, okay?”

Nanda chided herself for the slip-up, nodding vigorously to get Helen off her back. The other woman just sighed, shaking her head. “Looks like someone’s here for you, by the way.”

She shot Nanda one last smile before sauntering to the doorway where Allen stood with hands in his jacket pockets. He and Helen shared a friendly greeting as she passed. When he glanced back to Nanda, he shot her a tired grin. 

She ran up to give him her biggest bear hug, breathing in the familiar scent of his cologne. “I’m so sorry, Dad.”

He returned her embrace, sighing through his nostrils. “I have to say, I couldn’t believe it at first. One of the board members called me just as the news channel was playing videos of Monica’s arrest.”

She took a step back, heart aching for her dad. “What will happen now?”

Allen shrugged, eyes downcast. “Everyone’s saying Harmony Eco Power itself wasn’t involved in this animal trafficking scandal. Even Monica is defending the company’s honor. She’s been voted out, of course, and the board is doing its best to keep the company’s stocks from plummeting.”

“Will the company pull through?” A wave of guilt washed over Nanda as the weight of her actions sank in. 

He removed his glasses to clean them with the hem of his shirt. “I may have misjudged Monica’s character by a long shot, but on one thing, I’m positive—she built Harmony to weather any storm.”

Nanda heaved a sigh of relief. “I was afraid you might lose your job.”

He pursed his lips under a poorly hidden smile. “No, but I did have a little conversation with management.”

Nanda raised a puzzled eyebrow.	

“I took up a new position in the sales department. From now on, all my work will be right here in Los Angeles.”

Nanda blinked, unsure. “But I thought you loved your job.”

He leaned back against the glass window by the doorway, where the afternoon sun streamed in. “I did. But recently, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking. Work has become a big part of my life, and we both know when that started.” He stared off into the empty cafe, thoughtful. “I guess it has always been easier for me to hide under my work whenever I started to think about her, but that obsession took me away from you.”

His eyes were glassy, and he took a moment to collect himself. He smiled. “I can’t say why, but after you left me that voicemail the other night, I started thinking about how afraid I was of losing you. I don’t know what I’d do. Then, I realized how much I would regret the distance I created between us. What kind of dad barely sees his own daughter when he can help it? Honestly, I don’t even know what you’ve been up to all summer.”

Nanda wiped a tear from her cheek as her dad wrapped his arms around her again. “From here on out, we’re a family again, okay? Now, enough of the sappy talk. Why don’t you pour me some of that stale leftover coffee so we can talk about schools. I found this great university in Alaska…”

“Actually, Dad,” she cut in, “I really have to get going. I have this thing…” She bit her lip, “Besides, I’ve already decided my first choice is Cal Poly.”

His bulging eyes and gaping jaw quickly transformed into a beaming grin. “What made you change your mind?”

Her eyes drifted to the table by the window, the place where Max first told her about the Bronze Tiger. “A lot of things, I guess.”

Her dad chuckled, shaking his head. “Okay, then. Well, how about dinner?”

“Only if it’s curry.” She made her way to the counter to grab set of coffee shop keys and her messenger bag, which she checked to confirm still held her change of clothes. Her mind was already fixed on her next destination of the afternoon.

***

The rustle of drying leaves broke the silence in the branches, the dying sun casting golden light on the grass below. Nanda rocked back on a sturdy branch, breathing in the heavy air of late summer. She closed her eyes, just for a moment, to savor the peace that surrounded her. Something inside her felt lighter, freer than she’d ever been.

Opening her eyes, she stared through the cracks between branches and leaves to the familiar office window. Eric leaned over his desk, fervently typing, looking just like he did when she first came to his window that night. She reached into her pocket, pulling out one of several gumballs she’d bought just for this purpose.

With a flick of her wrist, she sent it flying toward the window. Tack. Startled, Eric swung his head to face her, smiling when he spotted her through the branches. He walked toward the window and opened it, stepping back as she leapt through the air and landed in a soft step.

Eric glanced around the room, but there wouldn’t be anyone there on a Sunday afternoon. Seemingly satisfied, he leaned against his desk, eyes falling back to where she crouched on the windowsill. “I like the new look.”

“Oh, yeah. Thanks.” She looked down at her rust-orange long-sleeved shirt that she wore in place of the shirt she’d given up for Armando’s wound. She never thought she’d be so relieved to know he was alive and well in the hospital, awaiting trial like the rest of them. She just wished she could say the same for Luciana, wherever she was.

Nanda swung her legs over the edge of the window, letting them dangle over the office floor. She studied Eric, who gazed at the blue sky, lost in thought. “Eric, thank you for what you did.”

He shrugged, twirling a pen between his fingers. “It was the least I could do. Besides, we won’t know anything for sure until tomorrow.”

She nodded. “How did your boss take it?”

He laughed, brushing his hair back with one hand. “Mr. Thompson? He basically hates me now, but despite his threats the other night, he’s keeping me on as an intern. I’m sure letting me go now wouldn’t look too good to the pending investigation of the WHH executives.”

Nanda’s chest tightened. “I’m so sorry I brought you into all this.”

He shook his head, his smile never leaving. “Are you kidding? You gave me an opportunity I never had before—to really make a difference. If you ever need a wingman again, you can count me in.”

Nanda smiled under her mask. They both swung their heads to face the office door as it creaked open. Justine stepped in, eyes popping when she saw Nanda. Her black hair fell down in neat braids, and she wore a dark lipstick to complement her skirt and blouse. Where was she headed all dressed up? “Well hi there, you two. Eric, I just wanted to remind you to bring the picket signs.”

Of course, the protest.

 Eric nodded, turning back to Nanda as she stepped back onto the windowsill. “You’ll be there, won’t you?”

“You bet I will.” With one last glance at her two allies, she sprung from the window back to the tree and onward to the rooftops of the aging buildings, which cast long shadows on the streets from the setting sun. She climbed, leapt, and ran with steady speed, far from the traffic that clogged the avenues below. Then, she saw it. The courthouse, a plain-looking colossus of bricks and columns.

 In the park below, a sea of people crowded together for a common cause, pickets and cardboard signs lifted high. Her heart swelled at the sight, the water in her eyes reminding her to take her contacts out before heading down. After stowing them in their case, she took off her headscarf and mask, stuffing them into her messenger bag. In a single jump, she fell down to the pavement below, sprinting toward the crowd of protesters. 

She stepped through the mass of people of every age and background as they chanted for justice. Words painted on signs carried their own messages. ‘Bring the Jaguars Home,’ ‘Mercy for Animals,’ ‘Be Tough on Animal Smuggling.’ One sign held the image of a marmoset just like Goblin, reminding Nanda again that she needed to find a wild home for the little fur ball. 

She could barely hear her own thoughts over the roar of the crowd, but as she stepped deeper into the throng of bodies, the sea seemed to part. There, standing in jeans and a white tee, searching the crowd, was Tiago. 

When he caught sight of her, the smile he flashed was enough to make her grin like an idiot. He took her hand in his, hovering closer. “I was wondering when you’d make it.”

Smiling, she squeezed his hand. “I was busy.”

He rolled his eyes. “Training with the Bronze Tiger yesterday, pouring coffee for yuppies today. I guess superheros don’t have a lot of free time.”

Her mother’s smiling face came to her mind, and she smiled back. She still had so many questions about the ancient order and the mysterious Bronze Tiger warrior training she was about to begin. But somehow, following her mother’s footsteps no longer felt like a burden. She stretched her arms behind her back. “Well, that’s why heroes have their trusty sidekicks.”

Tiago sent her a mock glare. “Don’t even think about it.”

She laughed, nudging his shoulder. 

They were both silent for a long moment, listening to the clatter of pots and noisemakers alongside shouts that erupted from hundreds of lungs. Tiago turned his eyes back to her. “They already made some promises about the animals, but the rest is just so uncertain.”

Nanda let her gaze rise to the courthouse. “Redland and her crew will get what’s coming to them.”

Tiago raised an eyebrow. “Oh, yeah? How do you know?”

She reached into her pocket, feeling the rough wood of the Bronze Tiger pendant from Max.

“No one can run from justice.”

She smiled.

“Not anymore.”
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“Tell us where the ninja girl and her Bronze Tiger friends are hiding, and I promise we’ll let you leave this place alive.”

The man smirked under a grease-stained face, eyes glistening in the dim light. He picked a chunk of quartz from his pocket and pulled the blade of his knife across the rock’s surface. The shink of his sharpening filled the densely overgrown courtyard of the abandoned factory. He smirked. “Or do you need Saket to hit you again?”

Tiago swallowed to dampen the nauseating taste of blood. The pot-bellied Indian to his left cracked his knuckles. A cliché show of force. Raw nerves can break anyone, sure. But not Tiago. He was ready for it. “Keep ‘em coming, you damn poacher,” he spat, trying to wriggle his hands free from their bonds behind his chair.

Whack. The open-handed blow sent a shock down his spine, bright pain igniting his skin. The two men waited in silent anticipation, but to their annoyance, Tiago kept his mouth clamped shut. If there’s one thing he’d learned growing up in a Brazilian favela, it was to never rat out his friends.

 The bigger man sat back on his own wooden stool, turning to his partner with a tired sigh. “The kid’s stubborn, Ratul. Maybe we ought to take him back to Lord Ivory, let the boss do what he will.”

 A shiver ran down the back of Tiago’s neck. So it’s true. Lord Ivory… He kept his eyes on the rotting leaves at his feet to hide his mounting terror. Come on, Nanda. What’s taking you so long? 

The cool metal of a blade tip lifted his chin until his eyes stared into those of Ratul. “Oh, I see. You fear our boss? And so you should. Lord Ivory’s philanthropy is unmatched, but to those who cross him, he is the most ruthless man in all of India. Those who dare get in his way rarely survive.” The poacher pressed the blade until Tiago felt the sharp tip break his skin. He winced.

“So, before I leave you at the mercy of Lord Ivory and that psycho daughter of his, I will give you one more chance. Where are the Bronze Tiger?” Ratul pulled away slowly, waiting.

Tiago tried to wriggle free. Desperate, he looked beyond the two poachers, searching for some sign—any sign—of her. 

A collection of tribal masks lined the outer wall of the abandoned factory. Tiago’s eyes locked onto a tiger mask made of polished metal that reflected the surrounding rain forest. The mask’s left eye revealed a figure crouched on an unsteady tree branch above them. Her rust-orange long-sleeved shirt gleamed against the black of her sweatpants, head scarf, and nylon face mask. He smiled his relief.

Tiago switched his attention back to the two men, who were now whispering amongst themselves, oblivious to him. He tried to catch their words, but only a single phrase reached his ears. “Almost ready for the Rise.” 

Curiosity overcame Tiago’s mounting fear. “What’s the Rise?” 

Ratul spat on the ground, a scowl twisting his haggard face. “You’d best keep your ears to yourself, you nosy Mexican brat.”

Tiago jerked his head to flip his bangs out of his eyes, once again swallowing the blood that had pooled in his mouth from a cut on his inner cheek. “Brazilian, actually. But I wouldn’t expect someone of your IQ to know that Latin America is more than just one country.”

“Mouthy, aren’t you boy?” Saket growled while Ratul seethed beside him.

 Just as the smaller man poised his fist for another strike, a piercing chirp drew everyone’s attention to the wall that loomed over the courtyard. A charcoal-gray primate perched there, its ringed tail falling over the exposed bricks. It licked its chest, chitter-chattered in low tones, then let out a high-pitched screech at the poachers. 

“Get lost, monkey,” Ratul half-yelled, pulling a handgun from the holster on the back of his belt. He took a shot. The shrill sound echoed through the courtyard, but the primate was gone. 

Ratul ground his teeth, grasping the sides of Tiago’s chair. He leaned in until their faces were so close, Tiago could smell the tobacco on the man’s breath.

“Enough games, boy. Otherwise, I’ll gut you myself. Where are the girl and the warrior monks?” 

Tiago shook his head, smirking. “Sorry, buddy. Talk all you want, but you can’t stop the Phantom.”

The woosh of a figure dropping to the ground was followed by the thuds of a few expert kicks and punches. She moved so fast, Tiago could barely keep up. Before he could blink, it was over. The two poachers lay groaning on the dirt. Behind them, Nanda—the Feral Phantom—stood in a battle-ready stance, blue eyes shining above her black mask. The marmoset Goblin leapt to her arm with a satisfied shriek. For a split second, even that strange tiger mark on her shoulder seemed to glow beneath her sleeve. 

Nanda rushed to his chair, snatching Ratul’s knife and slicing through the ropes that cut into Tiago’s wrists. He grinned. “What took you so long? Coffee break?”

“Shut up, dumbass. You’re the one who got yourself caught. Can you run?”

He stumbled to his feet and nodded, but the static of a two-way radio buzzed from the ground. “The ninja girl and the Mexican kid are in the east wing,” Saket grumbled from a hoarse throat, holding the radio to his now-swollen lips. “Get everyone over here, now!”

“Well, time to go.” Nanda winked, darting to the wall that wrapped around the courtyard. With one step, she leapt up like a gazelle hyped on steroids, gliding easily over the wall. Tiago followed, sprinting toward the brick structure. He took a single step on the wall’s inner face to boost him upward in the wall-run motion he’d learned training parkour. Grasping the top edge, he pulled himself over the wall to meet Nanda on the other side. Shouts, grunts, and sharp orders echoed behind them. Then, the cracking voice of Ratul. 

“That way! They went over the wall.”

“We have to get to the city.” Tiago led the way through the underbrush toward the street lamps that shone through the patch of forest. He steadied his breathing while vaulting over low branches and striding over a small ravine. Nanda kept his pace. 

He knew she’d move five times faster if she were alone. But speed wasn’t everything. Her physical powers may give her an edge, but without him around, her recklessness would get her killed. As long as he was the yin to her yang, maybe she would remain a hero. Not a martyr.

“There,” she hissed while Goblin clung to her shoulder. The woods gave way to a collection of outdated business buildings that crescendoed into a high-rise downtown district. Tiago listened for footsteps behind them. Nothing. Then, the rev of motorcycles roared through the forest. Now they really had to get moving.

As they sprinted, a single-level building came into view, its mildew-eaten exterior creating a slippery surface for the typical wall run. But now wasn’t the time to get picky. He climbed more carefully this time, vaulting up onto the roof. Nanda simply jumped from the ground and landed directly on the roof with one foot. 

“Come on,” she urged. 

The roar of motorcycles drew closer. Tiago stole a glance back. Two of them were in already roaring into view. 

He and Nanda leapt over a small roof gap to the next building, sprinting toward the approaching structure—a concrete-plastered apartment building. Tiago’s lungs were burning, but he pushed forward. Yeah, he definitely needed to amp up his cardio game. 

“You okay?” Nanda shouted. Tiago felt her eyes burning into his back.

“Fine,” he huffed. Another roof gap stretched between them and the open window of an apartment. To ordinary people, the jump may have looked like a death wish. But Tiago trusted his parkour skills. Even without Nanda’s super-human movement, he could make it.

He jumped first, flying through the air for a brief moment before catching the windowsill, feet landing below the window and bracing his body against the wall in a cat leap. He climbed in, and Nanda followed with ease.

He held his breath, glancing around the apartment he’d just broken into. Two children sat on the floor of the living room, watching a late-night Indian program on the old TV set. Their big eyes stared back at them, frozen. 

Nanda lifted a finger to where her lips rested under her mask. “Shh.” 

The little girl screamed. 

“That worked well,” Tiago whispered, faking a smile for the sake of the terrified kids. 

“They went this way,” a man shouted from behind the paper-thin walls, followed by the sound of stomping. Someone was coming up the stairwell. Nanda’s wide-eyed expression echoed his. They had to get out of there. 

Ignoring the children’s worried murmurs, they rushed to the small balcony on the opposite end of the apartment. They both halted at the railing. Tiago exhaled, staring across the expanse between the balcony and the window of the next building.

The gap stretched at least nine paces wide, threatening even a powered-up Nanda with a body-breaking splat on the cobbled street below. Nanda cursed beside him.

“Change of plans. How good are you at dodging bullets?” she quipped.

But Tiago’s mind was scrambling for a solution. No fire escape. No stone ledges to crawl across to a neighboring window. No way to cross the gap. Unless… 

“See the clothesline running to the next building?”

Nanda eyed him hard, trying to decide if he was joking. “This isn’t one of your action movies, Tiago. That flimsy line will pull right out of the bricks!”

A harsh pounding on the door rose over the kids’ screams of shock. Then, muffled shouts. Ignoring Nanda’s lack of faith, Tiago braced one foot on the balcony railing to test the clothesline. “See?” Bem forte, strong as a hammock hook.”

He held the cord in a firm grip and crossed his ankles over the thick rope, pulling himself military-style across the gap. Viewing the dark sky above him was better than seeing the cobblestones below. Goblin passed him and scampered across the clothesline with ease, reaching the other side in seconds. Halfway there, Tiago stole a glance back to see if Nanda was following. To his frustration, she was talking with the children in hushed whispers. Probably telling them to hide if the men broke in. The kids scurried to another room. 

Tiago looked back to his task. Almost there. Just a few more… There. Just as he dropped his feet and was about to reach one leg to the windowsill, he heard a snap. The taught line went limp. In a moment of pure adrenaline, he leapt into the open window. Feeling solid ground under his feet again, he looked back.

Nanda threw her hands over her mouth, but her shoulders drooped in relief when she saw he was safe. A gunshot pierced the air. Someone kicked in the door. Tiago eyed the gap, panicking.

“Nanda, you’ve got to jump!”

“I know, dimwit.” Without a second thought, she backed up a few paces, sprinted toward the balcony, and catapulted herself from the railing. Her body soared through the air, arms flailing. Tiago’s heart stopped. No human could jump that distance. But once again, he had to suspend all disbelief. Since her transformation, Nanda had challenged everything he thought to be real.

He stepped from the window as she landed squarely on the windowsill.  Thinking fast, Tiago pulled the window glass down behind them and crouched next to Nanda. Those poachers may know Nanda was one of the Bronze Tiger, but as far as Tiago could tell, the extent of her physical powers was still a secret. They’d never believe she jumped that gap.

They waited for several long minutes until, finally, the motorcycle engines revved again, the sound vanishing back toward the factory. Tiago stood, peeking through the window and then glancing around the vacant apartment they now found themselves in. Once Nanda saw that Goblin was safe, grooming himself in the corner of the room, she pulled down her face mask. Their eyes met, and they shared a deep breath of relief. Then, they broke into a fit of nerve-fueled laughter. 

Nanda struggled for air, her eyes sparkling like raindrops against the sunlight. “I can’t… I can’t believe we actually—”

Tiago pulled her face to his. Their lips met, and for a sweet moment, all Tiago could feel was the warmth of the girl who had become the flame of his life. No, she was fire itself. She kissed him back, laying her hands on his chest.

Without warning, she pushed him away. He looked for answers in her troubled eyes. 

“It’s not time for this,” she whispered.

Tiago heaved a sigh, smoothing his hair back. “When will it ever be?” 

She shook her head. 

“Before we came to Jorhat city to start your Bronze Tiger training, you told me you felt the same way as I do.” He took her hands in his. “Why can’t we give this a shot?”

She finally lifted her pleading eyes back to his. “I do, and we will. But my mind just can’t be there right now. These poachers, this man they’re calling Lord Ivory, they’re causing so much suffering. I keep sensing—”

She bit her lip, dropping her gaze to the floor. “Never mind.”

Tiago couldn’t help but feel she was hiding something from him. But what? “Listen, we’ll stop Lord Ivory and his band of good-for-nothing thugs. And we will rescue all the animals they’re stealing.”

Her brow furrowed as she stared down at her tennis shoes. “You don’t have to do that, you know.”

“Do what?”

“Pretend you care, about the primates, the rhinos, the parrots… about the animals. I know you’re just here to keep me safe. That’s all you’ve ever wanted.”

He bit his cheek. He couldn’t argue—not when he knew she was right. His eyes drifted to Nanda’s shoulders. One carried the impression of a tiger face that had manifested when she first woke up with her powers. The other revealed a scarred-over bullet wound, from the time they parted ways after an argument. He’d sworn that would be the last time he ever left her to fight her battles alone. 

“This is important to you, and that’s enough for me, alright?”

She leaned against the blank wall and pulled a roll of gauze from the pocket of her pants, getting busy wrapping a bloodied knuckle. “You say that now, but I’ve seen the look on your face when I talk with Eric about the wildlife being taken.”

Tiago clenched his jaw and ground his teeth, hoping she wouldn’t notice. “Yeah, I mean… obviously I’m not going to treat them like humans the way you guys do.”

She let out an exasperated sigh. “That’s what I’m talking about. You… you really don’t understand.”

He lifted his hands in surrender. “Look, what does that matter, anyway?”

Nanda’s eyes remained fixed on her knuckles, her lips pursed as she wrapped the gauze tight enough to cut off blood circulation. 

Tiago rolled his eyes at himself. How did he always ended up pissing her off? So much for wooing his girl. “Hey, I’m sorry, okay? I’m just tired from our little race with death, and I’m hungry as hell.”

An involuntary smile teased her lips.

He took the opportunity. “And there just happens to be a dirt-cheap restaurant right across from the loft I’m staying at. Open late. They have a vegetarian butternut squash curry on the menu.”

She twisted up her nose in disgust. “Ugh. More like better-not squash.”

Tiago shook his head in disbelief. “You don’t eat meat. You don’t eat vegetables. How are you alive?”

“Oh, come on. Haven’t you ever heard of bread? Anyway, I can’t. I’d better get back to the monastery before Master Jai realizes that the watermelon tucked under the blankets isn’t me.”

Chuckling under his breath, Tiago ambled toward the door. He tested it with a firm tug. To his relief, it was open. He looked back to Nanda, who stared into the distance with a thoughtful look. He stopped. “Nanda, when I was tied to that chair, the poachers were talking about something called the Rise. Sounds like some kind of code. Do you know what that’s about?”

She pulled her mask over her nose while Goblin clambered back onto her shoulder with a chirp. “I don’t know, but we’d better find out soon. If this Lord Ivory is as dangerous as everyone says, I have a feeling things are only going to get worse from here.”
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