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CHAPTER ONE

 

Superpowers or not, Nanda was ready to collapse. Wiping the perspiration from her forehead, she fell back into her fighting stance. Ready for another strike. She stole a glance at Yasmin, but her teammate was still hunched over, panting as she recovered from a painful blow to the gut. 

“Only the strong can save the weak,” the old man shouted from across the abandoned airstrip. His overgrown silver beard and ponytail whipped across his face. Flowing beige robes made him look like a character out of some kung-fu flick. Lifting his scrawny arms, he thrust his fists down onto the concrete of the airstrip. The impact sent a wave of broken asphalt hurdling in their direction.

But they were ready. 

In unison, Nanda and Yasmin leapt into the air, diving over the wave of rubble. Nanda speed-vaulted over a chunk of shattered asphalt and fell into a shoulder roll. Not far away, Yasmin landed on all fours like a wild leopard. 

That was it. After three hours of being kicked around, Nanda was ready to end this. The aging monk was already balling his fists, holding them over his throat to expel an energy beam from his mouth. But she wouldn’t let him get that far. 

Reciting the Protection Chant in her mind, she lifted a shimmering orange energy shield around her. With the shield crackling and sparking in her periphery, she sprinted toward her opponent.

“Are you crazy?” Yasmin shrieked behind her. Despite her protest, Yasmin’s footsteps followed close behind. Nanda grinned. She knew her teammate would have her back, even if this attack was a long shot.

The monk’s eyes widened, but he maintained his stance, blue energy glowing in his mouth like a dragon’s flame. Yasmin lifted her own shield alongside Nanda’s just as the man released the explosive beam. Steel-melting blue heat struck the static shimmer of their shields, creating a shock wave that thrust all three of them onto their backs.

Nanda’s vision swirled, the abandoned Indian hangar and clear blue sky melding together like colors in a paint can. Gasps of surprise rose from the other monks who stood watching on the sidelines. Hope you’re enjoying the show, she scoffed inwardly. 

A gentle hand tucked under her arm as Yasmin helped her to her feet. Bruised muscles begged Nanda to lie back down, but she couldn’t listen. This was her only chance to prove herself—to become a Bronze Tiger warrior once and for all. It was time to get serious.

When she swung to face her opponent again, she blinked in confusion. The monk now sat cross-legged on the shattered asphalt, a deep frown accenting the wrinkles of his tanned, leathery face. Bright green irises burned into Nanda’s and Yasmin’s. He beckoned them forward with slender fingers.

Was the examination over, or was this some kind of trick? Either way, it didn’t really matter. There was no disobeying Honored Master Gyuno. Hesitantly, Nanda ambled forward. Yasmin fell into step alongside her, dragging her feet from pure exhaustion. 

Their opponent closed his eyes as if falling into deep meditation. They stood awkwardly before him, and Nanda cleared her throat to get his attention. 

He glanced up. “That was a bold move, though I wouldn’t call it a smart one. That being said, you two have fought well.” 

Hopping to his feet, Master Gyuno pressed his fingers to his mouth and whistled three times. At the cue, the rest of the monks gathered around the three of them. Nanda looked to Yasmin, who shrugged, equally clueless. 

Their mentor Master Jai took his place beside Honored Master Gyuno, beaming at his two students. Nanda’s heartbeat quickened. Was this it? The moment she’d been anticipating for months?

Thirty other Bronze Tiger monks encircled them, smiling expectantly. The pride in their eyes made Nanda’s heart glow with warmth. Just weeks ago, these people were all strangers. Nanda still hadn’t even learned all their names, yet they already felt like family. Master Gyuno was the only exception. He had flown to their Jorhat base from Tibet just four days ago. Up until today, Nanda had only exchanged a few words with the stoic leader.

The older monk glanced up at a much taller Master Jai, brushing down his scruffy beard with one hand. “What do you say, old friend? They passed their written examination with flying colors, and while their energy manipulations still need some control, they nearly got the better of me here on the training field.” He took on a more serious tone. “Tell me, would you vouch for these two with your life?”

Master Jai stole a glance at his students, the hint of a smile on his lips. “Without a doubt.”

Master Gyuno nodded his approval, but his expression still burned with quiet ferocity. “Yasmin. Nanda. The Bronze Tiger is not a hobby. It is a lifelong commitment. You two may well go on to earn university degrees and pursue careers in whatever you like, but you will attend meetings with your local chapters at least once a month for the rest of your lives. Furthermore, you will answer when called to take part in sacred missions to protect the innocent. Your involvement in our order is to remain secret, even from your families. There are times when discovery is inevitable, but whenever you can avoid it, you must remain anonymous. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Honored Master,” they replied in unison.

Several long, painful seconds passed. Finally, he dipped his head. “Then, as this generation’s Honored Master of the Bronze Tiger, I hereby declare these two...” He pulled two small bronze medallions from his robes, “Yasmin and Nanda…” He lifted the medallions over his head, their polished metal sparkling in the sunlight. “Warriors of the Bronze Tiger.” 

With that, he slipped the chain over Nanda’s head. Tears pooled in her eyes as the weight of the medallion tugged on her neck. He bestowed Yasmin with hers next. 

“By accepting this token, you both agree to uphold your vows to protect life in all its forms, to defend the weak, and to henceforth guard the secrets of our ancestors. You did it. Congratulations.” 

Shouts and applause rose around Nanda and Yasmin as their comrades celebrated the treasured milestone. Nanda wiped a stubborn tear away just as Yasmin grabbed her hand to give it a big squeeze. 

She could hardly believe it. After all this time, she was finally one of them. A secret vigilante fated to a double life as a warrior monk and an everyday American, saving lives in the shadows. In a way, she had already been doing that as the Feral Phantom. But being part of the Bronze Tiger was something so much bigger. She could almost see her mother smiling down on her in that moment.

When the commotion died down, Master Jai placed a hand on each of their shoulders, looking like a proud parent. “I guess you weren’t a hopeless cause after all,” he said to Nanda with a wink.

“Thanks for not giving up on me.” She ran a finger along the edge of her new medallion. Swirling designs and Tibetan characters encircled the Bronze Tiger emblem. A snarling tiger face.

As she stood beneath the towering hangar—still scorched black from the Ivory Gang invasion months before—Nanda finally remembered to breathe. She closed her eyes as the sticky post-monsoon winds tousled her hair. 

She had only been in Jorhat for a single summer, but it felt like years. After taking down Lord Ivory and saving the forests from a devastating man-made fire, Nanda and Yasmin had continued their training with Master Jai. Two more grueling months passed. In that time, the rest of the Jorhat chapter returned from their mission overseas, eager to help their new comrades prepare for the warrior examination. 

Nanda glanced at Yasmin, who was letting down her black hair from its ponytail. She beamed without breaking her ever-perfect composure. If only Daniel could see her now. Unfortunately, their old teammate wouldn’t be seeing anyone for a while. After betraying the Bronze Tiger to Lord Ivory to save his own skin, the order had suspended him. He’d need to prove his loyalty before he was ever welcomed back. Nanda secretly hoped he would. The bubbly teen had annoyed her to no end, but he’d always be one of them. 

“What are we standing around for?” Master Gyuno bellowed. “You two should go wash up and relax for the evening. You’ve earned it. As for the rest of you.” He exhaled deeply. “I would like to call a meeting in the hangar. We have an important matter to discuss. I fear it cannot wait.”

“Can’t we join you, Honored Master?” Yasmin asked in a sheepish voice. 

He stroked his beard as the other warriors filed into the building. “The matter at hand is very serious. I would prefer to restrict its discussion to the senior warriors.”

Nanda took a confident step forward, tucking her bronze medallion under her robe like she’d seen the other monks do. “With respect, Honored Master, we’d like to help in any way we can. We can’t do that if you keep us in the dark.”

Gyuno shared a quick glance with Master Jai, who gave a small shrug. The older monk huffed. “Very well. But you must listen in silence.” He pointed a stern finger at each of them.

Nanda and Yasmin both nodded, following the other monks into the hangar. Yasmin’s eyes glowed with anticipation, but Nanda’s gut rolled at the thought of what this ‘important matter’ might be.

The other warriors were already gathered beneath the tall ceiling, seated cross-legged on the polished concrete floor. Nanda and Yasmin found a spot near the back while Jai followed Gyuno to the front of the group. Nanda’s skin felt sticky from dried sweat, her hair no doubt a tangled mess. But her shower could wait. She needed to know what this was about. 

She chewed on the ends of her fingernails as Ohmen’s prophecy echoed in her mind. A great evil unleashed on the world. Could that be the reason for this meeting?

Before the group of monks, Honored Master Gyuno stood like a powerful commander.

 “My dear friends. Despite the joyous occasion of welcoming two new warriors,” he acknowledged them with a nod, “I regret to say we are at the precipice of something perilous.” He signaled for Master Jai to hand him an object wrapped in white linen. Nanda squinted to make it out. When the old monk unfolded the cloth, Nanda’s blood froze. The other warriors gasped, their worried murmurs filling the silence. 

Master Gyuno was holding the Bronze Tiger mask from the forest temple—the same relic that Lord Ivory had tried to steal. The same one Nanda had removed from the stone door in order to keep it from falling into enemy hands. 

Gyuno raised a hand for silence. The murmurs died down instantly. “We all know what this means. The moment this mask was removed from its resting place, the seal was broken. It should have been safe, hidden so deep in the forest, but Lord Ivory gained knowledge of its existence and forced Master Jai to reveal its location.” 

Nanda noticed the twitching of Master Jai’s brow at those words. That’s right. Jai had led Lord Ivory to the temple in order to protect Yasmin and Daniel. Nanda could only imagine the guilt he felt now.

Master Gyuno looked around the room, meeting the eyes of the worried monks. “Yes, my brothers and sisters.” He drew a deep breath. “The spirit of the False King has been unleashed.”

Nanda’s heart thumped in her chest. The False King… So that’s the great evil Ohmen warned me about.

Gyuno lifted the mask for all to see. “By now, he has undoubtedly found his human host and is walking among us. If we don’t find a way to lock his spirit away once more, he will wreak havoc on this world. Under his untold powers of energy manipulation and his hatred for the sanctity of life, entire ecosystems and civilizations could be wiped out. Humans and animals alike will suffer under his wrath. Thousands of species may become extinct.” He lowered his voice, glaring at an unseen foe. “Once his full power returns, his wrath will consume all in its path, including—no—especially the Bronze Tiger.”

The room went dead silent.

“Luckily, there is hope. I have studied the old texts and determined we have a few months before the entirety of his power fills his new body. We may still have time to lock him away.”

“And how do you propose we do that?” an elderly monk with a hunched posture asked.

A female monk with her hair tied in a bun slammed her fist in her hand. “We should ensure our families’ safety first. Surely he still blames the Bronze Tiger for his imprisonment.”

“He won’t let himself be sealed away again! Our best bet is to go into hiding,” said a soft-spoken younger monk.

The fear in their voices lit a fire inside Nanda. She couldn’t let fear dominate them all. She had to say something. Before she could think it through, she jumped to her feet.

“We can’t run and hide. I don’t know who this False King is, but I know who we are, and together we’re strong enough to face anything!” 

She’d wanted to inspire courage in the other monks—like the coach of an underdog sports team in one of those corny movies. But the naivety of her words dawned on her the moment they left her mouth. Yasmin slapped a palm to her forehead, clearly embarrassed on her behalf.

Master Gyuno waded through the seated monks toward her, his green eyes burning. “Indeed, you clearly don’t know who the False King is, else you wouldn’t have broken the seal and unleashed him on our world in the first place!”

Guilt washed over Nanda, heat rising to her face as the whole room went quiet again. The other warriors averted their gaze awkwardly. True, Ohmen himself had told her to allow no one to remove the mask, but she couldn’t just let the Ivory Gang get their hands on it. In the end, it was either her or them. She had to take it, though right now, she questioned whether that was the right call. 

“That’s a bit harsh, Honored Master,” Jai said in a calmer voice. His Hindi accent made his tone rise and fall with every word. “There was no way that mask would not have been removed that day. In Lord Ivory’s hands, it would have spelled even greater trouble. You know the power this artifact holds—and what it would mean for our enemies to possess it.”

“This is true,” Gyuno conceded with a sigh, rubbing the metal of the mask with his thumbs. “Excuse my outburst. I just never thought this day would come so soon.”

Nanda hesitantly sat back down as Master Gyuno returned to the front of his small audience. “We all know the story, but I will repeat it for the sake of our newest warriors.” He cleared his throat. “It was the Original Bronze Tiger, the first of our order, who saw the False King rise to power. He was once a devoted follower of our creeds, but for some unknown reason, he went rogue. His mind was tainted, and he transformed from a noble warrior to a power-hungry fiend. He used the energy-wielding powers of the Bronze Tiger against them, reigning over his brethren and killing those who stood in his way. When his power grew too dangerous, threatening everyone and everything around him, the Original Bronze Tiger used all his strength to lock the traitor’s spirit away.”

He handed the mask back to Jai. “Or so say the ancient texts. But no one knows how the great Ohmen created the seal, or how to repeat the procedure.” 

A shiver ran down Nanda’s neck. Ohmen. The monk from her visions was the Original Bronze Tiger. Of course. Why hadn’t she figured it out earlier?

“Forgive my interrupting again, Honored Master.” Nanda spoke carefully, afraid to sound stupid again. “But couldn’t we just… ask Ohmen?”

 In her periphery, she saw Yasmin cocking an eyebrow, as if Nanda had just suggested seeking advice from a tomato. But Master Gyuno and the rest seemed to know exactly what she meant. Shocked voices rose from the warriors, and both Bronze Tiger masters gave her a scornful look.

“It is forbidden to disturb Ohmen in the Meditative Realm,” Master Gyuno snapped. “You should have learned as much in your training.” With that, a scolding glance in Jai’s direction.

Okay. Nanda knew that much. Master Jai had warned her not to open the forbidden door, but she’d done so in desperation to stop Lord Ivory. “Why exactly can’t we talk to him?”

Master Gyuno chuckled at her ignorance. “Believe me, you are not the first to suggest it. Many before you have tried when problems have arisen over the centuries. Each time, Ohmen has cast them out with no mercy. Simply entering his domain is sure to leave you with a painful headache that dredges on for weeks. The Original Bronze Tiger has made it very clear he does not want to be disturbed. His wisdom rivals that of the Buddha himself, so if he wants to be left alone, we must assume his reasons are just.”

Nodding respectfully, Nanda bit her tongue and sat back down before she could do any more damage. 

Yasmin leaned over to whisper into her ear, “So much for listening to the meeting in silence.”

Nanda winked in response, but her mind was still churning with everything she’d just learned.

As Master Gyuno wrapped up the meeting with a few closing words, he carried the mask back to an old steel chest. Master Jai marched over to Nanda and Yasmin, a smirk teasing his lips. 

“Well, young warriors, I see one of you has made it her goal to get on the Honored Master’s bad side.”

Nanda shuffled her feet, feeling her robe suddenly warmer and itchier than usual. “I didn’t mean to.”

He waved it off. “I think your exhausting examination earned you a few words. Anyway, why don’t you two wash up for the evening meditation?”

“Actually, Master Jai.” Nanda cleared her throat, motioning with her head toward the woods outside the hangar.

“Oh, that’s right.” He exhaled though flared nostrils, lips tight. “I forget that you’re not staying with us. Just remind your friends not to wander too close to the monastery now that they’ve set up camp. The Honored Master isn’t too happy about outsiders staying so close to our hidden lair, even if it’s only for the next week.”

Nanda crossed her arms, indignation simmering in her chest. “There wouldn’t be a monastery anymore if it weren’t for those outsiders.” 

A look of regret washed over Jai’s face. “I understand that, but enough people have learned our secrets already. While it’s unlikely Lord Ivory shared much information with his subordinates, don’t forget he almost killed us with our own energy manipulations. You can’t blame the Bronze Tiger for being cautious.”

When another monk shouted Jai’s name, he told them a quick ‘goodnight’ and retreated. Nanda let her shoulders sag with a tired sigh. Glancing up, she realized Yasmin was staring absently into space, fidgeting with the corner of her robe. She’d been quiet the entire conversation. Something wasn’t right. Sure, she’d never been what you’d call chatty. But she was never this stoic, either.

“Are you okay?” Nanda whispered, resting a hand on Yasmin’s arm.

The Egyptian teen’s eyes shot up, but she quickly brought them down again, forcing a fake smile. “Of course. Why do you ask?”

Nanda combed her fingers through her mess of hair as they both strolled away from the hangar. “You just seem a little spacey.”

Yasmin cocked her head in confusion.

“Distant,” Nanda corrected, suddenly remembering that English wasn’t Yasmin’s first language. “Is it because you’re thinking about Daniel?”

“Uh, well… I suppose I do wish things had ended differently so we could have completed our warrior examination together. But that’s not what’s troubling me.” She glanced around to make sure no one else was in earshot. “Ever since we found the mask, the day we stopped Lord Ivory, I’ve had this feeling. A dread in the pit of my stomach that never quite goes away. When the Honored Master revealed the mask today, I felt it stronger than ever.”

Yasmin took a shaky breath, her dark eyes meeting Nanda’s. “I just have this feeling something horrible is about to happen.”

Nanda’s skin prickled at her words, but she tried not to let her unease show. “It was probably just Master Gyuno’s False King story that’s shaken you up. That was a pretty cryptic speech.”

“Yes, you’re probably right,” Yasmin reluctantly agreed, wearing that fake smile again. This time, Nanda let it lie.

Without another word, they hit the showers and washed off the grime from their skin—courtesy of their three-hour torture session on the training field. Nanda slipped on a black long-sleeved shirt and airy Indian pants. When she met up with Yasmin again, her teammate walked her to the edge of the woods, still lost in thought.

They reached the tree line, and Nanda could already smell the campfire. Its flames glowed through the stands of twisting tree trunks. Despite its comforting presence, the smell of wood smoke still brought her back to the day they defeated Lord Ivory. The fire could have easily consumed the whole forest. By now, the torrents of the late monsoon had finally come and gone, leaving the whole region sopping wet and colored a vivid green.

“Well, I’ll see you tomorrow,” Yasmin murmured.

“Y- yeah. See you…” With one last wave at her teammate, Nanda stepped onto the narrow forest trail, a sense of dread creeping into her own stomach. She hadn’t wanted to say anything that would worry Yasmin further, but she’d felt it, too. 

Something was coming. And Nanda cold only hope they’d be strong enough to face it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Ducking low-hanging branches and dodging spider webs, Nanda crept toward the natural clearing that held three camping tents and a dying fire. She stepped over the string of noisy cans that surrounded the campsite. Tiago’s idea. Apparently, he’d seen it on some zombie movie and thought it might work the same way for the stealthy predators that lurked through the forests of Assam. Nanda wasn’t so sure.

Screeeee. Nanda’s marmoset buddy Goblin leapt to her shoulder, rubbing his head on her chin with a soft chirp. His tufted ears tickled her skin. She giggled, scratching the little primate’s neck. “Come on, I’ve only been gone a day.”

From the open door of one tent, Eric and their new friend Cindy Strand lounged on their sleeping bags, reading and journaling by firelight. Cindy glanced up and shot her a lop-sided grin. 

“Well lookie here. Miss Incredible has returned to mingle with the common folk.”

Nanda sat on a log by the fire, letting her shoulders sag as Goblin curled up in her lap. “I’m so sorry about all this, guys. After everything you did to help, I thought the monks would at least let you sleep at the monastery.” She watched the warm flames dance in the fire pit as guilt pricked her conscience. “You really don’t have to stay, you know. You guys should be back in the States in your own beds. Not sleeping on the floor with the lizards and bird-eating spiders.”

“Bird-eating spiders?” Cindy shrieked. Then, seeing Nanda’s playful wink, she scowled. “That is so not funny.”

Eric crawled out of the tent to take a seat next to Nanda. Goblin chittered gleefully, jumping from Nanda’s lap into his. “We’re not leaving you here after everything we’ve been through. We’ll go home together in a couple of weeks.”

“Besides,” Cindy chimed in, her head poking through the hole in the tent. “I’m not getting out of here until every last one of those Ivory Gang idiots have been swept up like the cockroaches they are.”

“Hey, don’t insult the cockroaches,” Nanda scolded, wagging a finger.

Eric smiled. “On top of all that, I still need to wrap up my story about the Jorhat conservancy for my blog.”

“In other words,” Cindy shrugged. “You’re stuck with us.”

Nanda shook her head. “I don’t deserve you guys.” 

Even if she wouldn’t say it out loud, she was happy they’d decided to stick around—whatever their reasons. After the crazy events of that summer, it would have been hard to part ways now. 

Nanda glanced around the campsite. “By the way, where are Luciana and Tiago?” 

Eric signaled toward the forest with his chin, stroking Goblin’s ringed tail. “Firewood duty, I think.” Adjusting his glasses with his free hand, he scooted closer to Nanda. “So? How did your day with the top-secret vigilante warriors go?”

Nanda sighed. Honestly, she was dying to tell them about her warrior examination, to share her excitement about passing. But she knew the rules. Some secrets had to be kept, even if Eric and Cindy already knew more than they should.

“It was good,” she said simply, tugging down her sleeve to hide the green and purple bruises on her arms. If good means getting beaten to a pulp by a seventy-year-old man who breathes fire.

Eric rolled his eyes in disbelief, but he didn’t press her. He knew better. 

“A little help would be nice, you bunch of lazy asses. You got more arms than me,” Luciana growled, dropping her armful of firewood. “Oh, hey chica.” She smirked at Nanda, giving a little salute. 

Tiago stumbled from behind her, hauling several mid-sized logs. “So… much… wet wood. Why is there nothing but wet wood?”

Luciana glared back at him. “Because of rain, you idiota.”

“Mulher chata,” he grumbled back in Portuguese, dumping the damp logs by the fire. The moment his eyes met Nanda’s, his face brightened. He shot her that white-toothed smile that melted her heart every time. Well, they were officially dating now. She was allowed to be a little sappy.

Getting up from the log bench, Nanda wrapped her arms around his neck, stealing a warm kiss that made her lips tingle. “Nice to see you working on your outdoor survival game. I liked the zombie tripwire, by the way.”

“Oh, shut up!” he laughed, grazing her arms with his fingers. 

When his eyes wandered over her, his smile fell. His brow furrowed like it always did when he saw through her facade. “Where the hell did all these bruises come from?” he whispered so the others wouldn’t hear.

Nanda tugged her arms away, pulling her sleeves down to her wrists. Of course Tiago would notice. He noticed everything. 

“I had my warrior examination today,” she whispered back, unable to contain a smile. “I passed.”

His eyes lit up, a grin teasing his lips. “Of course you did.” 

Tiago had fought alongside the Bronze Tiger more than once. Since he knew their secrets, he was the one person she could talk to about everything. Well, almost everything. She still hadn’t told him about the Gift of Empathy, an inborn ability that let her feel the emotions of animals around her. That was one conversation she wasn’t willing to have. Not just yet.

Noticing Cindy glancing their way, Tiago quickly straightened his expression, careful not to arouse suspicion. “You must be exhausted. Why don’t you head to the tent? I’ll be there soon.”

Giving her a quick kiss, he shoved her toward their shared tent. Normally, she’d slap him away for being so pushy. But tonight, she couldn’t argue. She was ready to collapse on her sleeping bag and snooze until noon. Not that the Bronze Tiger would let her sleep past sunrise.

Curling up on the floor of the tent, she bundled some clothing under her head and grabbed her blanket. As Goblin hopped in the tent and nestled up beside her, she let her mind wander. Becoming a warrior was thrilling, but she couldn’t stop thinking about that bronze mask. The fear that gripped everyone in the room the moment Master Gyuno mentioned the False King. How powerful was this ancient force exactly? It was all so ominous. Could a vengeful spirit really destroy whole ecosystems? 

She wanted to stay awake to share her fears with Tiago, but the dreamy fog of sleep quickly swallowed her up in its warm folds. Her thoughts became jumbled nonsense as she drifted into slumber.

 

“Are you satisfied?”

Nanda’s eyes shot open. She stood before the Bronze Tiger temple near Jorhat, the familiar waterfall crashing down the cliff somewhere to her right. The sun was beginning to set over a green horizon. She was alone, but there was this smell…charred and ashy, like grilled meat. What was it?

“Are you happy about where your decisions have led you?”

A chill crept over Nanda’s skin, her chest cold as if gripped by an icy hand. She knew that voice. She swung her head to face the speaker.

Lord Ivory stood before her, his face covered with red burns that bubbled under his skin. His clothing was charred black, eaten by flames that still simmered at the edges. He tossed his cane to the side and hobbled closer, reaching out a blackened hand that still wore red jewel-encrusted rings.

“He is coming.”

Flames rose from nothing, licking at his skin and scorching his robes.

“And when he finds you, you will wish you’d never set foot in this place.”

The intense heat forced Nanda to back-step until her spine touched the wall of the temple. The flames rose higher, consuming Lord Ivory’s body until he was nothing but a pillar of fire. The blaze spread, eating at the ground around her enemy’s feet and lapping at her own legs. Terror mounted inside her, but her feet were frozen in place.

She clenched her eyes shut and screamed.

 

When she opened them again, the dark tent filled her vision. Tiago’s sleeping form slowly rose and fell beside her, and Goblin was sprawled on the floor between them. She sat up, taking a few deep breaths to calm her racing heartbeat. Hair clung to her sweaty neck, her clothing sticking to her skin. She quietly rose from her sleeping bag, stepping out of the tent and into her sandals.

Another nightmare. 

She couldn’t live in the dark anymore. She had to know what was going on, and to do that, there was only one person she could talk to.

The emotions of foraging rodents and stealthy predators reached her heightened sense, but she kept her mind on her task. When she came to a towering tree—its trunk as wide as her computer desk back in Los Angeles—she sat at its base. She folded her legs and rested her hands on her knees in a meditative pose. Reciting the Meditation Chant in her head, she focused on her breathing, just like Master Jai had taught her. The emotions of animals around her, the rustling of leaves, and the earthy scents of moss and rotten wood faded to a familiar void. Soundless. Scentless. Black. 

Nothing.

And from the nothing rose a hallway under a flickering fluorescent light. Doors lined the musty corridor. She stepped with purpose down her mind’s hallway to the last door on the left, which bore a snarling tiger face dripping with black paint. She opened it. 

As she stepped into the dark expanse, mist swirled around her feet as if welcoming her from a long absence. Fireflies ascended skyward from her footsteps, spiraling around her body in the thousands, tickling her face as they brushed past her. She continued until she reached the tall monk with hair to his waist and a tiger mask hiding his every expression. Ohmen. 

“I was hoping you would pay me a visit sooner, Nanda.” He sat down on the dark floor. She did the same, keeping her eyes trained on the murky ground. 

“Why would you want to see me? I did exactly what you told me not to do—removed the seal and unleashed the False King. What exactly happens now?”

She let her words sink in, biting the meat of her forefinger as she awaited an answer. 

Silence.

She sighed. “When I told the Bronze Tiger that we should talk to you about it, they said it was impossible. That you cast out anyone who tries to see you.”

He tilted his head almost imperceptibly. “An open line of communication between me and the Bronze Tiger can be extremely dangerous. I have forbidden direct contact in the Meditative Realm… It’s the only way to protect our order.”

“But you let me in.” Nanda lifted her eyes to Ohmen’s mask. The polished bronze reflected her own troubled expression.

“There comes a time when traditions must be broken. The old must give way to the new, lest it should perish.”

Nanda watched the fireflies as they gathered on her arms. Ohmen’s cryptic words did little to ease her worry.

“I don’t think I deserve that honor,” she whispered, reaching out a finger for a firefly to land.

More silence.

She sucked in a frustrated breath, grinding her teeth. “Come on, just say it. Tell me I screwed up, that breaking that stupid mask free from the temple door was my fault!”

He shook his head slowly. “I have foreseen this moment for centuries. I hoped it could be avoided, but I see now that time is unchangeable. What has been foretold will always take place. There is no escaping fate.”

“But we can still stop the False King, can’t we?” She watched his tiger mask as it reflected the glow of dancing fireflies.

“Perhaps.”

A spark of hope lit inside Nanda. “I knew it! How do we find him? What do we have to do to stop him? You locked him away once. Tell me how.”

Ohmen turned his head toward her. Orange eyes seemed to glow from behind the mask. Nanda stood, clenching her fists to ease her own tension. 

His voice finally broke the silence. 

“Are you ready to lose them all?”

His mask began to melt like candle wax, orange eyes now blazing like two dying stars. Nanda instinctively backed away, knees trembling as she watched Ohmen melt into a puddle of black tar. Suddenly, everything around her transformed. The fireflies and mist dissipated, leaving her in utter darkness.

She heard waves crashing and felt a damp breeze, heavy with salt. Then, screams. Hundreds of agonizing voices that threatened to burst her eardrums. She cupped her hands over her ears, clenching her eyes shut. Hands were grabbing at her clothing and ankles as the screaming grew louder. And above all the voices, one she didn’t recognize spoke like the rumble of thunder, its tone sending a chill down her spine.

“Prepare to meet your new king.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Nanda blinked her eyes open. The first rays of dawn peaked through the canopy, bringing with them the heat of another late summer day. She glanced around, listening, but the phantom voices had gone silent. 

She’d fallen asleep. Yeah, that would explain it. She’d been meditating and talking to Ohmen, and when she dozed off, her meditation turned into a nightmare. Just a bad dream—nothing more. 

When she tried to stand up, her numb legs cramped beneath her, and she nearly tumbled face-first into the forest floor. Okay. That’s what she got for sleeping with her legs crossed. Once the ache passed, she stretched her arms, rubbed the sleep out of her eyes, and meandered back to the campsite. 

The embers of last night’s fire still smoldered in the fire pit, the tents quiet as her friends slept in. Under different circumstances, she might have taken the chance to prank them, maybe trigger Tiago’s zombie tripwire to watch them stumble out of their tents ready to fend off a ferocious beast. But not today. Her mind was still plagued from that weird dream.

Goblin chirped at her from a tree branch where he was feasting on a mango.

“Keep it down, buddy,” she said in a hushed voice. “No one likes a marmoset alarm clock.” 

Goblin shrieked in protest, scurrying further up the tree. When Nanda looked back to the campsite, movement behind Luciana’s tent caught her eye. Strange. Who else was awake this early? 

Moving slowly and stealthily, she approached the tent and glanced around the corner. Luciana hunched over her backpack, stuffing the last of her cargo pants and survival gear into the over-filled bag.

“What’s going on?” Nanda whispered.

Luciana looked up with a glint in her eye. “I should be asking you that. I’m not the one who slept out with the bugs last night.”

Nanda crouched beside Luciana, her heart growing heavy as the realization dawned on her. “You’re leaving?”

She sighed. “I’ve done my part, and now I gotta get moving.” She had a faraway look in her eyes as her smile fell. “Peaceful times ain’t my thing. If I stop moving, I start thinking too much. The demons start coming out of their closets, and they don’t go back in easy.”

“It’s okay. I get it.” Nanda said softly. “Where will you go?”

“I have some unfinished business back in LA.” She shot Nanda a sideways smirk. “And it looks to me like you have a handle on things here.”

When Luciana zipped up her backpack, they both stood, neither quite knowing what to say next. Nanda offered an awkward hand. “Thanks for everything. Really.”

Luciana clasped her hand, giving it a firm squeeze. But when she drew it away, Nanda felt a crumpled paper in her palm. She unfolded it as Luciana swung her backpack over her shoulder and started down the trail. 

“Once you and your Bronze Tiger buddies make it back to the City of Angels, give me a holler, yeah?”

Nanda read the hastily scribbled email address before stuffing the paper into her pocket with a smile. “Will do.”

Without looking back, Luciana gave one last wave. Nanda watched as the toughest woman she ever met vanished into the woods. Her chest tightened. What would the rise of the False King mean for Luciana? For all the people Nanda cared about? Master Gyuno made it clear lives would be lost. How many lives was still unclear. Either way, she had to stop this new enemy—whatever it would take.

The screams from her nightmare invaded her thoughts, but she quelled them, letting heavy feet guide her back to the monastery. Parting the last branches to the airstrip, she couldn’t help but grin. Her comrades were already training and meditating near the hangar against a backdrop of broken-down planes. 

She walked past five warriors from Nepal, Tibet, and North India who were instructing an equal number of children in the Bronze Tiger fighting hand. They stood in a wide-legged stance, taking turns throwing punches and blocking attacks. 

The kids turned their big eyes to Nanda as she approached, drawing a few scolding words from a heavyset man in his mid-thirties. Daas. She was pretty sure that was his name.

Daas nodded when Nanda passed, the morning sun glinting off his clean-shaven head. She nodded back as the group resumed their sparring. The moment Nanda’s feet touched the floor of the hangar, the smell of rice and cooked vegetables wafted through the air. Today’s lunch. She glanced at the older woman who leaned over a huge cast-iron pot suspended over an open fire.

“Xuprobhat,” Nanda said proudly. “Good morning’ was one of the few phrases in Assamese she’d memorized over the past few months.

The woman smiled back, chuckling good-heartedly. “Xuprobhat to you as well, young warrior. Excellent job on your examination yesterday. It brought me back to my own fighting days as a youth.” She simulated a trained punch with her frail, bony arm, and they both chuckled.

She continued into the tall-ceilinged hangar, where at least ten monks were already seated. They shared hushed words over plates of nuts and dried fruits. At one end of the room, Yasmin, Master Jai, and Master Gyuno were huddled together. The two elder monks were discussing something fervently. Yasmin, meanwhile, stared off into nothing with troubled eyes. That was all too common these days. Just like Nanda’s unrelenting nightmares. 

She poured herself a cup of green tea from the table. Taking a sip of the grassy liquid, she grimaced. She could kill for an honest cup of coffee. Heck, she’d even eat the grounds pure if it meant not having to stare down another cup of tea for the rest of her life.

Before she could grab a plate of dried mango and raisins, she overheard the Honored Master speaking to Jai in a loud, confident voice. “It’s settled, then. We will travel to the headquarters in Mumbai to form our plan of action.”

“That won’t be good enough,” a familiar voice rose from the dark recesses of the hangar.

The monks went quiet.

Nanda knew that British accent from anywhere. Its tone was imprinted on her memory from the night she’d almost lost everything. The night of Tiago’s faked death, courtesy of Lord Ivory’s assassin daughter.

 Aadita. 

The teen stepped forward, wearing a traditional Indian sari—a dress that wrapped over her lithe form. Her hair was tied back in a tight braid, but black and gray replaced her usual black-and-crimson color palette. 

She held a small animal close to her chest. Nanda couldn’t see it clearly from this distance, but as Aadita drew nearer, her secret sense was hit by its agonizing pain.

Master Gyuno and the warriors all fell into their fighting stance, watching the intruder with trained caution. Gyuno sneered. “Well, if it isn’t the Red Cobra. How did you get past our watchmen?” 

Before Gyuno could command the warriors to attack, Master Jai placed a hand on his shoulder, his expression unreadable. 

“Relax, Honored Master.” His gaze fell on Aadita again, and the wrinkles of his forehead deepened above his bushy brows. “Last we met, this young woman was fighting on our side. Now tell me, Aadita, what brings you to our monastery?”

She marched forward, every step bringing a new layer of the animal’s suffering to Nanda’s mind. She bit her cheek to hold back involuntary tears. When a ray of sunlight finally struck Aadita’s form, Nanda saw it. A speckled shorebird with a flattened beak was perched in her hands, groaning and wheezing with every breath. 

“A spoon-billed sandpiper. This bird is critically endangered.”  Master Gyuno’s voice was solemn. He lifted his eyes to glare at Aadita. “What have you done?”

She straightened her posture, looking offended. “I’m not to blame for this travesty. This bird is one of many. The wetlands of my home state of Tamil Nadu have become a burial ground for all manner of wildlife. A month ago, I traveled south to Chennai city, hoping to tear down any remaining traces of my father’s criminal empire. But I was greeted by an unpleasant surprise. It seems my foolhardy brother has returned to our headquarters in Chennai. Thanks to him, the Ivory Gang is far from disbanded—it’s as strong as ever.”

“And why should we believe you?” Gyuno growled. “The Ivory Gang are your people, after all.”

“Not anymore. I went there because I wanted to make things right, like I should have done long ago…” A sadness filled her eyes for a brief moment. “Whatever is happening in Chennai, I just know Malesh has something to do with it. And from the extent of the damage they’re doing, I don’t think he and the Ivory Gang are working alone.”

Nanda’s mind began to swirl with pain. How many other animals could be losing their lives in the South Indian state? She turned to Yasmin, who was already scrolling through news articles on her phone.

 “Aadita is right. Thousands of animals are either dead or dying. Shorebirds, waterfowl, reptiles, mammals. The marshes and lakes around Chennai are being massacred, and reporters are already calling it the environmental disaster of the decade.”

Master Gyuno stroked his beard, his eyes fixed on the suffering spoonbill. “More than seventy-six thousand birds migrate through the state each year. A mass die-off in Tamil Nadu would cause ecological effects that ripple through all of India and beyond.”

 The images of dead birds on Yasmin’s phone brought a dull ache to Nanda’s chest. “Do they have any idea what’s causing it?”

“They’re being poisoned.” Aadita stepped forward to place the bird in one of the warriors’ hands. She stared down each monk in turn, her lips twitching with impatience. “So? You monks are the Bronze Tiger, aren’t you? You are the protectors of wildlife my father always ranted about. I don’t see one reason why you shouldn’t go there immediately. I am not foolish enough to think I can stop my brother alone, with the full force of the Ivory Gang behind him, and you monks have every reason to help me.”

A shadow fell over the crowd of warriors. Gyuno’s eyes brewed like storm clouds over the ocean. Master Jai simply stared at the floor, jaw set in a hard line. Nanda quickly realized they had all come to the same realization. It wasn’t a coincidence—this could connected to the False King. 

And if that were true, this massacre would make Chennai ground zero for the havoc to come.

“Well?” Aadita’s composure was quickly melting away as the silence stretched on.

“This might be our only chance to strike,” Nanda blurted before she could think, then quickly raised her palms in apology. “Not that it’s my call to make.”

Gyuno and Jai both cast her a disapproving look, but with a sharp inhale, the Honored Master nodded his agreement. “We must go. And our best bet of eliminating this threat is to do it together.”

Jai leaned in, his eyes wide. “Do you intend to gather the warriors in Chennai?”

Master Gyuno took the spoonbill from the other warrior, stroking its weary head. “Yes.” A fiery determination returned to his eyes. 

“All of them.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Malesh reclined in his overstuffed leather chair, propping his feet on his father’s stainless steel desk. 

“I’m telling you guys, it’s no problem. Our threats haven’t fallen on deaf ears. The government will pay up so we end the poisoning of their precious wetlands, and everyone will get a big, fat paycheck to buy a new Porsche, or whatever it is you people do with your money.” He cracked his knuckles, hoping he projected more confidence than he felt. 

Dukker stood on his left, itching the back of his head until his fingernails might have drawn blood. He shook his head. “Don’t pretend the situation is that simple, boss. Keeping our guys together is hard enough as it is, with Lord Ivory in custody and all. If the government doesn’t give cave soon, our guys will jump ship. Or worse—outright mutiny.”

Malesh bit the inside of his cheek. Dukker was really starting to get on his nerves. Just months ago, the Ivory Gang’s head manager was the picture of bravery. Now, he cowered like an escaped prisoner, always glancing over his shoulder. 

“I don’t give a crap about your petty problems.” The woman to his right spoke in a French accent, her authoritative tone the perfect match for her spiked blond hair and muscular form. Tomato-red lips turned down in a scowl as her eyes locked on Malesh. “After your failure in Jorhat, your top priority shouldn’t be stopping your little Ivory Gang playmates from wetting themselves. You need to settle your debts with Crash Resistance, or there’ll be hell to pay. Have you forgotten that thousands of acres of prime real estate were supposed to be cleared for our clients, yet not a single tree was burned down? We were left with nothing!”

Malesh lifted his hands, waiting for his turn to speak. “Madame Chandelle, I understand that your organization expects a certain level of professionalism. That’s where my father failed, but I’m not him. Once these wetlands are rendered useless as wildlife sanctuaries, they can be drained and developed. And believe me—the land around Chennai is far more valuable than that spit of forest in the middle of god-forsaken Jorhat.”

Dukker shot a glare at Chandelle from the corner of his eye, snarling. He spoke in Tamil, “These European pricks don’t deserve the fifty percent of the polluted lands you’ve promised. We’re the ones doing the bulk of the work. We should get at least seventy-five percent.”

The woman crossed her arms, showing off her rippling triceps. “What did he just say? Translate, kid!”

Malesh sighed, rubbing his forehead. “He thinks you’re pushing it by asking for half of the real estate plus the government payoff.”

She laughed the high-pitched, snorty kind of chortle that made Malesh’s skin crawl.

“Oh, just try taking our share of the operation! I’d love to show you what kind of artillery Crash Resistance has saved up for business partners who go back on their word. You owe us. Don’t forget that.”

“Just relax, okay?” Malesh used the most diplomatic voice he could manage, though honestly, he was inches away from strangling the egotistical woman. 

“I have so much admiration for your organization,” he lied, drawing a dark look from Dukker, “but you need to have a little patience. Our open letter is going public today, and that will be the end of our little game of push-and-pull with the guys up top. With our threats going public, they’ll pay up to save face and salvage what they can of the wetlands. Then, mark my words, we’ll be left with both the polluted land and the cash to show for our efforts.”

“Fine,” she growled, hands propped on her hips with a haughty look. “But if you’re wrong, a mutiny will be the least of your worries.”

She cast a demeaning wink at Dukker as her red lips lifted in an ugly smirk. Turning her back to them, she swung the door open and strutted out, her footsteps echoing down the hallway. Malesh sank back into his chair with a sigh. Dukker leaned over the desk, neck veins bulging under his dark skin. 

“Your father would have never let that woman walk all over him like that.”

A spark of indignation lit inside Malesh. “My father is the very reason we’re in this whole mess. If you don’t like the way I’m cleaning up, I’m sure I can manage for you to join him in intensive care.”

The whites of Dukker’s eyes shone bright against his skin in repressed anger, but he backed down, stomping out of the office with one final stab. “If Lord Ivory could voice his opinion, he’d never have let a kid take over his empire. Even if that kid was his own son.”

Malesh glared daggers into Dukker until the footsteps echoed out the last door of the hallway. Finally alone, he melted into the cool leather of the chair, drawing his knees to his chest. He tilted his head back to watch the ceiling fan whir against the greenish hue of the fluorescent light. 

What was he doing? Who did he think he was? Maybe Dukker was right. Back in Jorhat, when he was preparing to light the fire that would clear the forest for tea estates, he’d felt ready to take on the world, to cement his place alongside his father. He never imagined he’d be replacing him. Not this soon. He should have been imprisoned alongside Lord Ivory. Instead, he’d followed his sister’s plea and fled to the woods like a coward. Hidden in the forest, he’d watched his father burned alive, defeated. Sure, he’d survive—or so the gang’s connections in the hospital told him. But the damage was too great. He’d never be the same.

Malesh pulled his pack of cigarettes and lighter from his jean pocket. Lighting one up, he took a deep draw, trying to focus on the enticing flavor of nicotine coating his tongue. He blew out the breath of smoke, and tears rose to his eyes. He blinked them away, grinding his teeth in annoyance. No, he wasn’t about to cry over his father, over never being able to measure up, just like the great Lord Ivory had always feared.

“Don’t look so down, kid.” 

Malesh rubbed any traces of moisture from his face before swinging his chair. Nilaya stood in the doorway that led to a large backroom, a serene smile gracing her face. Her long hair, once matted and tangled, was now carefully combed. A form-fitting silver business suit replaced the white pajamas she once wore in that padded room with its coloring pages and plastic forks.

“Who’s down?” He tried to mirror her cool attitude, taking another draw on his cigarette. 

His aunt stepped forward, hands in the pockets of her slacks. “You don’t have to pretend. I know how hard it’s been to see your father fall from that high pedestal he created for himself.” 

Malesh shook his head in defiance as another cloud of cigarette smoke blurred the lines of Nilaya’s face.

She grinned. “I know that you and Aadita always looked up to him. But believe me—he got what was coming to him. Pride had eaten my big brother to the bone long before the mysterious force of those monks charred and mangled his skin.”

Malesh ground his teeth, trying to keep calm despite his aunt’s graphic description. He shouldn’t expect any sympathy for Lord Ivory from her. Nilaya hated her brother, and for good reason. He had locked her away when she was diagnosed with schizophrenia, never giving her a second thought as she rotted away in a glorified prison cell. But whatever may have happened all those years ago, she’d found herself again. Malesh always knew her mind would heal one day. That she’d return to him.

He pressed the cigarette butt into the ash tray on the desk, rubbing his temple to ease his headache as he remembered the two baboons who’d left the room just minutes before.

“They’re doubting your plan, Aunt Nilaya. And I have to say, I’m having a tough time keeping up the charade. How can you be so sure this whole thing is going to work?”

She knelt before his chair, looking him in the eye. “Believe me, kid. My plan is going to rock this city.”

Malesh must have been seeing things, because for a brief moment, he thought Nilaya’s eyes flickered with red light.

She smiled. “Everything is going according to plan. And when we’re done here, you’ll be more powerful than Lord Ivory ever dreamed to be.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Nanda gazed out the double-paned airplane window. Green mountain peaks and clustered villages dotted the landscape, the crimson gleam of sunrise creeping along the border of the atmosphere. But inside, Nanda felt dark as night. 

The pollution of the wetlands. The mask. The False King. It was all happening so fast. They’d barely had time to pack their things before they left for Tamil Nadu. She was still torn up about leaving Goblin with their allies at the Jorhat conservancy. He was in good hands, but the sadness radiating from her furry little friend as she left nearly snapped her heart in half.

 She slipped her hand into Tiago’s. He woke up just long enough to squeeze it before dozing off again. Typical.

“So, it looks like…” Eric whispered from the other side of Tiago, the glow of his phone’s screen reflected in his glasses. “Wild Hearts Horizons is already mobilizing in Chennai. They’re sending volunteers and workers from Los Angeles and across the USA to team up with the local conservancy. They’ll be providing aid to the animals and protesting the government’s refusal to take action. I guess the Red Cross will be taking care of the low-income castes who are getting sick, probably by drinking polluted water. So, WHH will do what it does best—help protect the wildlife. Cindy and I—”

He craned his neck to see if Cindy was listening from the seat behind him. She was snoring under an eye mask, fleece blanket pulled up to her chin. Eric shrugged, turning back to Nanda.

“Well anyway, the two of us will head over to the WHH camp to see what we can find out. We should see some familiar faces from the LA offices there. I just hope we won’t run into…” He grimaced as his words trailed off.

Nanda tried to read his troubled expression. “Run into who?”

He snagged his glasses and began vigorously polishing them with his shirt, letting out a noisy breath. “Nobody. It’s no big deal.”

That was definitely a lie, but if Nanda was entitled to her secrets, so was Eric. Letting the matter slide, Nanda took another look out the window, the morning light now painting the sky a faint orange. “I’m glad Wild Hearts will be there. Whoever is working with the Ivory Gang to poison the city, we’re going to need all the help we can get.”

As Eric sank back in his chair, scrolling through his phone, Nanda took a look around the cabin. Master Jai, Master Gyuno, Yasmin, and a few other warriors were scattered around the plane. All were dressed in casual clothing. No one would guess they were anything more than your average tourists and business travelers. 

Aadita was on a separate flight, a fact that made Nanda uncomfortable. Tiago might vouch for her, but Nanda still had her suspicions. The girl had been loyal to Lord Ivory her whole life. What if her old allegiances came back to haunt her?

Nanda’s stomach fluttered as her body seemed to float for a moment. She knew that feeling. The plane was preparing to land. The seatbelt signs lit up, and the captain made a quick remark about starting their descent. But the drop in elevation wasn’t the only sensation that made Nanda’s stomach churn. 

She was sick with anxiety about the wildlife massacre they were stepping into. The suffering her heightened sense would have to bear. And then there was the possibility of running into Malesh again.

She winced at the thought. God, she hated that guy. But she didn’t. It was a weird feeling. True, he’d played her, but he’d also been a friend when she needed one most. He saved her life more than once—even after the ruse was up. Then again, he did also try to kill her. Talk about complicated.

Either way, it didn’t matter. She was ready to take him down if she needed to. She just hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

Tiago’s eyes fluttered open as they descended into the capital of Tamil Nadu. Out the window, a sprawling Indian city came into view, and Nanda’s heart beat faster. It wasn’t too different from LA, with neighborhoods packed together like stacked blocks that stretched far beyond the maze of skyscrapers. Several urban rivers fed into the Bay of Bengal, which glistened under the sunrise like a sheet of glass. 

The box-shaped buildings grew closer, until the plane finally touched down in Chennai International Airport. After taxiing for what felt like hours, the aircraft parked, and the doors opened. Tiago shot Nanda a smile as he got up to remove their carry-on baggage from the overhead bin.

“Looks like we made it alive. See? I told you it would be a short flight.”

She smirked. “Says the guy whose superpower is sleeping for six hours straight.” 

Hauling the wheeled luggage with one hand, Tiago clasped Nanda’s hand with the other, massaging her palm with his thumb.

“God, you’re uptight.” He laughed. “Your hand feels like the inside of an oyster.”

“Gross,” she hissed, trying to pull it away. He squeezed it tighter, bringing it to his lips for a kiss.

“I’m joking, jeez.”

Behind them, Eric and Cindy discussed meeting up with WHH. Meanwhile, the rest of the Bronze Tiger were slowly congregating near the escalator. They fell into step without sparing a glance at one other. Nanda still had a lot to learn about the ancient order. One thing she did understand was the need to blend in. 

At the bottom of the escalator, Nanda scanned the faces in the crowd of taxi drivers and family members holding up signs with names printed in bold fonts. She instantly recognized a face at the back of the crowd, and her heart threw a front flip. The familiar Tibetan-American teen jumped up and down, his long hair bouncing as he waved to get her attention. His eyes nearly disappeared under his eye folds, a wide grin stretched across his face. 

“Max!” Nanda shouted, drawing a few glares from the other Bronze Tiger members. Oops. So much for blending in. After mouthing ‘sorry’ to Master Jai, she released Tiago’s hand and pushed through the crowd to reach her friend. When she was close enough to make out the darker flecks in his brown eyes, he gripped her around the back and pulled her into a bone-crunching embrace. It had only been a few months, but Nanda could swear the fifteen-year-old was four inches taller—and at least twenty times stronger.

“Easy,” she wheezed.

A familiar chuckle sounded behind Max. “Don’t smother her, Yonten. She’s only just arrived.” Choden smiled, deepening the wrinkles that only added to the beauty of her aged face. Her white hair was braided and tied up in a tight bun. 

“Yes, Grandma. My apologies,” he shouted, his energy practically overflowing. “We’ve missed you back in LA. It’s so good to see you again. Master Jai hasn’t been too tough on you, I hope.”

“A little, but I probably deserved it.” Nanda replied as Tiago stepped in beside her, taking her hand again.

Choden’s smile fell. “I only wish our reunion were under different circumstances.”

Nanda nodded her agreement, but something in the air had changed. The voices around her had died down. She glanced around to see why, following the eyes of the crowd to the big-screen TVs hanging around the baggage area. 

Tiago nudged her, pointing to the closest screen. “Are those our guys?”

The female Indian newscaster spoke in British English. “For those of you who just joined us, the breaking news of the hour is a public threat from the Chennai Terrorists. This is the open letter that was issued to government agencies and media outlets just an hour ago:

 

‘For the first time, the city of Chennai will see, reflected in the wetlands and lakes it claims to protect, its own rotten face. You have heard our demands and have done nothing. If you continue in this manner, you—the people and government of Chennai—will be responsible for what happens next. Our demand is 350 million rupees. If it is not fulfilled in five days’ time, we will dump all the chemicals in our possession into the Cooum River.’

 

The newscaster cleared her throat. “While the distribution method and exact concoction of chemicals being spread is still unknown to authorities, experts say the poison travels through the water supply. Drinking or eating fish from infected waters is deadly for smaller animals and dangerous for large animals and humans. 

“As I’m sure our viewers are aware, the Cooum River is located at the heart of Chennai and feeds into the bay. If carried out, this large-scale pollution could easily destroy the city’s fishing industry, halt tourism, create hazardous environments for lower income communities, and potentially wipe out severally critically endangered species in the region.”

After a cut-scene of a government official making some generic half-promises, the newscaster continued.

“The wetlands surrounding newer areas of urban development on the northern outskirts of Chennai are becoming polluted daily. The notorious Ivory Gang and an unknown criminal group may be behind the acts of the Chennai Terrorists, but at this point, it’s only speculation. Will the government make a move before the five-day deadline? We’ll keep you updated as the story progresses. Back to you, Mohamed.”

Nanda gulped, locking eyes with Yasmin across the room.

Five days. That was all the time they had.

And it wasn’t nearly enough.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Nanda braced herself on the seat of the Jeep, her teeth gnashing with every bump. We’ll be there soon, we’ll be there soon, she repeated like a mantra. She had to focus on stopping the Chennai terrorists, but it was hard to think when her brain was rattling around inside her skull like a Mexican jumping bean. 

She closed her eyes to keep her stomach contents from coming back up. The pot holes on the asphalt around Chennai had been bad enough. But the moment the Jeep had left the metro area, the muddy paths had begun taking their toll. It was no wonder this Grand Monastery was such a fortress. No one in their right mind would brave these roads to get to it. 

A fine mist drizzled over the marshes and humble brick huts that dotted the region. As they’d crossed the city, Tiago had said Chennai reminded him of Brazil—only with colorful Hindu temples instead of Catholic churches on every street corner. Right now, he was snoring softly at her side. Again. 

In the other window seat, Yasmin stared out the glass. She wore a deep frown, crow’s feet wrinkles appearing at the corners of her eyes. Some unspoken trouble brewed in her mind. Nanda could feel it. She had hoped Yasmin would have perked up the moment they landed in Chennai. After all, there was nothing like an important mission to get the mind back on track. But she was wrong. It had only gotten worse.

“What’s up?” Nanda asked in a hushed tone to avoid waking Tiago or catching the attention of Max, who was humming a tune in the passenger seat.

“N-nothing. I’m fine.” Yasmin twisted a tendril of the ponytail draped over her shoulder.

Nanda pressed a hand on her teammate’s arm. “Don’t give me that. You can talk to me.”

Yasmin stiffened at the touch, but she quickly relaxed, training her eyes on the brick huts out the window. 

“Do you ever wonder if you’re where you’re supposed to be?”

Nanda was caught off guard by the question. She thought back to her days fighting crime as the Feral Phantom in Los Angeles, leaping between buildings. Today, she was a member of an ancient Buddhist order, riding to a secret Indian temple. She shook her head at the sheer craziness of it.

“All the time.”

Yasmin kept her eyes on the window.

“It’s just so strange.” She let out a long sigh. “Ever since I was a little girl, becoming a Bronze Tiger warrior was my only dream. I had no other family, so the Bronze Tiger became my parents, my brothers and sisters. When I could get away from school and my foster home, I spent all of my time at the Cairo chapter’s hidden monastery. Reading, training, learning from the elders. I wanted to be just like them, and I thought when I finally did, I would find myself.”

She grasped the medallion under the fabric of her shirt. “But I feel more lost than ever.”

Nanda gave her a gentle nudge. “Hey, you’ll figure it out. You’re the smartest and most dedicated person I know.” She chuckled. “From what you just said, it sounds like you’ve always been a pretty spectacular student.” She imagined a pint-sized Yasmin paging through Bronze Tiger texts.

Yasmin forced a smile. “Not everyone thought so.”

“What do you mean?”

She shrugged. “When my Gift of Foresight surfaced, the elders gave me extra attention to help me train my skill. My peers didn’t like that. They began to tease me, ignore me. But I didn’t care. They were far too immature to be good company anyway. I had much more to learn from the elders and my books.”

Nanda raised a teasing eyebrow. “So… no boys, then?”

Yasmin blushed. “I didn’t have time for such nonsense. Other girls in the Cairo chapter were going on frivolous dates while I was honing my skills and studying.”

Nanda’s jaw dropped. “You’re saying you’ve never been on a date?”

Yasmin looked more uncomfortable than ever. “No. Of course not.”

Nanda shook her head in mock disappointment. “It’s settled, then. When this is all over, you and I are going on a bona-fide date. You pick the place, as long as there are some deep-fried plantains involved.”

Yasmin’s face grew darker as blood rushed to her cheeks. “Umm… okay.”

“Woah, woah. What’s all this talk about a date?” A voice piped up beside them.

Nanda glanced at Tiago, who was now awake—shockingly.

“How are you holding up?” he mumbled, still looking half-asleep.

“I’m surviving.” She held her stomach. 

When she turned back to ask Yasmin if she was car sick, her teammate was already staring out the window again, brooding and looking a little ticked off. Great, what did I do to make her mad? Nanda breathed a sigh, feeling defeated. Just like that, Yasmin’s guard was up. Nanda was back to trying to break through a stone wall with a plastic spoon. Deciding to give Yasmin her space, Nanda turned back to Tiago.

He slipped an arm over her shoulders. “Listen, I didn’t want to mention it before, but I saw that look in your eye when the news about the terrorists aired back at the airport. Please promise me you’re not going to do something stupid.”

Nanda glared at him in mock scorn. “What, like run off by myself to try to stop those bastards? Do you really think I’d do something like that?”

“I know you’d do something like that.”

They both chuckled, until another bump nearly sent their spleens into their throats. Thud. Nanda’s head hit the roof. She rubbed the sore spot, mentally swearing off the whole all-terrain-vehicle thing for the rest of her life. 

She groaned. “Don’t worry. I learned my lesson back in Jorhat. I’m never putting myself—or my friends—in jeopardy like that again.”

Tiago looked relieved. “Good.” He pursed his lips, letting a few long seconds pass. “So, I guess you just plan on using that Feral Phantom disguise that I saw stuffed in your luggage as pajamas?”

Nanda bristled at his implication. “Shut up, dumbass. I always bring my disguise along, just in case.”

“Just in case you want to go all ‘lone wolf’ vigilante again?” He faked a howl.

Nanda punched him in the arm. “You are such a dork sometimes.”

Mud spattered the side windows as they rolled into a wetland. Nanda’s hair stood on end, new sensations striking her heightened emotional sense. She clenched her fists. Pain and desperation. Fear and agony. As the Jeep edged forward, her chest tightened until she wanted to gasp for breath. The emotions were hitting her hard—worse than the hundreds of smuggled animals calling out to her at the Vault back in LA. What could be causing this level of suffering? 

“Nanda, what’s wrong?” Tiago leaned in, concerned.

She closed her eyes, focusing on her breathing. The emotions grew closer, stronger.

Screech. The sudden stop made them all lurch forward. Nanda braced herself on the seat back, peering out the windshield to see what was going on. The corpse of a Hindu cow blocked the roadway. Several vultures flapped their monstrous wings, picking at its flesh.

“It has begun,” Max mumbled ominously from the seat ahead of them. He unbuckled himself and swung open the door of the Jeep. Yasmin rushed out behind him. Nanda followed, taking a deep breath to calm the shaking in her limbs. The torrent of suffering continued to flow into her, nearly bringing her to her knees. Something was wrong. Very wrong.

Stepping around the Jeep, she saw Max and Yasmin gazing over the green lake that stretched for at least half a mile. She retched at the smell that hit her nose. A mixture of mud and rotting flesh. The smell of death. Fish and snakes floated belly-up on the water. Hundreds of flat-billed ducks, delicate shorebirds, and tall wading birds with spindly legs lay on the shoreline, their feathers ruffled and wings stretched into unnatural positions. Even a few fluffy chicks lay motionless on the ground, their tiny lives cut short. Nanda bit down on the inside of her cheek to keep herself together. 

So this was the havoc wreaked by the Chennai Terrorists—or as she knew them, the Ivory Gang. All working under the leadership of Malesh, the boy she once considered a friend. The thought sickened her more than the stench that rose from the lake.

Feeling Tiago’s hand on her shoulder, she pressed it with her own. 

“How devastating,” Master Gyuno muttered as he knelt on the ground, touching one of the birds’ bodies. “Garganeys, egrets, and even the black-headed ibis. They didn’t stand a chance.”

A rough hand pulled Nanda to the side. Master Jai leaned in close, whispering low so Tiago wouldn’t hear. “Do you feel anything?”

She shook her head solemnly. “Nothing but suffering. All the animals that aren’t dead yet will be soon.”

Jai ground his teeth, stomping the mud with a scowl. “It is no use staying here, then.”

He started back to his Jeep, but something inside Nanda glued her feet in place. What was she doing? She couldn’t give up that easily. She had to try. Concentrating, she made one last-ditch attempt, reaching out with her sense and sifting through the emotions of dying animals. Nothing… Nothing… Wait.

It was faint, but a mix of fear and curiosity flowed from beneath one of the Jeeps further up the caravan. This was different from the fear of a dying animal. There was a spark to it. There was life. She ran toward the source.

“Where are you going?” Tiago called after her.

She didn’t respond, her mind focused on that one ray of light in this darkness. Other monks who had stepped out of their vehicles watched, clueless, as she sprinted past. Finally, she reached the source of the emotions. She got down on hands and knees, ignoring the mud that seeped into her clothing. Between the front wheels of the Jeep, a baby deer with a pelt covered in white spots peered at her with wary eyes.

“What is it?” Max crawled up behind her. 

“It looks like a fawn. It doesn’t look sick, but it’s too scared to come out.”

“Move aside.” 

As he made a clicking sound with his mouth, the fawn’s head shot up. It stumbled to its feet and stepped out from under the vehicle on wobbly legs. Nanda breathed a sigh of relief. Max’s gift of communicating with animals sure did come in handy. When the fawn was close enough, she reached out and swept it up in her arms, stroking its head and turning its fear into comfort

Max scratched it behind the ear. “Hey, little guy. Aren’t you lucky we got to you before you could drink the water! But where is your mother?”

Nanda was afraid to look around the swamp. It wasn’t long before her fears were proven right. Not far away, the body of a large deer lay in the water. Nanda held the fawn closer, her heart aching. 

“It’s a chital, India’s spotted deer.” Master Gyuno said, crouching next to them. He examined its eyes and mouth. “It looks healthy enough. Nanda, if you’d like to care for it, I will allow it.”

“Of course.” She looked into its big black eyes. It stopped trembling, its anxiety quickly melting into comfort. Nanda stood up, clutching it closer. She hadn’t been able to save its mother, or any of the other creatures around this lake. But if she could save this one little life, she’d do it. 

Master Gyuno stood tall, tightening his ponytail. His eyes burned like green flames as he stared at the chital mother lying amid the mass grave. “Right.” He nodded. “Now that Daas and Jaheer have cleared the road, we shall continue to the Grand Monastery.”

Nanda followed Max back to the Jeep, where Tiago was leaning against the side door. 

When he saw the chital in her arms, his shoulders drooped. “If you collect helpless animals everywhere we go, you’re going to have a zoo in a few years.”

“Shut up,” she muttered as the fawn licked her chin. “He was orphaned, and Master Gyuno said I could keep it.”

Tiago rolled his eyes as they scooted back into their seats. “Well, if Master Gyuno said.”

Nanda steadied the fawn in her lap as the Jeep lurched forward, rolling through the massacred area. She squeezed her eyes shut as they passed the lake, but the unseeing eyes of the fallen birds, the ducklings, and the mother chital scorched a mark in her soul.

We need to stop this, Ohmen, she pleaded inwardly. 

A faint voice whispered from the depths of her mind.

“We will.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

“Sorry,” Eric mumbled as he bumped elbows with yet another picketed protester. The gruff man ignored him, still shouting his support for the speaker who now strutted onstage. Inspirational music boomed. The smell of fried foods from opportunistic street vendors hung in the air. The screech of microphone feedback meshed with the eager cries of environmental enthusiasts, who clustered beneath the plywood stand like a single writhing body. 

Eric and Cindy had rushed to the Wild Hearts Horizons rally straight from the airport. Honestly, Eric hadn’t expected such a big turnout. From the looks of it, plenty of locals were just as pissed off about the poisoning of the wetlands as the WHH workers and volunteers who’d flown in from the States. Eric searched the crowd for other WHH members from Los Angeles, anyone who might be willing to share what they knew so far. As long as he didn’t run into… them.

As other attendees pushed past him to huddle closer to the stage, Eric noticed the fast food wrappers and plastic cups trampled on the ground. He scrunched up his nose in disgust. Apparently, environmental enthusiasts could be just as big of hypocrites as anyone. But as he glanced through the crowd again, a mysterious figure caught his eye. A local dude with slicked-back hair stood at the foot of the stage near the speaker system. Despite the scorching heat, he wore a silver neck scarf that only partially covered a tattoo on his neck.

Eric knew that elephant-tusk tattoo. He’d recognize it anywhere. The Ivory Gang. What was a gangster doing here? Eric would have to keep a close eye on him.

“Hey, Eric!”

He tore his eyes from the suspicious onlooker, catching a glimpse of that wild, untamed strawberry blond hair that made his heart go wild. Cindy shot him a lopsided grin, waving as she pushed through the crowd to get to him. He swallowed the nervous lump in his throat as she drew close enough for him to see those beautiful freckles. Pale green eyes sparkled with determination.

Was he was falling for Cindy? Maybe just a little. Okay, maybe a lot. 

She let out a huff, wiping the perspiration from her neck. “No luck on my end, how about you?”

“Nothing. Well, except—”

“I can’t believe it. Here we are running around like headless chickens while the WHH leaders we should be talking to aren’t even here! Maybe they’re huddled in a meeting in one of those trailers behind the stage. Let’s check those out next. ” As she gestured to said trailers, a playful grin teased her lips. “Have you spotted ‘you know who’ yet?”

Eric lowered his head, his face heating up. “No, and let’s hope I won’t.”

She pinched his side, winking. “It’s only a matter of time, you know.”

Before he could argue, the voice of a new speaker rose above the crowd. The man’s words were slightly muffled by the sound system, which fizzled with static and boomed with too much bass. The noisy protesters died down as the short, balding man with a bushy mustache tapped a finger on the microphone, clearing his throat. He wore a business suit that looked like it could have cost the annual salary of five laborers. Despite his posh get-up, he still fidgeted with the fabric of his pants like a middle schooler at their first debate.

“The Chennai Terrorists think they can scare us into meeting their demands,” he said in a pronounced Tamil accent. “But as Governor of Tamil Nadu, I assure you that we will not give them what they seek. At this moment, we are calling in the armed forces to help protect the most vulnerable habitats around the city, and we are investigating the plans and whereabouts of these…” He struggled for a word. “Foes.” His eyes swept across the crowd. “I promise that I will do all I can to stop these terrorists and save our wetlands, the pride of our great city.” 

Cindy let out a bitter chuckle beside Eric. “Nothing like a bunch of vague platitudes to convince the public you’re not scared out of your mind. It’s not like he could do much, anyway.”

Eric straightened his blue button-up shirt, cocking an eyebrow. “Why not? He is the governor.”

Cindy gave him a sideways smirk. “Titles don’t mean anything. In this state, the governor is just a figurehead. It’s the Chief Minister who has the real power around here, and she hasn’t been heard from since this whole thing started. If you ask me, it’s all kind of sketchy.”

Eric turned his eyes back to the governor, paying more attention to his body language. He wouldn’t stop fidgeting, and he must have cleared his throat and loosened his expensive-looking collar at least a dozen times. Cindy was right. So much for confidence.

When the governor finished his speech, he suddenly went stiff, his eyes wide. Funny. You’d think he’d be happy to get off the stage considering how nervous he’d been to speak, but as he hurried away from the podium, he looked more than just anxious. 

He was terrified.

“Something is wrong,” Eric mumbled.

“What?” Cindy cocked her head.

At the bottom of the stage, the governor was grabbing a security guard by the sleeve, whispering something into his ear. Eric glanced around. The man with the tusks on his neck was gone. What was—

Boom.

The blast shook him from his feet to his skull. Before he could think, he pulled Cindy to the ground, covered her head with one arm, and ducked. A shock wave echoed through the park. Screams rose from the crowd as everyone else dove for cover. Eric clenched his teeth, adrenaline shooting through his veins as he prayed to a God he didn’t even believe in that Cindy wouldn’t be hurt. 

Splinters and other debris whizzed past. Luckily, he didn’t feel any projectiles impale his back. 

When the explosion passed, Eric dared a peek. The podium was a pile of ashen wood, and much of the plywood stage had collapsed under the blast. A few security guards lay on the ground, dazed and coated with a fine layer of black dust. No casualties from Eric’s vantage point

“Wh-what happened?” Cindy stammered, her voice an octave higher than usual.

“I think it was a bomb.” As people began to whimper and murmur cautiously around them, Eric searched the scene for the Ivory Gang member from earlier. All he could see was the governor surrounded by worried guards, unscathed but utterly horrified.

Eric helped Cindy to her feet, dusting off her arms. “Are you hurt?” 

She shook her head quickly, hugging trembling arms around her chest. I-I’m fine.”

Eric grabbed her into an embrace, relieved.

“Oh, thank God.” Cindy broke away, waving down someone behind Eric. “Over here!”

He turned, trying to see through the wide-eyed spectators who gathered in anxious groups and ran around shouting for their loved ones. Finally, he spotted the guy whose attention Cindy was now desperate to catch. 

Eric knew that face. Zach Williams. TV host turned environmentalist, and Wild Hearts’ favorite sweetheart. Eric always hated how the girls from the office fawned over the pretty-boy poster child for all of the organization’s public appearances. Still, it was good to see a familiar face in the wake of the small-scale attack.

As Zach caught sight of Cindy, he rushed toward them. Despite the chaos, he still looked cool as ever with his stylish square glasses, black dreadlocks bouncing over his dark-skinned shoulders, and hippie-style hemp bracelets stacked on his wrists like trophies. 

Zach flashed Cindy a white-toothed grin, looking a little too happy to see her. “Cindy! What are you doing here?”

As sirens wailed in the distance and security guards ushered attendees away from the stage, Zach led them both to a quieter—and safer—area under a huge eucalyptus tree. Once they were further from the commotion, he grabbed Cindy into an over-familiar hug, which went on for longer than Eric found comfortable. He faked a cough to remind them of his existence.

Zach pulled away as if awoken from a pleasant dream. “Right. Did you guys see what happened up there?”

Eric nodded, trying to gather his thoughts. “The governor looked like a petrified mess coming down from the podium. After stepping down, he said something to security. He must have noticed a device planted when he was up there.”

“And yet he waited until he finished his speech to tell anyone? Seems weird to me.” Cindy dusted off a few wood splinters from her tank top.

Zach looked back to the stage. “The police will be here any minute with the bomb squad. They’ll probably want to clear the area.”

Eric squeezed his eyes shut, picturing the man in the silver scarf. “Also, I think I saw an Ivory Gang member just before the explosion.”

“You what?” Cindy squealed.

Zach hummed in thought, stroking his curly black goatee. “That would make sense. They want to scare us off. I don’t know whether they actually meant to kill the governor just now, but they sure shook up all of these protesters. Did you see anything else? Uh…”

Cindy slapped her forehead. “Oh my God, I’m sorry. Zach, this is Eric Harden. The two of us were investigating the poaching up in Jorhat before we decided to swing down to Chennai to help you guys out.”

Zach smiled. “Eric. You’re the kid who runs the Wild Hearts Horizons blog from the LA office, aren’t you?” He offered his hand.

Being called a kid made Eric cringe. He disguised his annoyance with a frosty grin, shaking Zach’s hand. “I am that kid.”

“Yeah, I remember,” Zach said with a thumb on his goatee. “You wrote about that vigilante girl. The Feral Phantom, right?” He laughed as if he’d just told an inside joke. Cindy shifted her eyes uncomfortably, scratching the back of her neck. Eric crossed his arms.

“Well hey, maybe you should give her a call,” Zach continued between chuckles. “Maybe she can dress up in her costume and do the whole superhero thing to scare off the Chennai Terrorists like she did those animal smugglers in LA. Is she any good at defusing bombs?” 

Zach shook his head, still laughing. When he noticed Cindy and Eric didn’t share his sense of humor, he lifted his hands in surrender. “Guys, I’m kidding. Don’t get so worked up. It’s just funny, you know? A regular superhero for animals, just like something out of a comic book. It’s kind of hilarious, you’ve got to admit.”

Cindy gave Eric a wide-eyed stare, shaking her head in warning. She knew Eric was about to say something. Damn right he was. If Zach only knew how many times Nanda risked her life, how he risked everything to help her take down the Trade and Lord Ivory, then he wouldn’t be laughing.

But before he could open his mouth, an all-too-familiar voice called out. 

“Eric Harden!”

He tightened his lips, gathering the courage to turn around.

With police lights flashing behind them, Jake and Melissa Harden marched toward him, looking equal parts surprised and outraged. To everyone else, they were the Hardens—a husband and wife power team of noble WHH leaders. But to Eric, they were two over-protective parents who refused to give him an inch of breathing room.

“What on earth are you doing here?” His dad snapped, anxiously adjusting his over-sized glasses.

Cindy let out a pitying whistle as she swung up beside Eric. “Busted,” she whispered.

Zach looked relieved. “Mr. and Mrs. Harden! I’m glad you two are okay.” 

“Hi Zach, honey,” Eric’s mom cooed before glowering over Eric. She crossed her arms over her favorite ‘adventure tank top’ complete with rips and burn marks. “I can’t believe this.”

Eric’s dad shook his head. “You’re not supposed to be here. Look what just happened up there on the stage! This place is too dangerous.”

His mom huffed. “So what, you were lying to us about the extended leg of your mission trip? We were so proud of you for doing the Lord’s work, but now I’m starting to think you were lying all along.”

“I wasn’t,” Eric muttered, not willing to meet his parents’ scolding eyes. “But when I heard about the pollution in Chennai and Wild Hearts stepping in, I had to come help. You’d do the same if you were me.”

His father sighed, massaging the bridge of his nose. “We are adults, Eric. You’re a teenager. The only reason we let you travel to India at all was because you’d be with your mission group the whole time. You can’t just fly around on your own, especially when you’re abandoning the charity work you committed to. That was very irresponsible.”

Eric’s face felt hot with shame and anger. Even after everything he’d done to expose animal traffickers back home, not to mention making a name for himself as an animal rights blogger, he was still just the overeager kid who couldn’t be trusted, who was always trying to tag along. What would it take to change that?

The awkward silence gave Zach the opportunity he’d clearly been craving to escape the uncomfortable exchange. “Well, I have to go talk to the officers and make sure the governor is doing all right. You all be safe, okay? The terrorist who did this could still be close by.”

“Of course. See you at the meeting this afternoon,” Eric’s mom said with a strained smile, giving a little wave as Zach strode toward the police cruisers.

“It’s my fault, Mr. and Mrs. Harden,” Cindy blurted, to everyone’s surprise. “Ya’ see… I-I’m studying environmental journalism, and I happened to meet Eric in Jorhat when he was… umm, handing out Bibles to the little children?” Eric stifled a laugh. This girl clearly didn’t know how mission trips worked. Stuffing her hands in her shorts pockets, she shrugged sheepishly. “I heard about what was happening here, and I asked Eric to join me. You know how dangerous it is for young women to travel India alone, I’m sure.”

Wow, Cindy was a warrior with words. How could his parents blame him now?

“Fine,” Melissa sighed, pulling her blond hair back into a ponytail. “But you two had better keep your distance from any public WHH events, especially after what happened today. It’s just not safe. And the moment you get into trouble, young man, you’ll be on the first red-eye back to LA.”

Eric nodded eagerly. He doubted he’d be doing anything other than getting into trouble, but his parents didn’t need to know that. 

When he was about to assure his parents that he’d behave, he noticed someone on the stage. A beautiful woman with long, dark hair and a silver business suit swung her legs over the edge of the scorched and splintered platform, wearing a sinister smile. She gave him a wink, her eyes flashing red.

“You okay, Eric?”

He turned to see Cindy’s face clouded with worry. When his eyes flitted back to the stage, the woman had vanished. 

“I’m fine,” he stammered, trying to ignore the unease rolling in the pit of his stomach. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

“There it is! It’s just like I remember.” Max pointed excitedly through the windshield. 

An old temple the height of an eight-story building rose over the surrounding marshes. With its domed roof and stately columns, it could just have easily been an ancient palace as a Buddhist monastery. 

Tiago leaned forward to get a better view. “Damn, that’s pretty cool. Hey, Max. Tell your grandma ‘thanks’ for convincing the Bronze Tiger not to make me sleep out with the mosquitoes this time around.”

Nanda stroked the chital as it pawed impatiently at her thigh. “I still can’t believe Choden made the Honored Master budge on that decision.”

Max suppressed a grin, a mischievous sparkle in his eye. “Let’s just say Grandma has some… influence.”

Nanda wanted to ask what he meant, but a call from her vibrating smart phone distracted her. Seeing it was Eric, she picked it up right away. “Hey, how did things go at the rally?”

“A little worse than I’d hoped. Some dude kind of, well, bombed the podium.”

“They what?” Her shout drew everyone’s attention. She lowered her voice. “Are you okay? Did anyone get hurt? Do you know who planted the bomb?”

“Woah. Slow down. Everyone is fine, for the most part. The police are looking into it, but considering there was an Ivory Gang member at the rally, my money is on them.”

Nanda sighed. “They’re trying to scare you guys off. Let me know what you find out, and don’t let your guard down.”

“Aye-aye, cap. Over and out.”

As she ended the call, she slumped in her seat between a distracted Yasmin and Tiago, drawing a worried look from her new chital buddy.

Tiago whistled. “A bomb, huh? Guess these guys mean business.”

Nanda grumbled her agreement as the caravan pulled up to a tall barbed wire fence that displayed No Trespassing signs in four different languages. She leaned forward to get a better look out the windshield. Apparently, the Bronze Tiger were serious about keeping civilians out. A warrior at the front of the caravan unlocked and swung open the gate, letting the vehicles roll through.

Nanda held the groaning fawn to her chest as they drove over a series of bumps. Judging from the elephant grass swaying on the road, she guessed this path hadn’t been used in a while. As they drew closer to the temple, the lines of its sand-colored stone blocks glowed in the late morning sun. Smaller buildings surrounded the main temple, their massive archways standing like the mouths of ancient giants. They all encircled a sprawling central courtyard with a long-dried-up fountain. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but there was something mystical about the place.

“Wow,” Yasmin whispered, finally stirring from her reverie.

“Wait until you see the inside.” Max unbuckled his seatbelt as the Jeeps halted on a grassy lot. “The Bronze Tiger built the main temple centuries ago. To the rest of Chennai, it’s just an old Buddhist monastery tucked away on private land. The city has tried to purchase it for tourism, of course, but the family who owns the land is of the Bronze Tiger bloodline. It’s completely safe from would-be buyers and prying eyes. ”

When Nanda stepped out the door, the sight drew the air from her lungs. Bronze Tiger warriors in beige and orange robes filled the cobblestone courtyard, all settling into their temporary home. Darker skinned South Indians mingled with the lighter skinned North Indians and Tibetans, with a few other ethnicities sprinkled in from Bronze Tiger who had long ago moved to northern Europe and Africa. Some warriors sparred while others chatted in small groups, read books, or meditated on colorful rugs. There were at least three hundred monks present, if she had to guess. All united for the same cause.

“What century are we in? Not an iPhone in sight,” Tiago joked as he helped Max retrieve the luggage from the back of the Jeep. 

“Maybe there’s no reception.” Nanda used her free hand to check her phone. Surprisingly, she had a single bar.

Yasmin hunched under the weight of her overstuffed backpack, gawking at the sight. “I never knew there were so many of us. I mean, I knew, but…”

Nanda shared in her moment of amazement as they trailed behind Max and Tiago, who carried the heaviest bags, toward the sleeping quarters. Nanda nudged Yasmin. “I take it you haven’t been here before?”

She slowed to a stop, shaking her head. “This summer was the first time I ever left Egypt.”

Nanda halted beside her, letting Max and Tiago go on ahead. “I know the feeling. Before all of this, San Francisco was the farthest I’d ever traveled outside of Los Angeles. 

Yasmin let her gaze drift to the nearby pond, where a mother duck and her ducklings swam peacefully. For now. “Things will never be the same for us, will they?” 

Nanda adjusted the baby chital in her arms “I guess not, but we’ve got to find our way forward.”

Without warning, the little animal struggled out of her grasp, its sharp hooves thrashing. “Hey—ouch—wait!” Before she could stop him, he jumped out of her arms and sprinted toward the nearest monastery building, cowering under its shade as fear emanated from his body. “What is up with him?”

“Nanda, look.” Yasmin pointed upward, her face a shade paler.

A dark mist crept across the blue sky. Spiraling lazily through the air, the black fog cast a shadow over the temple and the surrounding wetlands, cloaking the bright summer sun in a red haze. Terror gripped Nanda. The whole courtyard grew silent as every warrior watched the eerie eclipse. 

Finally, the mist began to dissipate. As quickly as it had come, it was gone. The sky was blue again, the sun gold and cheery. But that didn’t quell the shiver that crept under Nanda’s skin. 

“It’s an omen,” Yasmin whispered, hugging her sides.

“I’ve never seen anything like it.” Nanda kept her eyes on the sky, searching for any remaining traces of the dark mist.

A bugle sounded from the main temple, overpowering the worried murmurs in the courtyard. Like soldiers called to duty, every warrior marched toward the arched entrance of the main hall. 

“The Honored Master is calling a meeting,” Yasmin murmured, her voice shaking. “And I can guess what it’s about.” She slipped off her heavy backpack to follow the monks into the temple in silence. Nanda ran to swoop up the shivering chital in her arms again. This time, it didn’t protest, instead giving her face a grateful lick. Once she caught up to Yasmin, the padding of bare feet and the tap of shoes on stone filled the silence. 

An omen. Was that really what they’d seen? Nanda had encountered plenty of mysterious forces since joining the Bronze Tiger, but this was giving her the creeps.

As they entered the temple’s main chamber, a domed ceiling rose above them, supported by massive columns with ornate carvings. Light streamed in through arched gaps encircling the dome, casting a beautiful glow on the two-story statue of the Buddha seated atop several steps. 

Honored Master Gyuno sat at the foot of the statue, matching the meditative pose of the oldest of masters. Meanwhile, the other warriors took their seats on the cold floor. Nanda searched for other members of the Los Angeles Bronze Tiger chapter, but any familiar faces were lost in the crowd.

“I don’t see anyone from the Egypt chapter. I guess they weren’t able to make it,” Yasmin whispered despondently, probably feeling just as out of place. 

“Well, we’ve got each other, and that’s enough for me.”

At that, Yasmin couldn’t help but smile.

When they both sat down, Nanda glanced around. Master Jai and Choden stood near Master Gyuno, accompanied by eight other elder warriors. These must be the leaders of the chapters from around the world—at least, those who were able to make it to Chennai on such short notice.

It couldn’t have been easy gathering this many warriors together. They weren’t like your average sects of Buddhist monks who gave their whole lives to follow the ancient teachings. These people had families, jobs, school. They had an entire life outside of the Bronze Tiger. Speaking of which, Nanda would have to start thinking about college when she got home. The thought struck her as weird. How could she worry about something so mundane with the fate of the world at stake?

Master Gyuno stood up, his gray ponytail pulled back to reveal every wrinkle on his troubled face.

“My friends, the omen we just witnessed in the sky is only a subtle hint that the False King’s power is returning to his human vessel. Our only comfort is knowing he is not yet at full strength. My belief is that it takes time for the spirit to fully bind with the body. Now is the moment to defeat him, and we can only accomplish this with our combined power. We do not yet know what role the pollution plays in our enemy’s plan, but this is what we are here to find out.

“Our chief duty is to find and lock away the False King. For this task, we must uncover the identity of the man guiding the Chennai Terrorists from the shadows. That person is undoubtedly the False King himself. The Ivory Gang and Crash Resistance are no more than pawns to a being of our enemy’s power. Nonetheless, his human vessel could very well be a member of one of those groups.”

He paused, drawing a deep breath. “I do not pretend to understand all the intricacies of the Spiritual Realm, the Physical Realm, and the links between the two. What I do know is that a disembodied spirit can do no damage to our world. It follows, then, that he has certainly entered a human host. Whether that host was chosen at random, or whether he was always destined to bind with the False King’s spirit, only the Ancestors know. But of this I am certain—when we find this man, we will use our most powerful sealing chants to send him back to where he came from.”

Master Gyuno’s confidence seemed to waver on those last words. Nanda wondered if he really believed that their sealing chants would be enough. Not that he would share those doubts with his warriors, who were already sharing anxious side-glances. 

Gyuno lifted his eyes to the roof of the temple, hands folded behind his back. “I understand many of you may be tempted to stop those responsible for polluting the wetlands, but hear me well. This is likely a distraction that the False King is creating to keep us off his trail. He knows the duty of the Bronze Tiger to protect life, and he will try to use it against us.”

Nanda’s head shot up at those words, making the baby chital jump in her lap. He wasn’t really suggesting that they ignore the wildlife dying around them… was he? Surprised and indignant shouts rose from the crowd. Master Gyuno shared a knowing glance with Jai, then raised his hands for silence.

“We have no choice. Locating the False King is our top priority.”

“Are we not protectors of life? That has always been our top priority,” one female monk called out.

“If the False King comes to full power, there will soon be no life left to protect,” Gyuno boomed back, silencing the crowd.

He turned to meet the eyes of Jai and the other masters. Choden gave him a weighted look. Gyuno set his shoulders back, lowering his voice. “We begin tomorrow. The most recent reports of pollution are coming from a marsh just outside the city. If we catch the criminals off guard, we may be able to discover who they are reporting to and follow the chain of command to the False King. We shall comb the region in pairs and small groups to spy on them. But be warned. If you see any criminals, you are not to engage them—even if they are actively poaching or polluting. This mission will be strictly for gaining knowledge of our enemy’s whereabouts. We cannot afford distractions.”

“That’s not good enough!” A voice sounded from the back of the crowd.

Nanda craned her neck to see who’d spoken out of place—which was usually her job. It was Daas, the husky warrior with a shaved head from the Jorhat chapter. His face was hard and unrelenting as he marched up to Master Gyuno and the great Buddha statue. 

“Five days. That is all we have before they empty their chemicals into the river and poison the whole Bay of Bengal. And if your theories are correct, the False King is growing more powerful by the day. Skulking and spying won’t suffice here. We must face the enemy head-on if we hope to stop him before he destroys us all.”

Choden stepped forward. “Our slow and patient way has kept us from dying out all these years,” her voice was soothing, but it did nothing to pacify the fuming monk. He looked ready to argue. But when Master Gyuno drilled him with a disapproving glare, he bowed reluctantly and sat back down.

“Good,” Master Gyuno bellowed. “My council and I will prepare our plan of action for the morning mission. Rest up and sharpen your senses, friends. You’ll need it. Buddha only knows what—and who—we may encounter tomorrow.”

As he stepped down from the platform, the rest of the warriors stirred and began to disperse. 

“Do you think Daas is right?” Yasmin wrung her hands.

Nanda sighed, trying to calm the restless chital who squirmed in her lap. “I wouldn’t go that far. I’ve been Daas before, and it didn’t end well for anyone. But I agree about one thing. We don’t have much time.”

Yasmin hid her face in her hands, sighing. “I didn’t like what Master Gyuno said about ignoring the massacre of the wetlands. He doesn’t know what it’s like to hold a dying animal and see only darkness in its future.”

Nanda gritted her teeth, remembering the suffering she’d felt at the green pond. “No, he doesn’t. It seems like he’s too scared of the False King to remember what we stand for.”

Yasmin’s troubled eyes swam with confusion. “Nanda, if we ever have to choose between protecting life and following the orders of the Honored Master, what will we do?”

Nanda felt for the medallion under her robe, gripping it between white knuckles. “I honestly don’t know. But when the time comes, let’s hope we make the right choice.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Day 1: Morning

 

Nanda tried to ignore the uneasy feeling in her gut as she pulled her airy Indian scarf over her head, draping the other end over her shoulder. Gray clouds rolled over the mid-rise apartment buildings and patched pavement, casting an eerie shadow over Yasmin, Tiago and Nanda as they wandered toward the wetland reserve. 

The Bronze Tiger had split into groups of two and three, per Master Gyuno’s orders. Still, even with the other monks scattered nearby, Nanda couldn’t shake the dark vibes she was getting from this place. For an urban area, the streets seemed a little too quiet. Maybe people had locked themselves in their apartments when they heard that the neighboring marsh was under siege from the terrorists.

Or maybe, someone drove them out entirely.

“Is that the place, right down the road?” Tiago held his hand over his eyes like a visor, squinting through the light drizzle. A vast carpet of vibrant green peeked from between the buildings two blocks down.

“Yes, that’s it,” Yasmin muttered, sounding distant as usual.

Nanda shook her head. “A wetland reserve smack in the middle of the city. What genius came up with that idea?” Picking up her pace in rain-soaked sandals, she drew a deep breath, trying to calm her rapid pulse. They were only going to scope out the area. It wasn’t supposed to be a nerve-racking day, so why was she so paranoid?

As the three of them descended the street, the clustered buildings gave way to an open wetland. Long grass swayed in the breeze, not a single tree breaking the flat terrain. Only a few monstrous steel towers supporting high-voltage power lines loomed in the distance. 

 Tiago splashed his tennis shoes in the mud that marked the edge of the spongy marsh, kicking up droplets of brown water. “I’m starting to think rubber boots would have been a good idea.” 

“Watch it.” Yasmin grimaced, glaring at Tiago as dark water spattered her pants.

Nanda rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry, you wuss. We’ll stick to the border so we don’t have to wade. Just keep an eye out for anyone suspicious.” 

Yasmin glanced around, scratching anxiously at the skin around her fingernails. “I have a bad feeling about this place.” 

“I second that,” Nanda breathed. The lack of emotions from local animals made her stomach roll. Stooping down, she spotted a few dead frogs floating in the shallow water. A stark reminder of what awaited the whole region if they didn’t get to the bottom of things. And fast.

 “What’s the matter, Tiago? Afraid of a little water?” The voice that called from behind made everyone jump.

Nanda spun to see Aadita sauntering toward them. She was dressed in black, her usual saber sheathed at her side.

“So, you decided to show.” Tiago’s face beamed. 

Nanda tried to quell the heat that rose to her cheeks. Why did Tiago have to be so freaking happy to see Aadita? Dumbass. Despite the jealousy eating at her, she forced a good-natured smile, stepping forward to greet her former enemy. 

“Thanks for coming.” She extended a hand for Aadita to shake. The other teen just smirked, brushing past Nanda to give Tiago a hug. 

Nanda sucked in a quick breath, grinding her teeth. Was this girl trying to make her jealous?

Yasmin seemed to be studying Aadita carefully, her eyes betraying an obvious distrust. “You’re here to help us spy on the terrorists, are you?” 

Aadita unsheathed her blade, examining the cutting edge. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s you who are going to help me. We’re going to find one of the thugs who are distributing the poison in this swamp. Then, we torture and interrogate him.”

Nanda pressed the back of Aadita’s blade toward the ground with two fingers, wearing her most diplomatic expression. 

“Listen. I get that you want to dive in head-first, but we have orders not to engage if we see a terrorist. Our first step is to figure out exactly what we’re dealing with.” 

Tiago rubbed the back of his neck, shrugging. “I don’t know, Nanda. Maybe she’s right. One Ivory gangster would be no match for all four of us. I’m sure we could beat some answers out of one of those creeps.”

Nanda clenched her jaw. So now he was taking Aadita’s side. Great.

Yasmin tugged on her scarf, glaring at Aadita. “Nanda and I must follow the command of the Bronze Tiger. If you two would like to go off on your own, no one is stopping you.”

Nanda resisted the urge to give Yasmin a hard pinch for suggesting the idea. The last thing she wanted was to let those two run off together. Sure, she secretly agreed that their badass approach was ten times better than Master Gyuno’s slow-and-steady philosophy, but she kept that to herself. Her first duty was to the Bronze Tiger. Not to her own reckless impulses. She’d learned that the hard way.

“Okay, let’s just all agree to…” Her words trailed off as she spotted movement in the marsh.

 A wooden wagon emerged from the mist a quarter mile away, ambling near the urbanized edge of the wetland. A donkey pulled the over-filled cart, trudging knee-deep in the swamp. He had a sack wrapped around his nose, probably to keep him from drinking the water. A group of six men in ragged clothing walked alongside him, gathering objects from the marsh and piling them high on the wagon bed.

“What are they doing?” Tiago squinted, but through the rain, it was tough to tell. 

Aadita slid her weapon back into its sheath, backing toward the apartment building behind them. “We’ll soon find out. I don’t know about you three, but I’m taking the backstreet. The buildings can give us cover as we approach. We don’t know how many terrorists are still waiting nearby.”

Her eyes darted from the tops of the apartment buildings to the open swamp, as if searching for enemies in hiding. Nanda rubbed her palms together, giving the area a quick scan of her own. Maybe Aadita was right. The presence of armed terrorists would explain why the neighborhood felt so empty.

After a moment of hesitation, Yasmin begrudgingly stepped in behind Aadita, who was already jogging up the street. Once they were out of the marsh, Yasmin turned around. “Are you coming?”

Before Nanda could reply, Tiago grabbed her hand and waved Yasmin off. “We’ll be right there.”

Yasmin gave Tiago a hard look, but she said nothing, continuing up the street with a brooding air. What was it she had against Tiago? Nanda glanced back to him, raising an eyebrow. “Any reason we’re not walking with them?”

Tiago wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her close. “How do you feel about taking the shortcut?”

Her eyes followed his to the walled-off construction site that hugged the reserve. A dozen half-finished brick houses with block-shaped modern architecture glistened in the rain. The sight made the parkour aficionado inside her itch to move.

Breaking from his embrace, she narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m surprised you’d rather jump around with me than hang out with Aadita.”

He scrunched his brow, half-smirking. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

She shook her head, chuckling so he wouldn’t take her too seriously. “Forget it. I’ll bet you a thousand rupees we get to the wagon faster than Aadita and Yasmin.” She knelt on the mud facing the damp concrete wall, ready to sprint.

Tiago laughed. “Do you even have that many rupees?”

Without answering, she lurched forward, hurling herself over the tall brick fence feet-first. Tapping the top edge of the wall with her hands in an impressive dash vault, she glided down to the other side, light as a ninja. 

Without Nanda’s abilities, Tiago would be forced to wall-run the structure and climb over like an average person—well, an average person with advanced parkour skills. But Nanda’s strength and agility had only sharpened since the Bronze Tiger first unleashed her powers during that mysterious ritual gone awry.

Soaring through the fine mist, she scrambled up the exposed bricks of a half-built home, striding between walls as rain battered her face. Tiago sprinted on the ground below, occasionally vaulting over piles of bricks and neglected equipment that got in his way. It was a welcome diversion from the doubts that bombarded Nanda. Fear that the False King was destroying the wetlands. Knowing that even the Bronze Tiger may not be strong enough to stop him.

Parkour had always been her favorite distraction, and right now, she needed it more than ever. Just as the thought crossed her mind, a brick crumbled beneath her shoe. She tumbled through the air, curling her body into a front-flip so she could land on her feet. When her toes met the mud, she slipped forward, landing with an oomph on her hands and knees.

“Are you okay?” Tiago jogged up beside her, his chest heaving.

“I’ve had worse falls, believe me.” She stood to brush clumps of mud from her linen pants. 

Tiago knelt forward and cupped his hands around her face, his warm brown eyes inches from hers. “Well, do me a favor, and don’t fall again.”

She pulled his lips to hers in a warm kiss. One small respite from the darkness around her. But it couldn’t last. Breaking away, she nudged him back, signaling with her chin toward the final stretch of brick fence.

Tiago nodded in silent agreement, sprinting toward the wall. He stepped on its side to launch his body upward. When he caught the edge of the wall with his fingertips, he peeked over the top. After a pause, he gave Nanda a quick nod, signaling the coast was clear. Nanda cleared the fence with a single bound. 

Landing on the other side, she studied the area. The dead-end dirt street stopped at the edge of the marsh, a few brick huts replacing the taller apartment buildings of the last street. And it looked like they really did arrive faster than Aadita and Yasmin. 

Like the others, this street was empty, save for a single middle-aged woman who sat cross-legged on a small rug near the door of her hut. She was weaving a basket with long stalks of grass from the reserve. But something seemed off. The woman kept her eyes on her work, never looking up, even as Tiago landed with a thud beside Nanda. Her expression was cool and guarded, lips set in a tight line. Her hands trembled noticeably, and she didn’t seem to care about the sloppy weaving job that left her basket wobbly and frayed. 

A short distance away, the wagon was drawing closer. The squeaking of its axles and the exhausted huffing of the poor donkey carried on the breeze. As Nanda focused on the sight, her heart dropped. The cargo on the wagon bed was now close enough to see clearly. The bodies of shorebirds, waterfowl, falcons, and wetland songbirds lay in a feathered heap. No living emotions radiated from the wagon, except for the annoyance of the hard-working donkey. 

Thinking fast, Tiago signaled Nanda to follow him across the street to where the woman focused on her work. They sat down beside her, trying to look a little less suspicious. Even with two strangers by her side, the woman refused to look up. 

Nanda kept her eyes on the men in rags. They trudged through the water with rubber wading boots, hunched over gnarled walking sticks.

“Are they cleaning up the swamp?” Tiago whispered, cocking an eyebrow at the strange scene.

Nanda shook her head. “They’re probably looking to sell the feathers. Endangered birds can fetch a high price, according to Master Gyuno.”

These humble workers weren’t to blame for the catastrophe, but they might know about the terrorists. Maybe they’d seen something. Once Yasmin and Aadita finally arrived, they could all approach and question them. Nanda had to use the sum of her willpower not to sprint into the shallows and confront the wagon party then and there.

The men stopped in their tracks, gasping and muttering amongst themselves as they back-stepped in the marsh. They were staring at something moving in the reeds. Curious, Nanda crawled a few steps closer, reaching out with her emotional sense. Fear and agitation radiated from the shallow water. Something was there.

She stood up to get a better view.

“Hey, what are you doing? Sit down!” Tiago hissed. 

She couldn’t. She had to know. 

A few steps closer, and she saw it. A fearful jackal crouched in the reeds, staring up at the wagon with big ears perked and fangs bared. Probably looking for a quick meal from one of the dead birds. The group of vagabonds tensed, muttering in fear as the hungry wild dog took a step closer. One man slowly lifted his walking stick, holding it high above his head as if ready to strike.

“No, wait!” Nanda yelled, launching herself forward with all the strength in her legs. Too much strength. In her frenzy, she made a super-powered jump across the open space, landing before the wagon party and the jackal with a splash. 

Shouts of surprise rose from the group. As she brushed off clumps of mud from her arms, Nanda tried to glimpse the faces of the men, but they were hidden by over-sized hoods protecting them from the rain.

“Nanda, hold up.” The splashing of Tiago’s feet sounded behind her as he rushed to join her, but Nanda couldn’t take her eyes off the nearest worker. Something about him…

 He slowly straightened his hunched back. Tilting his hood back, he revealed a tanned, scowling face under a military buzz cut. Two ivory tusks tattooed on his neck.

The Ivory Gang member pulled a gun from under his ragged cloak while the other thugs removed their own hoods. He pointed his barrel at Nanda, a smirk crossing his face.

“You shouldn’t have come here, kid.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

The man’s crooked smile revealed yellowed teeth. As he angled his gun squarely at Nanda’s forehead, she swallowed the lump in her throat. Some of the other men wore the same tusk tattoos. But the sandy blond hair, white complexions and narrow noses of the other gangsters told Nanda they must be from Crash Resistance. 

“Didn’t you watch the news yesterday, dost? Citizens were warned to stay far away from this reserve, lest they should run into some tragic accident. The fresh poison is quite hazardous, you know. And with a marsh this large, a body could easily be lost.”

“Hold on, let’s sort this out.” Tiago edged closer, trying to sound calm.

A stocky man pushed his way from the back of the group, his Ivory tattoo obscured by a vein popping in his neck.  “Wait a second, I know these two. They’re the ones who sent Lord Ivory to the hospital and stopped the Rise! I saw it all from the woods near Jorhat before I fled. They’re the reason we’re stuck here trudging in the mud in the first place, instead of enjoying the spoils of our hard work!”

The joking smirk on the other man’s face fell, his eyes burning into Nanda. “Oh, are they now?”

He cocked the gun. Nanda slowly lifted her hands in surrender. Inwardly, she was furiously repeating the Protection Chant, creating an invisible shield around her, Tiago, and the jackal, who cowered on a nearby bed of reeds. 

Tiago lifted his hands in the same way, wearing a friendly smile. “I think you have us confused with someone else, pal. We’re just a couple of tourists.”

“Nice try, kid, but your little vacation ends here.”

He pulled the trigger. Nanda held her hands out, channeling the Protection Chant. Would it be enough? The shot rang out, the bullet bouncing off the shield. 

Lucky.

A barrage of shots soon followed as the other men emptied their cartridges onto the unarmed pair. Some bullets flew through breaks in her shield, whizzing dangerously close past Nanda and Tiago. 

“Uh, Nanda…” Tiago’s voice faltered. 

A swarm of armed terrorists were pouring in from the empty homes and alleyways. They crept forward with heavy artillery pointed straight at Tiago and Nanda. She cursed under her breath. Her shield had saved their skins until now, but those assault rifles were quickly sapping her confidence.

“Down!” Tiago shouted as the reinforcements opened fire. He fell chest-first into the water with a splash. Nanda followed his lead, using all her focus to solidify the shield around their bodies as they lay flat in the putrid water. She held her hands over her head, trying to concentrate on the chant to continue deflecting the bullets, or at least warping their paths. The ear-splitting shots were making that more and more difficult.

“Urgh!” Cries of shock echoed off the nearby buildings. 

Nanda peeked over the murky water, her ears still ringing. Aadita was expertly maneuvering from one thug to the next, piercing her blade through shoulders, slicing off trigger fingers, and skewering the legs of enemies in her path. Not far off, Yasmin crept up behind her victims like a hunting tiger, knocking them unconscious with an expert palm strike on the back of the neck. A move they’d learned with Master Jai earlier that summer.

Desperate shots were fired in every direction. Since all eyes were off Nanda and Tiago, she let her shield dissipate. Time to get serious. With a growl, she jumped on the shoulders of the first man who’d threatened her, striking a stiff palm to his neck. The man crumpled below her, splashing into the mud. 

“Retreat! Report back to Lord Malesh,” one man called from the dirt street where the terrified basket weaver had hastily abandoned her work to take shelter. The remaining gangsters stumbled away. All except for one.

Nanda felt the cold barrel of a gun pressed against her middle back. Damn it. She shouldn’t have dropped her energy shield after all.

The stocky Ivory Gang member who’d first recognized them sneered. “I’m not leaving until I put these kids in the ground! This is for you, Lord Ivory.” 

Aadita and Yasmin looked on in horror, too far away to help. Adrenaline shot through Nanda’s veins. She spun around as fast as her body allowed, but before she could fight the man off, someone else knocked the gun out of the his hand. Tiago. 

The steel firearm plunged into the water as Tiago wrestled the man back. They grappled through the dark water, teeth gritted as each tried to fight the other to the ground. But Nanda spotted something in the man’s other hand. A shimmer beneath the gray light filtering through the clouds.

 “Stop!” Nanda lunged forward to grab the man’s hidden knife, but it was too late. The blade sunk into Tiago’s leg, drawing a pained gasp.

“No!” Fear coursed through Nanda as she landed a jump-kick square in the man’s jaw. It sent him hurdling back with a satisfying crack. He landed in the mud, cradling his injured jaw. 

“Lord Malesh will make you pay,” he grumbled with a slur, fighting to his feet and racing after his retreating friends.

 Nanda rushed to Tiago, who was fighting to his elbows on a nearby  grassy island. The wound on his upper thigh leaked a steady stream of blood, the serrated end of the knife having torn an ugly hole in his flesh through his jeans. 

Nanda bit her cheek until it bled. It should have been her. What if Tiago bled out? What if this was Jorhat all over again? Suddenly, dozens of worst-case scenarios flooded her mind. She yanked off her scarf with shaky hands, bundling it and holding the fabric to the wound to stem the bleeding.

Tiago forced a laugh. “Chill out, okay? It’s not like I got my leg chopped off. It’s not even bleeding too bad. I’m pretty sure that means it didn’t hit an artery.”

His assurances did nothing to stop the tears flowing to Nanda’s eyes.“Why did you have to barge in like that? I was handling it.”

Tiago strained a smile. “So that’s the thanks I get for saving your ass?”

“Step away from him,” Aadita commanded with surprising calm. She jogged up beside them as Yasmin watched from a distance with troubled eyes. 

Nanda wasn’t sure exactly why she obeyed, hobbling back to give the former assassin room to bandage the injured leg. Maybe it was the authority in her voice—the tone of someone who actually knew what they were doing. 

Aadita pulled a small flask from her pocket and poured what smelled like alcohol onto the stab wound. Tiago hissed, clenching his teeth. But once the pain subsided, he seemed to relax. Aadita’s gentle hands quickly wrapped the leg with her own black scarf. When she murmured something Nanda didn’t quite catch, Tiago smiled with a tired chuckle.

“Is-is he going to be okay?”

Aadita scoffed. “He’ll be fine. Now give us some space. Your drama is contagious.”

Nanda bit down on her tongue, balling her fists at her sides. I’ll show you drama. But as she watched Aadita work, shame rose to her face. That should be her helping Tiago. Why was she so useless at times like these? After making a mental note to learn first aid, she followed Aadita’s advice and slowly backed away. She released a long exhale and sidled up to Yasmin, who was putting away her phone with a gloomy expression.

“I have just notified Master Jai of the situation. They will come pick us up shortly.” Her voice was still breathless from their skirmish.

Nanda nodded, grateful for her teammate’s quick thinking. “Thanks for helping us back there.”

“I had my doubts about Aadita, but I admit she is quite capable in a fight. I’d say we can…” Yasmin’s voice trailed off as she stared at the grass. Nanda followed her gaze to the jackal that still cowered in the reeds, watching the group of humans closely. Nanda felt its fear slowly subsiding. It must recognize they weren’t a threat. Lifting its snout, it cocked its head at Nanda and Yasmin, studying them with yellow eyes. 

“Hey, little guy,” Nanda whispered, clicking her tongue to make it feel at ease.

It looked healthy, having somehow avoided the poison. That was a relief. 

“What do we do with him?” Yasmin knelt in the mud to examine the big-eared wild dog. 

Nanda wrung the marsh water from her shirt, thinking. “We’ll ask one of the warriors to drop him off somewhere safe. I’d love to keep an eye on him, but somehow I don’t think he’d get along with our little chital friend back at the monastery.”

Yasmin released a barely audible sigh. With a tentative look, she reached trembling fingers toward the jackal’s head. It didn’t pull back or flinch. It remained still, even as her slender fingers rested on its soft fur. Yasmin closed her eyes without removing her hand. Then, her eyes shot open, darting erratically as if she was plagued by a nightmare. Her teeth chattered, her whole body trembling as sweat began to bead on her forehead.

“What’s the matter?” Nanda swooped in, trying to understand Yasmin’s frightening reaction. Of course. The Gift of Foresight. She was seeing the future through the eyes of the jackal. But what kind of future could terrorize her like this?

Yasmin screamed, her lips twisting as if her hand were stuck to a hot stove. Nanda grabbed her friend’s wrist, trying to break its contact with the still-calm jackal. But some unseen force wouldn’t let it budge. Letting adrenaline flood her arms, she swatted Yasmin’s hand with all her strength, breaking it free.

Gasping for breath, Yasmin fell back into a pool of murky water, her eyes still staring into some unknown dimension.

Nanda grasped her friend’s hands to calm their shaking. “Yasmin! Can you hear me? What did you see?”

Snapping out of her trance, she looked into Nanda’s eyes, her own filled with an unmistakable despair. “Death… destruction.”

Nanda felt the hairs of her arms stand on end. “Wait, who’s dead?”

The blood drained from Yasmin’s face. 

“Everyone.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Nanda hovered over Tiago’s bed in the the infirmary of the Grand Monastery, biting the skin between her thumb and forefinger. Tiago groaned through clenched teeth as the old Assamese nurse swabbed more disinfectant into the gaping wound. The baby chital was sleeping peacefully on a bundle of rags nearby, clueless to everything going on around him. Lucky guy. 

Nanda, on the other hand, couldn’t quell her fears. She worried for Tiago, but in the back of her mind, Yasmin’s dark vision continued to echo. Her visions were never very clear or concrete, often showing only bits and pieces of the future. But one thing was certain—there was death to come. That could only mean Yasmin had seen a future where the terrorists had succeeded. They’d massacred everything that would eventually cross that jackal’s path. Its habitat. Its fellow creatures.

Shaking the thoughts away, Nanda continued watching the nurse dress Tiago’s wound with steady hands. The sleeves of her robe were tied up to her elbows, but she still managed to get a few splatters of blood on the fabric. With a frustrated sigh, she finished wrapping the stab wound.

“Well, no lasting harm done, I suppose. However, the perforation was deep and caused significant tissue damage. I’m guessing the blade had a serrated tip. It’s just like a young man to get into such a scruff! I trust you’ll be more careful next time. For now, rest here and keep that leg elevated. There’s a significant risk of infection, so we’ll have to keep an eye on it.”

Nanda inched toward the nurse, who was slipping off her latex gloves. “Can’t you get him started on antibiotics, just in case?” 

The woman glowered at Nanda. “What does this look like, the Chennai General Hospital?”

She gestured to the meager collection of modern medical equipment and first aid boxes, looking out of place against the centuries-old stone blocks that made up the room.

Nanda dropped her gaze to the floor, and the woman softened. “Honey, relax. At the first sign of infection, we’ll get him on some wide-spectrum antibiotic. What he really needs right now is rest and time to heal.”

With that, the nurse left through the archway to the monastery plaza, ignoring Aadita, who stood silently in the corner of the room. Nanda stooped down to wrap her arms around Tiago. She felt a soft kiss on her forehead as she held him tight. Inhaling his familiar scent, she breathed a sigh of relief. He’d be okay. Still, she hated herself for letting it happen in the first place.

 Swinging her braid over one shoulder, Aadita approached the bed and shot Tiago a reassuring smile. “There’s no need for this sentimental nonsense. It’s just a little stab wound, after all.”

Tiago chuckled. “Keep talking like that, and I’ll give you ‘just a little slap in the face.’” Still grinning, he reclined on his pillow and closed his weary eyelids. “Now get out of here and let me sleep. Those painkillers are making me drowsy as hell.”

As he lay back, Aadita yanked Nanda’s arm, dragging her out through the archway with exaggerated force. 

“Hey, take it easy.”

“Tell me, Feral Phantom, can your friend Yasmin really see the future?”

Nanda stood frozen, not sure how much to share with her former enemy. She simply nodded, a cold darkness creeping into her chest as she recalled Yasmin’s look of sheer horror. 

Aadita fidgeted with the hilt of her saber, biting her lip in contemplation. She’d already seen the secrets of the Bronze Tiger—the shields and energy beams that could melt steel. By now, foresight shouldn’t be that much of a stretch.

“I know what you’re thinking.” Nanda leaned against the rough stone wall, deciphering Aadita’s darting eyes. “We need to take action, to get ahead of this thing.”

“You heard them back there.” Aadita’s face scrunched up in contempt. “They called him ‘Lord Malesh’, as if that coward has taken our father’s place already. I refuse to let him kill and plunder as he pleases while you dawdling monks bide your time.” 

Nanda was about to deliver a biting reproach when she spotted Yasmin walking toward them. Her arms were wrapped around her torso, as if to keep her body from shattering from the weight of whatever she’d seen back in the wetlands. With her shoulders drooped and her eyes downcast, she looked particularly gloomy. That couldn’t be good news.

Nanda jogged over to meet her. “So? What did the Honored Master say about your vision?”

She shook her head. “It won’t change his plans. We must continue to seek the False King’s whereabouts while maintaining our usual caution.”

Nanda growled in frustration. “He can’t just pretend the pollution isn’t happening. False King or not, we have to do something.”

Yasmin shrugged, still looking dejected. “It’s no use. We’re just kids to him. He will never take us seriously.” Without waiting for a response, she turned back toward the plaza.

Nanda stared after her, puzzled. “Where are you going?”

“To meditate,” she mumbled back, dragging each step. 

Nanda wished she could give Yasmin more hope, but what could she say? Even as Gifted students, the two of them didn’t have a lot of sway in the ancient order. Changing Gyuno’s mind wouldn’t be easy.

With a deep breath, she stole one last look through the archway to the infirmary. Aadita had gone back in and settled down by Tiago, watching him with kind eyes as he slept. Nanda’s jealousy pricked at her brain, but knowing Aadita was looking after Tiago when Nanda couldn’t did give her some peace of mind. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if the masters agreed to let Aadita hang around the monastery.

And maybe Nanda really was getting too worked up about Tiago and Aadita’s friendship. At least, she hoped that’s all it was.

Reluctantly, she broke away from the sight. She could worry about all that later. Right now, it was time to find the Honored Master.

 

***

 

The back of the monastery didn’t display the intricate carvings that adorned the courtyard and entryway columns, but the sloping lawn with its lush grass was peaceful in its own way. No wonder Master Gyuno used this quiet spot as his training grounds. The old warrior lurched forward with a series of kicks, jabs, and punches toward an imaginary enemy. His long, gray hair was loose over his shoulders, toned muscles rippling over his lean build.

He turned a one-eighty to attack an invisible foe who’d snuck up from behind, releasing a hook punch that carried the faint glow of focused energy. It was an advanced skill Nanda had only seen a few warriors use.

Stopping at the full extension of his punch, he noticed Nanda and nodded curtly without breaking his stance. “You wish to challenge my decision concerning Yasmin’s vision.”

Nanda stepped closer, arms crossed in defiance. “Don’t you think we should be doing more to stop the terrorists, considering what she’s seen?”

He punched the air with each fist in rapid succession. “The future is a tricky thing, young warrior. How do you know she didn’t see the future in which we fell into the enemy’s temptation, thus losing our only chance of stopping the False King? Our cautious way has kept us safe since ancient times.”

“But this is different…”

He cocked an eyebrow, his eyes taking on a mischievous glow. “If you want to argue with your Honored Master, at least do so while humoring him with a sparring match.”

She sighed, letting her arms hang at her sides as her hands clenched into fists. “Fine.”

Falling into her stance, she faced her eager opponent. He threw a punch toward her chest. She blocked it with a flick of her wrist.

“Tell me, Nanda,” he said while throwing a flurry of jabs at her face. She back-stepped as she struggled to block them. “Do you agree with that hot-headed Daas? Should we go charging in without so much as a notion to our enemy’s numbers, artillery, or strategies?”

He threw a punch at her face, and she blocked it with both arms. But it was a farce. His other fist landed on her abdominal area, sending her reeling to the ground. She winced from the dull pain, glaring up at him without moving from the spot she’d fallen.

“No, but I think there could be a middle path. One that could get us the False King and save the wetlands—spy on the terrorists from the most recent point of pollution, and track them back to their base. That way, we can find out where they’re getting the chemicals and destroy the source. Along the way, higher ranking gang members will show up, and we’ll get the name of the guy pulling the strings. The False King.” She shifted on the ground without standing up. “We don’t need to fight them, just outsmart them.”

With her last words, she steadied herself on the ground with one hand, sweeping a leg under Master Gyuno’s feet and knocking him off balance. He fell onto his backside with an ungraceful thump. 

He glared back at her, indignant. “That’s not one of our moves!” 

She smirked as she got back into her fighting stance. “Capoeira.”

Huffing, he bounced back to his feet, preparing to throw another punch. “Better than Daas’ idea, I’ll admit, but it’s still reckless nonetheless. And recklessness costs lives. You should know this more than anyone.”

With a spinning motion and a trick of the feet, he maneuvered behind Nanda, landing a jab that hurled her to the ground again.

“After all,” he continued, waiting for her to rise from all fours. “That is exactly what almost got your boyfriend Tiago killed in Jorhat, from what Jai has told me.”

Nanda gritted her teeth, feeling hurt that Master Jai would share such a sensitive detail. The Bronze Tiger could have all the secrets they wanted. Why couldn’t she have just one?

She gathered herself and stepped back, trying to suppress the desperation in her voice. “Please, just consider what I said. We can save the wildlife without putting ourselves at risk. We only have four more days, and—”

“My answer is final. You must learn to respect the wisdom of your elders. Just because you have been granted gifts from Buddha and the Original Bronze Tiger does not mean you can defeat an evil as strong and ancient as the False King.”

“Or maybe that’s exactly why she can,” a third voice called out.

Master Gyuno and Nanda both glanced over to see Master Jai turning the corner from the front of the monastery. He strode toward them with hands folded in his robes. The lines of his face were carved deep in the thoughtful expression Nanda knew all too well.

“What are you saying, Jai?” Master Gyuno couldn’t suppress the irritation in his voice.

The corner of Jai’s lips lifted in a smile. “I need not remind you of the old prophecy. You may be wise, Honored Master Gyuno, but I believe there was one wiser, one who laid the foundations for our order long ago. One who knew the False King better than either of us, or any other master before us.”

Nanda lifted an eyebrow, watching as the two masters exchanged a weighted stare, contemplating this so-called ‘prophecy.’ Her curiosity was piqued, but she knew her place. She stood with hands behind her back, listening patiently.

Master Gyuno stroked his beard from chin to belly button, his brow scrunched in thought. “I understand where you’re coming from, my friend, but we can’t risk the lives of our warriors—the whole of the Bronze Tiger—on words written ages ago. The danger is too great. We must focus on locking the False King away, prophecy or not.”

Jai looked disappointed, but he gave Master Gyuno a polite smile, dipping his head in respect. “You have made your decision, I see. I will not contradict you further.”

Master Gyuno bowed his head in return, excusing himself and sauntering away from his training grounds. He spoke once more without glancing back. “I am glad you understand. I will see you two at the afternoon gathering, then.”

Nanda waited until the Honored Master was completely out of earshot before turning to Master Jai. “I’ve never seen you stand up to him like that. What was all that about a prophecy?”

“It’s not important for you to know right now. Leave it alone.”

Nanda felt taken aback. “But don’t you believe Yasmin’s vision? You agree we need to stop the terrorists?”

“It doesn’t matter what I believe. The Honored Master’s decision is final. Now, go meditate with Yasmin to find peace within yourself. You’ll need it.”

Nanda felt helpless as Jai turned to walk away, but a familiar fire burned inside her. One that no amount of meditation could quench. She balled her fists until her fingernails made dents in her palms, her eyes burning into Jai’s back.

“I took an oath to protect life.”

He stopped, bowing his head to release a long sigh.

She lowered her voice. “It’s not just about the habitats being destroyed and the wildlife dying off. If we sit back and let Yasmin’s vision come true, everything the Bronze Tiger has ever done might have been for nothing. You know that.”

After a long and thoughtful pause, Jai finally turned to face her.

“Come with me.” His eyes blazed with quiet intensity. “There’s something I need to show you.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

In the far reaches of the monastery, Nanda stood with Master Jai before a bookcase. On its shelves, a sparse collection of environmental conservation and biology texts. A spider web in one corner held years’ worth of dust. Judging from the look of the place—not to mention the footprints she and Jai left on the dusty tile floors—the room had been empty for a long time.

“I trust you can keep a secret.” Master Jai faced the bookshelf, refusing to make eye contact even as Nanda drilled him with a puzzled stare. 

“Hate to break it to you, but these books don’t look like anything I’d be dying to tell all my friends about.”

Ignoring her sarcasm, Jai stepped forward and began pushing the bookshelf to the side with a grunt. Several cockroaches and a scorpion scurried away as he inched it to the side, gradually revealing a dark archway that led to a hidden corridor. Nanda couldn’t keep her jaw from dropping.

“I guess that is kind of cool.” She followed Jai to the mouth of the secret entrance. A cool draft blew the locks of her bangs back, carrying a mildew-tinged scent that reminded her of old books and the antiques stored in her Grandma Porter’s attic. 

Master Jai’s hand fumbled on the wall until he found a light switch. Flicking it on, he revealed an ancient stone pathway with light bulbs wired from the ceiling every few yards. Nanda stood at the entrance, mesmerized. It was like something out of an Indiana Jones movie.

“What’s the matter, afraid of ghosts?” Jai winked.

Nanda chuckled at his rare playfulness. As she stepped into the cool passage, the hairs of her arms stood on end. The arched ceiling had cracked in several places, but if the structure had held this long, it wouldn’t crumble on their heads as they walked. Probably. 

Turning the first corner, Nanda swallowed the dry lump in her throat. A stairway descended deep underground. They followed the series of stairs and narrow passageways in silence, taking a few decided turns whenever the path forked off. 

 Master Jai marched forward with a keen familiarity of the passageways. As they descended the next flight of steps, the air grew so cool, Nanda had to wrap her arms around her sides to keep from shivering. 

Her mentor finally spoke again. “The Bronze Tiger occupied many monasteries across India, Tibet, and Nepal, though today we have chapters across the world. While Mumbai is currently our main base, the Grand Monastery in Chennai has become a sort of spiritual headquarters. So much so, that many of the warriors from times long passed…”

They stepped into a chamber the size of a great cathedral.

“…were buried here.”

 Arches, columns, and a swirling cobbled floor underscored the hundreds of honeycomb holes lining the walls from top to bottom. In this rounded chamber, the wires stringing together the meager lights were the only evidence of the modern age. 

Dusty skeletons inhabited each of the shallow alcoves. Nanda suppressed a shudder. She inched closer to one mummified corpse, which wore tattered robes mostly eaten by moths and rats. The hands were carefully folded across the chest, a dusty bronze medallion resting over the heart.

It was just like the mass graves below Rome and Paris that she’d learned about in school. What were they called again? The Catacombs. Stepping back, Nanda examined the carvings and ancient scripts that decorated the spaces between the tombs.

Whispers seemed to echo around her, but Master Jai, who stood in silent contemplation, didn’t seem to hear them.

Nanda let her eyes wander from one end of the chamber to the other. “How many?”

He stepped to the center of the room. “More than three hundred.”

“How old?”

“Centuries, some even more.”

She hesitated before asking her next question. “Is the Original Bronze Tiger buried here?”

Master Jai raised his eyes to the arched ceiling, a deep breath escaping his chest. “No. His body was lost. Some say he left on a grand pilgrimage and died in a faraway land. Buddha only knows where he might have been buried.”

Nanda thought of Ohmen. His face was hidden behind a bronze mask every time she spoke to him in her mind. In truth, the ancient master was a mystery. Sometimes, she wished she could just pull his mask off and shake some answers out of that cryptic old warrior. But of course, she would never. That would be disrespectful. 

A chuckle rose from the recesses of her mind at that last thought.

“Come.” Jai’s voice jolted her from her musing. She followed his echoing footsteps to a stone wall between rows of tombs. Beneath the emblem of the Bronze Tiger was a message. It was written in the same old Tibetan dialect as the ancient texts in the hidden Jorhat library. 

“Here is what I wanted to show you. This is the prophecy.” Jai’s eyes scrolled back and forth as he read the text, nodding to himself as if confirming whatever he’d remembered. Nanda held her breath as he translated for her.

 

“The False King shall rise again

To reign terror o’er beast and man

One Gifted Warrior shall rise to fight

She alone can thwart his plan.

 

Unharmed by the foe’s attacks,

She shall remain strong

For she is destined to leap ahead

To protect right from wrong.”

 

Jai smiled. “As a child, I used to marvel at the old prophecies. My parents, who were both Bronze Tiger, told me they were nothing but lovely poems and stories, leftovers from the order’s more mystical period. Like Master Gyuno, they didn’t believe in the importance of foresight. I shifted between beliefs and ideals for many years, never sure exactly what to believe. Until, that is, Yasmin was assigned as my pupil. I soon came to see that the Gifts of Buddha were real. And that the future could, indeed, be glimpsed.” 

He touched the wall to brush away a net of cobwebs. “Perhaps we can still alter fate. And that is precisely why we must do everything in our power to keep Yasmin’s vision from becoming a reality.”

Nanda squinted at the prophecy on the wall. To her untrained eyes, it was just a series of dots and squiggles. Beautiful squiggles. But still…

“Okay, but where is this all going? Why bring me here to stare at the wall?”

He stepped closer until he towered over Nanda, his eyes carrying a gravity that she couldn’t quite read.

“I told you once that your physical gifts haven’t been seen in a long time, more than a thousand years, in fact. It’s not by chance that Ohmen chose to grant you those powers in addition to your Gift of Empathy. And if the False King cannot harm this chosen warrior, as the prophecy foretells, those very abilities may provide the upper hand in defeating him.”

A chill coursed through Nanda. She stared back into Jai’s confident eyes.

“You think I’m the chosen warrior? And that—what—I can use my jacked-up parkour skills to beat the False King? You’re kidding, right?”

Master Jai watched her with a straight face. No, he was definitely not kidding.

 She lowered her tone. “Well, even if that were true, do you really think I could ever stop someone that powerful?”

He placed a big hand on her shoulder, just short of smiling. “I know you can. ” Stepping back and turning toward the staircase, he resumed his usual stern air. 

“We must work quickly, both to stop the poisoning of the wetlands and to locate the False King. You are to tell no one about this. With Daas causing such a ruckus with his insolence, we cannot confront Master Gyuno about this plan. It will only cause further division. The one exception is Yasmin. Like you, she has a stronger connection with wildlife than the other Bronze Tiger. It is always so for those blessed with the Gifts. Max is Gifted with well, but he is much too orthodox a warrior. We can’t risk him going to Master Gyuno with plans should he refuse.

“You and Yasmin are to follow the plot you suggested earlier—track the distributors to the source of the chemicals and sabotage it quietly while seeking the identity of the False King. I shall give you any help I can. You and Yasmin may still be youths, but I know you’re more than capable.”

Nanda gripped the medallion under her robe, torn by indecision.

Jai frowned. “This plan troubles you.”

She let out a shaky breath. “Ever since Jorhat, I’ve been trying so hard to fit in with the Bronze Tiger. Going rogue and following my own whim has only ever hurt the people I care about. After Lord Ivory, I told myself I was done with it forever. No more being selfish. Then, you of all people tell me to go against the Honored Master. How could I do that? Trying to convince him to change his mind is one thing. But sneaking around behind his back…”

Master Jai was quiet. When he finally responded, there was a darkness in his eyes. “Times are changing, Nanda. Our old ways must evolve if we are to survive this new danger. Master Gyuno is blind to it now, but he will soon see it clearly. I’m asking you to trust me.” He exhaled slowly. “I was wrong to try to suppress your rebellious streak as strongly as I did, particularly when you chose saving lives above blind obedience. Your heart and your values should always be your dearest guide, even when they go against the words of your leaders.”

Nanda’s chest still felt tight, but deep in her soul, she knew Jai was right. If there was any possibility the prophecy was true, the choice was clear. All the empty eyes of the deceased Bronze Tiger warriors seemed to await her answer.

She clenched her fists, her resolve growing by the second. “Well then, let’s track down that base.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Day 1: Afternoon

 

Eric dove face-first into the weeds, hooves trampling the ground around him. He wrapped his arms over his head to keep his skull from getting crushed. Daring a peek, he saw the herd of blackbuck bounding over him at breakneck speed. 

“What are you doing? Do you want to get flattened like a mother-flipping pancake? Get up!”

Cindy was still holding up her section of the heavy rope net, her feet sinking into the spongy grass. Dozens of other WHH volunteers did the same, completing the semi-circle of rope that guided the endangered animals toward the make-shift pen, which would then funnel them into the transport trucks. The idea seemed foolproof. The execution? Not exactly as smooth and painless as the oh-so-amazing Zach had promised. 

Dozens of the Indian antelope leaped over the net, scrambling every which way in pure rebellion. Just moments ago, a twisting horn of one blackbuck had caught on Eric’s button-up. It had sent him hurdling to the ground—where he now cowered.

The huffs and grunts of fearful animals sounded above him, their sweaty pelts rippling over defined deer muscle. Eric could only pray that the heavy beasts wouldn’t miss their step. He kept low to the ground, paralyzed, until a gruff hand grabbed his wrist and hauled him back up. Eric scrambled back to the relative safety of the net, turning quickly to thank his savior. He couldn’t help but grimace when Zach smiled back at him, taking the spot between him and Cindy. 

“You’ve got to be a bit more careful, kid,” he said with a wink, his toned abs flexing as he grabbed the net. Apparently, he’d felt the need to go shirtless for this animal rescue. To show off his perfect pecs—and his ego. Cindy ogled him with sweet doe eyes, of course, probably admiring how Zach even made herding antelope look sexy.

God, this dude was annoying.

After another thirty minutes of struggle, the crew finally managed to get most of the blackbuck into the corral, then loaded into the trucks. A few volunteers went back to herd the stragglers. Meanwhile, Zach helped the Chennai conservation workers close up one of the trucks.

Surrounding the vehicles, a handful of police in their beige uniforms stood tall, keeping watch in case the terrorists chose to lash out against the volunteers again. What WHH really needed were more volunteers herding animals into trucks, but they’d take what they could get.

 Zach wiped beads of sweat from his forehead, exhaling through pursed lips. “The zoo will have their hands full with these beauties, but the blackbuck should be safe there.”

“Let’s hope so,” Eric mumbled back, leaning against the truck and brushing wet grass from his shirt. 

That was one antelope herd down. The rest of Chennai to go. It did feel good to get ahead of the pollution, considering how villagers were already reporting dead animals at the edge of this particular grassland. Still, it was hard not to feel like the Wild Hearts team was chasing their tails. By the time they saved the wildlife of one area, the terrorists would already have poisoned five more spots.

He hoped Nanda was faring better. 

Cindy tossed her thick waves back with a satisfied smirk, whipping out her phone to film a panoramic video. She started with the blackbuck whose nose huffed through the ventilation slats of the truck.

“First rescue mission in Chennai, complete. It’s all thanks to these fabulous people.” She lingered on Eric and Zach, who waved to the camera.“And the lovely Chennai police.”

When the camera fell on the officers, their eyes widened. They shook their heads and waved their arms as they protested in Tamil, some trying to block their faces with their hands. 

“It’s okay, fellas. Heroes should always get the attention they deserve.”

The officer in charge evidently didn’t agree. With a scowl, he marched forward and knocked the phone from Cindy’s hand. It landed screen-first in the wet sand.

“Hey,” she scolded, but his fuming expression cut her rebuke short.

“No cameras,” he growled. 

Eric staggered to her side, lifting his hands in apology. “You’re right, she shouldn’t have filmed you without permission, but there’s no harm done. No need to get so worked up.”

The officer stepped forward until his form overshadowed Eric. “You have no idea what’s going on here, do you boy?”

Eric opened his mouth to reply, but no sound came out. Before he could gather his wits, Cindy was already dragging him back to the animal truck, eager to get away from the glares of the police. With one last glance, Eric saw more than anger in their frowns and anxious side-glances.

They were afraid.

It didn’t add up. What did the police have to fear? The media might be throwing around the term ‘terrorists,’ but aside from their show of force at the rally, which authorities had ruled a scare tactic, these crooks were doing no more than poisoning the local reserves. No murders, no kidnappings—a whole different scenario compared to Jorhat. Maybe these officers really did know something he didn’t. 

When they were behind the truck, hidden from the officers’ sight, Cindy took out her phone again, its display still distorted by water droplets and sand.

“It looks like the police don’t want to get caught helping us,” she whispered into the front-facing camera. “Why is that? I guess we’ll have to dig deeper to find out.” With that, she ended the video. Tucking the phone in the pocket of her beige capris, she slumped her shoulders.

Eric rested against the truck, the breath from a curious blackbuck blowing his hair forward. “I’m glad we’re saving the animals, but I feel like we need to be doing more—a lot more. We’ve only got four more days. If that stuff gets into the bay, there’s no telling how much damage it can do.”

Cindy chewed on her nails in a rare moment of pensive silence. “We’ll talk to Zach about it.”

Eric ground his teeth. He was afraid she’d say that.

Near the neighboring truck, Zach was chatting with Eric’s parents, who still dripped with sweat from wrangling blackbuck. They both smiled at the protege of WHH, chuckling at whatever witty remark had just left his mouth. Their eyes sparkled with admiration. There was no doubt they’d rather have Zach for a son.

Suppressing the feeling, Eric cleared his throat loudly to get their attention. Zach nodded politely while his parents shot him scolding looks. They were still pissed off about him coming to Chennai without their permission. Good thing they hadn’t found out that the whole ‘mission trip’ thing had been a farce all along. He’d be booted back to Los Angeles in minutes.

He tried to keep his tone confident. “So, what’s the plan now?” 

Zach stroked his goatee, thoughtful. Then, his eyes lit up as if he were struck by genius. “A press conference. Tomorrow at the zoo, we’ll invite all the media outlets to talk about the blackbuck we saved. That way, we can get the public interested. We’ll broadcast a live video online, too. See if we can’t shake some donations out of the good people back home.”

Melissa Harden smiled her agreement. “We can get one of the baby blackbuck for you to bottle-feed while you’re giving the message. That ought to tug on some heartstrings.” 

Cindy jabbed Eric with her elbow. He suppressed a yelp, rubbing the sore spot as he gathered his courage to defy the self-proclaimed leader.

“Maybe we should… I don’t know... move a little quicker? Four days will fly by fast, and we need to step up our game.” His voice didn’t come out nearly as confident as he’d hoped. 

Zach looked down on Eric with a condescending smile. “What do you suggest?”

“Talk to the chief minister,” Cindy blurted.

Eric’s dad shook his head at Cindy’s apparent naivety. “We’ve already offered our collaboration. She refuses to meet with us. What we’re doing now is what we can do. That’s the end of it.”

“But—”

Eric’s mom held up her hand. “We go with Zach’s plan. It’s not our place to fight terrorists—that’s the local government’s job. We’re here to help the wildlife. End of story.”

Cindy cast her eyes down in defeat, but at those words, Eric channeled his inner Nanda. 

“The government’s not doing its job, and we all know it. Whatever is keeping them from hunting down the terrorists, we have to find out. Before it’s too late.”

His mom widened her eyes in frustration. “Do you want to go back to the States tonight? Because I am this close.” She pinched her fingers to emphasize her point.

He wasn’t backing down that easily. “You said we’re here to save the animals. Stopping the terrorists is how we save them!”

“Guys.” Zach interrupted the heated exchange while staring at his smartphone. “I think we need to start rethinking our plans.”

He flipped the screen for them to see. It was a photo message from an unknown number. As Eric leaned forward, the photo came into focus. Like some sick mirror, it revealed the five of them gathered around the livestock trailer, standing and chatting like they were just seconds before. At the bottom of the photo were two words.

Stay Away.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Day 1: Afternoon

 

The baby chital craned its neck, chugging the last drops of formula. Nanda tilted the bottle back. With a satisfied grunt, the fawn released the rubber tip, warm contentment filling its little body. Nanda smiled, putting the small rope harness around its face to lead it back to the infirmary. Things were simple for the little spotted deer, who was growing more confident and energetic every hour. For Nanda, they were only getting more complicated.

Was she really the chosen one from some ancient prophecy? And more importantly, was that enough reason to betray the trust of the Honored Master? Talk about getting pushed out of your comfort zone.

Carefully, she tugged on the rope and led the chital through the crowded courtyard. Several dozen warriors were training and chatting in the space, some in their beige and rust-orange robes, others in casual attire. One man was feeding dog food to an injured fox while a kid nearby set two rescued turtles to race. 

“Peace unto you and all lives, young warrior,” the sweet cook from Jorhat said with a smile as she passed by.

“And unto you.” Nanda could barely smile back, too distracted by her jumbled thoughts. When she stepped through the arched entrance of the infirmary, Tiago was awake. A white smile flashed against his tan skin as he joked with whoever stood at the foot of his bed. A few steps closer, and Nanda saw it was Aadita, who was giggling and grinning in a way Nanda would have never expected of the cool assassin.

She bit down on her cheek, trying to push away that feeling of jealousy again. Why was she getting like this? Tiago loved her. Only her. Whatever Aadita might feel, it would never change Tiago’s feelings for Nanda… would it?

As she stood at the entrance with the leashed fawn by her side, the pair looked up. Aadita’s smile instantly fell, but Tiago’s only grew wider.

“You’re just in time. I was telling Aadita about the first time I got stabbed. It wasn’t nearly as epic as this time, since I stabbed my own hand trying to open a jackfruit, but—”

“Actually, can we talk for a minute?” Nanda interrupted quickly, taking off the chital’s harness so it could curl up on its bed of rags.

Furrowing his brow, Tiago nodded. Aadita took the hint, leaving the bedside and brushing past Nanda. But before she could leave, Nanda held a hand out to slow her down.

“I need to talk to you about something, too. Wait for me?” she whispered too low for Tiago to catch.

Aadita nodded curtly, rounding the corner to wait outside the infirmary. When Nanda turned back to Tiago, he waved her over. She rushed into his arms, planting a kiss on his forehead and feeling just a little possessive.

“I know just what you’re going to say,” he breathed into her ear while she embraced him.

She pulled back to meet his eyes. “What do you mean?”

He brushed his hair back, giving her that you-know-what-I-mean look. “You can jump five times the distance of any normal human. So, I have no doubt Yasmin really does see the future. And if that’s true, you are never going to let that ‘death and destruction’ thing slide.”

Nanda stared down at his white bed sheets. “I have to do something. I can’t just sit by and let thousands of lives be lost. Not if I can help it.”

Tiago tried to sit up, but his inflamed stab wound protested. With a wince, he fell back and released a long breath. “You said you wouldn’t put yourself in danger again.” He took her hand. “How can I let you go if I’m not there to protect you?”

She squeezed his hands. She wanted him by her side through this. But at the same time, she couldn’t afford to wait for him to heal. They didn’t have that long.

 “Master Jai thinks my abilities are a sign—that I might be the only one who can stop the… the enemy.” 

Her tongue had almost slipped. Now was definitely not the time to tell Tiago about the False King. If he knew how strong a force she was up against, he’d follow to protect her even if it killed him. She adjusted his pillows so he wouldn’t notice her awkwardness. 

He was quiet for a long minute. “Well, what if Jai is wrong, and you get killed trying? I wouldn’t be able to live without you, Nan.” His voice trembled as he spoke.

Nanda smiled at the nickname, one that only her dad had ever used. “You won’t. Yasmin is the reasonable one, and she’ll be there to keep me from jumping into danger like the maniac I usually am.” Seeing his hesitation, she forced more conviction into her voice. “Yasmin might be quiet, but when she’s fighting for what she believes in, she’s the toughest chick you’ll ever see. I won’t be alone.”

He fidgeted with the roll of sterile bandages on the bedside table. “There’s nothing I can say to stop you, is there?”

Nanda shook her head decidedly. “We need to find whoever is distributing the poison and track them back to their supplier. That’s the only way we can end this thing before it’s too late.”

One corner of his mouth lifted in a reluctant grin. “If anyone can do it, it’s you. But if anything happens—anything—you can bet that a hundred stab wounds won’t keep me from coming to save you.”

She brushed his dark hair back, grinning. “I know.”

Remembering Aadita waiting outside, she gave Tiago a tender kiss. “Get better soon, okay?” She left the bedside, shooting Tiago one last smile. 

As she passed through the archway, she noticed the former assassin writing something on a sheet of brown paper. When Nanda approached, she quickly tucked the pen and paper into her black robes. She was clearly hiding something, but Nanda had to ignore it for now. If she didn’t at least look like she trusted Aadita, how could she expect to be trusted in return?

“So, hey,” she began as Aadita fixed her in an unreadable stare. “I’m assuming you know all the buildings in the city that the Ivory Gang owns or controls?”

She nodded. “Obviously.”

Nanda scanned the area to make sure no warriors were listening. “Master Jai and I are ready to start moving faster, just like you wanted, but we’ll need you to mark those properties on a map for us. Without that, we’d never be able to narrow down where they’re storing the chemicals. Once we find the source, you can tell us everything you know about the building’s layout and security. Can you do that for us?”

She nodded again. “I know my father’s properties like the back of my saber. I only have one condition.”

Nanda waited.

“I will make this map for you after we investigate the poisoning of the Vandalur Reserve Forest tomorrow morning.”

She took a step back, confused. “Why wait? The sooner the better.”

Aadita averted her gaze, fingers grazing the hilt of her saber. “That’s my condition. Take it or leave it.”

Nanda gently clamped her molars down on her tongue to remind her not to argue. She smiled politely. “Fine. It’s your call.”

With one last knowing look, they parted ways. Aadita’s strange behavior played like a loop in her head, but she tried to suppress the inkling that something was off. Whatever it was, it would surface eventually. 

Nanda spent the next half hour wandering around the huge monastery complex, searching for Yasmin. Would her teammate even believe all this crazy stuff about the ancient Bronze Tiger prophecy? Wait, what was she thinking? Of course she’d believe it. She was basically a prophet herself.

After a lengthy search, Nanda spotted Yasmin mending a tear in her robe outside the sleeping quarters. Nanda slunk down beside her. “Change of plans. Master Jai believes you, and he thinks we need to get to the bottom of this thing, even if that means going against the Honored Master.”

Yasmin’s eyes shot up. “What do you mean?”

Nanda glanced around to make sure no one else was in earshot. “He showed me something. An old prophecy about a gifted warrior who would defeat the False King when he rises. He thinks it’s me. I know. It’s crazy. But if it’s true, we may be able to stop the False King and save Chennai—not choose between them. But to do that, we have to pick up our pace and track where those chemicals are coming from.”

Yasmin set down her work, drawing a deep breath. “I see…”

Nanda noted the worry in her eyes. “You don’t think it’s a good idea?”

“I would do almost anything to keep the horrors I saw from coming to life.” Yasmin averted her gaze. “But I can’t go against the rules of the Bronze Tiger. The Honored Master’s authority is above that of Master Jai. Without his approval, I… I can’t.”

Nanda sighed. She should have known Yasmin would be even more reluctant than she was to bend the rules. “Can’t you make an exception, just this one time?”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me.”

Yasmin clenched her jaw tight, shaking her head. “I’m not like you, Nanda.”

Nanda fidgeted with a pebble on the ground. Before coming to India, she would have never admitted she needed a friend to fight alongside her. But Yasmin proved her wrong. Now, Nanda couldn’t imagine going into the fray without her.

“You don’t have to be.” She lowered her voice. “You just have to make a choice. Follow orders, or do what you know is right.”

Nanda counted the painful seconds as Yasmin thought it over. Finally, her friend closed her eyes. “What’s the plan?”

Cool relief washed over Nanda. “I’m not sure yet, aside from the fact we’ll be starting from the Vandalur Reserve Forest tomorrow. Master Jai will be covering for us, so we need to wait for him to say the word.”

Yasmin played with her robe and needle, worry clouding her face. “I do have hope that we can change the future I’ve seen. But it won’t be easy with just the three of us.”

“Make that four,” a voice piped up from nearby. They both jumped. Max approached quietly, his face unusually hard and determined. 

“You heard us?” Nanda whispered, suddenly aware that more ears may be listening.

He knelt before them, glancing around at the swamp grass that sprawled beyond the building. When he closed his eyes in concentration, a noisy chorus of frogs rose, disguising all their voices. Nanda grinned at his quick thinking. 

“I figured you were up to something. I heard Master Gyuno talking to Grandma about Yasmin’s vision, and I knew you wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an answer.” 

He held his hands open, and a shimmering frog jumped into them, its neck expanding into a bubble as it croaked. “Daniel is in exile, meaning that the three of us are now the only Bronze Tiger warriors with the Gifts. I sensed the False King even before Lord Ivory found the temple with the sealed mask, and I believe you two could sense him as well.”

When Nanda and Yasmin shared a knowing glance, he continued. “Warriors with the Gifts may also have a stronger connection with the other planes of existence. Thus, our ability to sense the False King. That connection will bind the three of us together so we can stop the destruction of Chennai. At least, that’s what I believe.”

Yasmin stroked the singing frog in Max’s hand. “We must all wait for Master Jai’s word, then. So, what now?”

Nanda smiled as she imagined Jai’s usual fix-all answer to the question. “Now, we meditate.”

Max and Yasmin both nodded their agreement. As they all crossed their legs and closed their eyelids, the chorus of frogs became the only sound in the forgotten corner of the monastery. But even the amphibious song faded as Nanda repeated the Meditation Chant in her mind, reaching the Meditative Realm faster than she’d expected. 

 

***

 

She rushed down the familiar flickering hallway, opening the last door that held the tiger seal. Fireflies rose to greet her in the inky blackness of Ohmen’s strange lair. Mist wrapped around her form as the ancient monk stepped toward her, the light of fireflies dancing in his mask. 

He stood tall. “Yes, I know. You need not say anything. I am aware of your rebellious decision.”

Nanda bowed her head as he drew closer, his looming form making her feel like a small child. “We have to save the wildlife, even if that means breaking tradition, right?”

He stood incredibly still. “I must admit these are exceptional circumstances.”

Nanda shuffled her feet, feeling unsure. “The prophecy says the Gifted Warrior is the only one who can beat him. Is it really me?”

The whites of human eyes were almost visible through the holes in the mask. “I truly cannot say. Contrary to what the modern warriors believe, the prophecy was not written by my mortal self, but by another Bronze Tiger warrior with spiritual abilities. He could see the intersections of time and space, but not as clearly as he could see his own world. The vague nature of prophecies can be frustrating for those who try to interpret them, but if you are asking for my opinion as a humble warrior—yes. I believe you can defeat the False King.”

Anxiety gripped Nanda’s chest as she imagined the malevolent being. “You knew him, didn’t you?”

Ohmen lifted his hand, and a swarm of fireflies landed on it. “Yes, we did share a history. However, it is irrelevant to your fight. You need not worry about the False King’s mortal past, only the danger of his current form.”

Nanda looked up to Ohmen with growing confidence. “Okay, so you must have heard our plans. If the False King is leading the terrorists, finding the source of the poison will lead us to him, won’t it?”

“If you follow the flower to the stem, it will inevitably lead you to its roots. But do be cautious, Nanda. For make no mistake…”

His voice dropped to a low growl. “The False King will be waiting.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

With every step up the dank staircase, the air grew thick with foreboding energy. Malesh couldn’t place his finger on it, but the feeling was undeniable—like a chunk of lead getting heavier and heavier inside his gut. When he reached the top of the stairs, he forced open the rusted door with a heavy shove. A blast of wind nearly knocked him back as he stepped onto the bright rooftop.

Nilaya sat cross-legged with palms on her knees and eyes closed in a dream-like state. She teetered on the edge of the building, her face glowing with the light of the sunset over the jagged Chennai skyline. Malesh’s heart clenched with fear, but his aunt’s utter stillness quickly calmed him. She wouldn’t fall. She was just meditating… which in itself was strange. When their assistant said she’d gone to the roof, Malesh expected to find her tuning her guitar, maybe kicking back with a pair of headphones and her favorite Iron Maiden album on repeat. But this?

This wasn’t the Nilaya he knew.

Drawing closer, he stepped noisily so she wouldn’t lose her balance in a jolt of surprise.

“You should join me, Malesh. A little meditation might do your troubled mind good.” 

He stopped, crossing his arms over his chest. “I’ve been looking for you all afternoon. I wish you wouldn’t run off like that.”

She turned her head to wink at him, a smile teasing her lips. “What, afraid I fell back into insanity and went running naked through the streets?”

Malesh sighed, rubbing his temples. “Dukker said that one of our scavenger parties ran into Nanda and a few other Bronze Tiger monks.”

A hint of malice crept into Nilaya’s expression. “Good. Let them come.”

As if drawn by her voice, a sparrow landed on the ledge next to Nilaya. She cocked her head, reaching out a finger as if to touch it. But of course, it flew away.

“What a happy little one. So content, blissfully unaware of the chaos around it.”

Malesh shook his head, groaning under his breath. “Don’t you think we need to start taking their threat seriously? It could be Jorhat all over again. Even if Madame Chandelle and her people help chase off that environmental group that’s snooping around, the Bronze Tiger won’t be scared away that easily.”

Her smile fell, replaced by a strange expression Malesh wished he could read. “No, I guess they won’t. But then again, maybe that’s how fate intended.”

Malesh crouched to look into his aunt’s eyes, which began to twitch almost imperceptibly. “I’m worried about you, Aunt. I’m happy your mind has mended, but I can’t help feeling that you’re… different.”

Her eyes cleared, and she plastered on an overstretched smile. “Relax, kid. I’m fine. Now why don’t you go tell those lab rats to amp up their production of the toxin, and send a message to the government and the media that we’re doubling our supply. That ought to get them to start considering our ransom a bit more carefully.”

Malesh let his head fall into his hands. He scratched his scalp in frustration. “Don’t change the subject, please. It just feels like you’re not the same Nilaya—the one who played me songs, told me stories of America, took me out for pizza when Father was upset with me. You’ve changed. I can see it in your eyes, in how you walk and speak, even in how you say my name.”

She stood slowly, and he rose with her. With a maternal air, she smiled and rested a hand on his face. 

“You’re right, I have changed. I’m still the Aunt Nilaya you know and love, only I’m stronger, clearer. Better.”

As her hand slipped away, she headed toward the door to the stairway, leaving Malesh staring after her.

She turned back one last time. “You’ll understand soon.”

With that, she disappeared down the staircase, leaving Malesh alone on the rooftop, all his once-suppressed worries now lying exposed and stronger than ever.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Day 2: Morning

 

Nanda had woken up to a note that Master Jai left on her pillow.

“Leave for Vandalur as soon as you awaken. I will cover for your absence. Be careful.”

By the time Nanda had hopped out of bed, Yasmin and Max were already dressed in casual Indian clothing and itching to go. Apparently, they hadn’t needed to see the note to know that their mission would begin at the break of dawn. Aadita had been waiting nearby, and from the bags under her eyes, Nanda had wondered if her secret worries had kept her up all night.

Now, the four amateur spies stood at the edge of the rolling hills of Vandalur Reserve Forest, its eerie quiet telling a story of impending destruction. A story that was still being written. Nanda only hoped they could snatch the pen from the terrorists who were writing it before it was too late. 

Max stepped up to address the group, straightening his long, tangled locks in a vain attempt to make himself look more mature. “All right. I’m the most highly trained of our group— well, except for Aadita. But she was trained to kill people, so she doesn’t count.  Anyway, I am certainly the most qualified to lead our expedition. Shall we put it to a vote?”

Yasmin and Nanda shared an amused glance. Neither of them minded letting their over-eager teammate take the lead. Aadita just rolled her eyes.

Max cleared his throat. “Okay, then. I say we split up into pairs to increase our chances of finding the distributors. Whichever team runs into them should stay hidden and follow. They might even lead us to their base. If nothing else, we’ll find out who they’re reporting to.”

Nanda cast a side-glance at Aadita, whose usual cold expression masked any emotion. Their mission would have been a lot more promising if Aadita had only mapped out nearby Ivory Gang buildings the night before. Why did she insist on waiting until after the morning expedition? She must have an angle.

 Aadita seemed to be on their side. But as Nanda stared into those black eyes, she wondered if she’d been reading the situation all wrong. Maybe Aadita had returned to her father’s empire. After all, no one had heard from the estranged assassin in months. Then, out of nowhere, she asked for the Bronze Tiger’s help in Chennai. The whole scenario was pretty suspicious.

“I’ll go with Aadita,” Nanda volunteered, to the obvious surprise of her other teammates. Yasmin looked hurt, almost ready to argue, but she seemed to shrug it off. She nodded her agreement as she stepped in beside Max. Nanda would have to explain herself later. All she needed was another emotional rift between her and Yasmin.

Pulling a long blade of field grass to tie his hair back in a messy ponytail, Max hung his knapsack over his back. “We meet back here at noon. If you find the distributors, use the GPS on your phone and text us the coordinates. We’ll do the same.”

“Roger that.” Nanda watched the pair vanish onto one of the wooded trails. Gathering their packs, Nanda and Aadita took the other path.

 Nanda kept all her senses on high alert, but the woods were quiet. She heard nothing beyond their own footsteps. Aadita seemed to prefer the silence as she skillfully ignored Nanda. Not that it bothered her. She expected as much.

Still, she needed to talk to Aadita about the Ivory Gang. The former heiress was the ace up their sleeve, but all her secrecy made her a potential time bomb. With so much at risk, Nanda needed to know she wasn’t planning to double-cross them. She sucked in a breath of courage. Time to break the ice.

“So, Aadita—”

Something moved in her periphery. She stopped, listening. There was a rustling of leaves, almost too soft to hear. Aadita noticed it, too. Slowly, she unsheathed her saber.

Falling to all fours, Nanda crept toward the source of the sound with Aadita close behind. They both held their breaths, watching, waiting. When the leaves finally rustled again, they saw it. A nearly bald monkey with wispy beige fur peeked from behind a tree, staring at them with saucer-shaped eyes. 

Nanda released her breath, watching as the primate leaped into the branches of the next tree and vanished into the forest. That was weird. Nanda should have felt its emotions before it even made a sound. Was her own anxiety interfering with her Gift of Empathy? She’d have to keep an eye on that.

She smiled as the rustling faded away. “Hey, did you see that bald little head? It looked like an old man.” Nanda was relieved to see the monkey hadn’t been affected by the pollution. But when her eyes fell to the forest floor, she realized she’d celebrated too soon. A younger monkey was splayed on the ground, unmoving. 

“Oh, no.” Nanda touched the little primate’s hand. It was cold and stiff. When she looked up again, the other monkey was waiting in a tree nearby. Was it a mate, a brother… a parent? Death was tragic enough already, but leaving a loved one behind was one of the most heartbreaking things Nanda could imagine.

“Are those tears?” Aadita asked jokingly.

Nanda tore her eyes from the deceased monkey, hastily wiping her cheeks with one sleeve. “No, um, I just… allergies.”

Damn it. She couldn’t stand being this vulnerable. Especially in front of someone like Aadita.

She clucked her tongue in disapproval, shaking her head. “You’ve got to toughen up. Crying over what you can’t change is only going to make things worse for yourself. You know, it wouldn’t hurt to be a bit more like your boyfriend. Tiago is…” A smile teased her lips. “He’s something else.”

Nanda clenched her fists, cracking her knuckles to keep herself cool. “Let’s just keep moving, okay?”

The accusation hurt more than she wanted to admit. Nanda had always known her connection to animals was more a weakness than a strength. Her emotions clouded her thinking, and when an animal was in trouble, she’d throw caution to the wind to save it. 

But what hurt even more was the way Aadita’s face beamed when she spoke of Tiago.

They hiked on in silence, and another five minutes passed. Once she had calmed down, Nanda tried again. “So, you’ve lived in Chennai your whole life?” It was a mundane question, but Nanda would take what she could get.

Aadita didn’t reply. She continued down the trail with her eyes on the path. 

Nanda gritted her teeth. How hard could it be to have a normal conversation? Then again, Aadita’s upbringing was anything but normal. Nanda couldn’t understand what Tiago saw in her. The image of him smiling at her in the infirmary came to mind again. She chased it away. Focus, Nanda. Now is the time to save the world, not worry about boy problems.

Aadita’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “I overheard your leader Gyuno talking about someone called the False King at one of your meetings… Not that I was eavesdropping. However, I couldn’t help my curiosity.”

The statement caught Nanda off-guard. “Y-yeah. We’re really not supposed to talk about this stuff with people outside the order.” 

Aadita kept her eyes trained on the trail ahead. “Maybe someone outside the order is exactly who you need to stop this enemy, especially if he is working with my own family’s criminal network, don’t you think?”

Nanda couldn’t argue with that logic. If she wanted Aadita’s help, maybe it was finally time to take that leap of faith.

 “All right, fine. The Honored Master says a seal was broken in Jorhat, releasing the spirit of an ancient enemy of the Bronze Tiger. He thinks the False King has found a human vessel and is gathering forces, preparing to strike the world out of balance—starting with Chennai.”

Aadita hopped over a massive fallen log with surprising ease. Nanda cleared it with a step-through safety vault.

“So, this False King is taking the form of a human? Do you know who he is?”

“Not yet. But the fact that he’s manipulating the Ivory Gang to do his bidding shows he’s probably someone with high status. He might even be part of the Ivory Gang or the European gang they’ve teamed up with. At least, that’s Master Gyuno’s take.”

Aadita slowed to a stop, her face unreadable. “How certain is Gyuno about that hypothesis?”

“He’s pretty confident.” Nanda drew closer, trying to decipher her reaction. Aadita’s hand clenched the hilt of her saber until her knuckles went white. Why would she get so worked up about this? Trying to break the tension, Nanda forced a chuckle. 

“Sounds crazy, right? I personally think it’s a stretch, but—” 

“Shut up for a minute.”

“Excuse me?” Nanda scoffed.

“Just listen.” Aadita was cocking her head, as if trying to hear something far away. 

Nanda fell silent, sharpening her focus to hear what Aadita had. A faint sound breached the silence— the laughter of children. What were kids doing in the middle of these woods? At the wetlands, all the locals had been scared away. 

Lowering her body, Aadita signaled to where the bright light of a clearing streamed through the thicket around the trail. Nanda followed close behind as Aadita pulled down a branch, offering a view of the grassy meadow. 

A group of boys with mud-stained shorts giggled and tramped through the tall grass in a game of tag, their white smiles shining against sun-darkened faces. Nanda counted about ten of them. Sharing a quick glance, Nanda and Aadita fought through the undergrowth into the clearing. The kids quickly stopped, pointing at them and shouting a few words in Tamil. 

Aadita called back in their language. “Tum yahaan kya kar rahe ho?”

What followed was a short conversation between her and the nearest boy, who fought out high-pitched words while panting to catch his breath. After a brief pause, Aadita stroked her chin, thoughtful.

Nanda stepped in closer. “Well, what did he say?” 

“I asked what they were doing all the way out here, and the boy said they just thought it was a good place to play,” she said slyly, clearly not believing their story.

Nanda looked at the boys again. They were stifling giggles and whispering amongst themselves. She looked them up and down. When her gaze reached their feet, something caught her eye. 

“Why do they have plastic soda bottles tied to their ankles?”

Glancing at the suspicious ankle wear, Aadita came face to face with the nearest boy. “Yah kya hai?”

He gave a quick, stuttering reply. When Aadita grabbed his wrist, the boy released a pained yelp. 

Nanda almost bolted forward to make sure Aadita wouldn’t slice the boy’s arm off for answers. Luckily, Aadita just ripped off the bottle taped to his ankle. The cap was screwed on, but a small hole pierced through the plastic allowed a greenish liquid to drip out slowly. Aadita brought the bottle to her nose, then turned back to Nanda with a grim look.

“Chemicals.”

Nanda sniffed bottle. Sure enough, it smelled like a mixture of oven cleaner and car exhaust, a white residue gathering around the opening.

Aadita held the bottle in front of the kid’s face. “Abhee baat karo!”

The boy’s eyes went wide with fear, his lip trembling as he spilled out a long story. When he finally finished, Aadita turned back to Nanda. 

“He says the men with a cart of recyclables gave them money in exchange for wearing the full bottles and playing in the woods until they were empty. At the end of the day, they return the bottles to get their pay, but the same boys are not allowed to work two days in a row. They find the cart of recyclables at a different spot each day. If the children were to tell anyone about their deal, there would be no more pay.”

Nanda gritted her teeth. “Seriously? Using kids as mules to distribute their poison? That’s as low as it gets. These kids could end up sick, or worse.” 

At that moment, Nanda couldn’t help but think of Malesh. He was behind all this. Whether or not he was working with the False King, Nanda didn’t care anymore. She was ready to take them both down.

“Go on, get out of here before I call the police!” Aadita snarled in English, then in Tamil. 

The kids screamed and laughed as they ran off into the woods, evidently seeing the whole situation as some kind of game. 

Nanda picked the bottle from the ground, carefully placing it in a plastic bag from her pack. “Even if these kids aren’t the only ones distributing poison, this should be enough to get us started. Now we just need to find these ‘recyclers’ and track them back to their base. It’ll be easy enough once you make us that map of the Ivory buildings. The moment we figure out which one is housing the chemicals, you can help us find the best way in.”

Aadita shifted her eyes as if caught in a moment of conflict. But it wasn’t her voice that rose over the ensuing silence.

“Well, well. What have we here?” 

Nanda spun a quick one-eighty to face the threat, falling into her fighting stance. Aadita did the same, extending her saber with arms flexed, ready to strike. 

Two Crash Resistance members with denim jackets and sunburned skin marched alongside an Ivory Gang thug wearing a bandanna. Evidently recognizing Aadita, the man tossed his head back with a cackle.

“I don’t believe my eyes. The Red Cobra is playing hero with the so-called ‘Feral Phantom.’” 

“Doesn’t matter to me who they are,” one of the other men mumbled in an eastern European accent. “We’ve had it with interferences.”

“You were following us.” Nanda back-stepped as the gangsters reached for their guns, hoping to gain a few extra seconds to think of a way out.

“A little birdie sent us a handy note,” the third man said with a smug grin. “Looks like your people don’t value loyalty the way we do.”

Nanda took another step back as the men drew closer, but Aadita stood her ground, smirking.

“So, a mysterious note lands on your doorstep, and you just follow it without question? That is just like my father’s brainless henchmen. I suppose it didn’t even occur to you that it might be a trap.”

The men stopped, their eyes darting between the two teens as the possibility sank in. They glanced around, as if expecting hundreds of Bronze Tiger warriors to pour out of the woods. Nanda was just as clueless. She kept her eyes on Aadita, who seemed to drink in the men’s newfound terror.

“I sent that note,” she declared with confidence. “And you three are playing right into my hand.”

“You little—” The men hoisted their weapons, but Aadita was faster. Before Nanda could decide whether to join Aadita or run, the assassin had already knocked the two Crash Resistance members out cold. They fell to the ground with two thuds. When the Ivory Gang goon tried to lock his aim with his pistol, Aadita spun around to his back, slicing off his trigger finger. A shriek erupted from the man’s throat as he released his weapon to cradle the gushing wound. His tormentor kicked the backs of his legs, sending him to his knees. Then, she rested her saber against his throat.

“Are you crazy? What are you doing?” Nanda lurched forward as Aadita sheathed her saber, pulling out a few zip-ties from her pack.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” She secured the man’s wrists behind him, even as blood dripped from what was left of his finger.

“Just stop for a second. Let’s talk about this.” Nanda’s words came out in a nearly incomprehensible tumble as she grabbed Aadita’s arm. Looking at the man, whose face was a mixture of fury and terror, she gulped. “This isn’t the way.”

Aadita’s eyes gleamed with repressed emotion. “You don’t get it, and I don’t expect you to. I’m grateful that the Bronze Tiger are here to stop the Ivory Gang, but Malesh is my responsibility. Mine alone.”

Nanda furrowed her brow. “That’s not true.”

“Don’t you understand? That day in Jorhat, I let him escape. I gave him a second chance when I should have taken him prisoner. This is all happening because of my mistake, my weakness.”

Nanda stepped between Aadita and the bound man who was stooped over the grass. “Aadita, just listen to me. We can beat him together.”

Aadita shook her head slowly. “I didn’t want to have to do this, but I can’t have you following me. It’s too risky.”

“What are—”

Something struck the back of Nanda’s neck, and everything vanished in a sea of black.

 

***

 

Nanda blinked her eyes open, seeing nothing but a bed of long grass. She tried to sit up, but a throbbing ache in her head and neck made her retch on the bed of weeds. Gathering herself, she tried again. Slow and steady. Rising to her feet, she glanced around, and her heart sank. 

Aadita and the prisoner were gone. 

The two other criminals were still sprawled nearby, evidently trapped in a much deeper slumber. Nanda peered in every direction, looking for some sign of her companion. Nothing.

She cursed under her breath. Of course. The moment Aadita had revealed her trap, Nanda should have known exactly what was happening. Aadita’s patience had worn thin. She wasn’t going to run and hide anymore.

She was going after Malesh, and she was going in blazing.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Malesh saw only the whites of Dukker’s eyes as the fiery manager marched down the dark hallway. His camouflage jacket and black shirt were wrinkled and stained. Back when Lord Ivory was around, Dukker had always kept his appearance impeccable. But things were different now. He was restless, troubled.

“We have to do something, boss,” the manager hissed, now towering over Malesh. “Someone stole the axle screws from all our carts out in the field. Probably those damned monks. The men had to come back carrying armfuls of stinking dead birds. And then there’s that stupid animal rights group that’s causing all sorts of trouble and undoing our hard work. I’m not doubting your judgment, sir. But I really think we should take stronger action against these threats.”

Malesh pulled out another cigarette and lit it up, hoping to mask his indecision. “We don’t need to worry about them. Just focus on the plan.” 

Dukker leaned in. “Is that you talking, or Lord Ivory’s lunatic sister?”

“Is there a problem here?” The sweet voice called from the doorway down the hall. Nilaya stood with a delicate hand against the door frame, a pleasant smile on her lips.

“No ma’am,” Dukker looked down to the floor in a show of respect. Malesh couldn’t help but smirk at the twitching of Dukker’s lip, betraying how painful it was for him to bow down to a female superior.

“Good.” She took a few steps forward, her clean suit the perfect contrast to his ragged look. “Because I’m not too fond of problems. They bring out a different side of me.”

Something in Nilaya’s soft tone made the blood in Malesh’s veins ice over. Dukker evidently felt the same threatening aura. He backed away with eyes wide, his hands lifted in innocence.

“No problems. None at all. Now if you don’t mind, I have many matters to attend to.” 

When Nilaya nodded her permission, he slunk off toward the exit, glancing over his shoulder all the way down the hall.

“Do you trust him?” Nilaya smoothed back her hair.

Malesh sighed, taking a draw on his cigarette. “I guess.”

“Hmm.” She was still watching the doorway he’d passed through. “We’ll see.”

Before Malesh could speak again, the dim light in the hallway increased to a blinding white. Then, the crash, crash, crash of the light bulbs bursting, one by one. He instinctively covered his head, jolting at each burst as glass showered his back. When he looked up to make sure his aunt was unharmed, he could barely see her in the now-dark hallway. 

She didn’t seem bothered by the possibility of being impaled by shattered glass. Instead of cowering, she lifted a finger to her lips in a call for silence. Malesh obeyed. His eyes darted around the room in search of danger.

When he saw the shadow creeping along the wall, it was already too late. A figure dressed in black rushed Nilaya, a faint trickle of light glinting off some sort of blade. Malesh lunged to fend off the attacker, but Nilaya was quicker. She used strange martial arts moves he’d never witnessed to send the blade-wielder staggering back. 

The emergency lights along the ceiling came on, revealing the black-masked intruder lying on her back, still clutching the saber—one Malesh would recognize among a thousand blades.

“Aadita! What do you think you’re doing?” He stepped between his aunt and his wayward sister. 

She stumbled to her feet, devoid of her usual poise and grace. As she pulled off her mask, a wide-eyed scowl revealed a brooding hatred. “I gave you the chance to flee so you wouldn’t spend your life in a cage, and this is what you do? I’m ashamed to call you my brother.”

Malesh shrugged off the sting in her words, lifting his fists in case she chose to strike. “What did you expect? Father spent his life preparing me to lead his empire—”

 “And now he’s in a coma on a hospital bed because of that damned empire! It’s poison, Malesh. Everything Father built… just like the poison you’re using to terrorize Chennai—our own home!”

“Oh, come on,” he sneered. “We need the money and the real estate to get the Ivory Gang back on its feet. It’s just business.”

She shook her head. “This isn’t you. The Malesh I knew would have used the gang’s cash flow to protect Chennai, not destroy it. You loved this city.”

The words hurt Malesh more than any insult. He was used to being called weak, lazy, dumb, and even pathetic. He used to just shake off those words and dole out his own slanders. But this was different. Because he knew she was right.

“Ah, my sweet little Baadaam, how you have changed. Where is the strong-willed girl who was once so loyal to Lord Ivory?” Nilaya approached Aadita with a condescending smile.

Aadita’s brow scrunched up in fury at the old pet name. “Stop pretending to be our Aunt Nilaya!”

Malesh couldn’t help but laugh at the ridiculous accusation. 

Aadita cast him a pleading look. “She’s controlling you, isn’t she? I bet this plan is all hers. That would explain it. But you mustn’t trust her, Malesh. She’s not who you think she is.”

Nilaya clucked her tongue, shaking her head in pity. “Your treacherous actions have left you confused, Baadaam. Just because my mind is clear again doesn’t mean I’m not your beloved Aunt—”

“Stop it! Don’t taint the memory of my aunt’s name. You aren’t Nilaya…” Aadita pointed the tip of her saber accusingly. “You’re the False King.”

Nilaya’s calm facade evaporated, a furious scowl etching across her face. A growl rumbled from deep in her chest. Malesh staggered back as Nilaya lunged forward like a wild beast, eyes glowing red. She held her palms toward Aadita. A blast of invisible energy erupted from her hands, sending Aadita soaring toward the door at the end of the hall as if jolted by a high-voltage fence. Aadita’s unconscious form slunk to the floor like a rag doll, her fingers and face still twitching from the strange energy.

Malesh was paralyzed, jaw gaping as he looked between his once-invincible sister and his aunt, whose hair fell over her face in a haggard mess, like it often had when she was ill.

Her chest heaved, a frown still set on her lips as she curled her fingers like claws. 

“Don’t call me that,” she whispered, almost too low for Malesh to hear.

“A-aunt Nilaya?” he fumbled. 

As if triggered by his voice, her face took on the same serene expression as before. She smiled. “What are you waiting for, kid? Grab a pair of cuffs and lock her up in the holding cell down the hall.” Straightening her suit, she spun around and started down the hallway.

“Wait, just like that? She tried to kill you just now!”

Nilaya looked back with a wink. “I have a feeling she’ll come around.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Day 2: Afternoon

 

“We’re reporting live from Governor Rajan’s emergency address following the onslaught of environmental terrorist threats and the continuing pollution of the region. Will he give in to their demands? Hold on. He’s about to speak…

 

‘My good people, these terrorists attempt to strike fear into our hearts, but the state of Tamil Nadu will not cower. We have made the firm decision to not pay off these greedy criminals, no matter what damage may come to our lands. Local ecosystems can heal, but if we lose our pride, what have we left? We will stand strong.”

“But sir, if that’s the case, why aren’t more military forces being directed toward this threat to public safety?”

“Uh, no comment… Get that microphone out of my face.’

 

It looks like that’s all we’re getting from our governor today. Next, we’ll be taking calls from—”

 

Nanda switched off her handheld radio, fixing her eyes on the horizon. The sprawling Chennai skyline was clearly visible from atop the monastery’s domed roof. But beneath its peaceful exterior, the city was in chaos. Everything was moving so fast toward a deadly end for so many. And now, she’d just lost their greatest hope of infiltrating the Ivory Gang’s chemical stores. 

Nanda rubbed the sore spot on her neck where Aadita had struck her down. She should have seen it coming. Of course Aadita would get restless and break away from them. Tiago hadn’t seemed surprised, either. ‘That sounds like Aadita,’ he’d said with an over-friendly smile. 

Now, they were all walking in the dark. 

The rest of the Bronze Tiger were no closer to finding the False King. At least Nanda’s team had made a major breakthrough. Thanks to those kids, they knew to search for Ivory Gang members dressed as recyclers—the next level of the hierarchy.

Collapsing the antenna and packing the pocket radio into her messenger bag, she stood up, steadying herself on the slippery metal inlay of the ornate roof. Her trusty tennis shoes—hell, even bare feet—would have given her a better grip on this surface. Instead, she’d worn her strapped chappals with their irritatingly smooth soles. 

Cat-crawling on all floors to the ledge, she eyed up the gap between the main temple and a smaller building below. Releasing the air from her lungs, she crouched low, tensing the powerful muscles in her legs. In a seamless motion, she extended her body, throwing her arms forward as she jumped. 

That brief moment in the air, with the wind whipping against her robes, felt like flying. It was a feeling she’d never get used to. Before she had time to savor the sensation, her feet met the edge of the lower building with a soft tap. She absorbed the impact with a shoulder roll across the roof tiles. The resulting clatter brought a few annoyed shouts from below.

“Sorry!” Nanda yelled back, dropping to the ground. 

As she brushed roof dust off her shirt, a “psst” sounded from the library building nearby. Trying not to look suspicious, she followed the sound to where Max and Yasmin were huddled beneath a tall bookshelf. 

“Where have you been?” Max hissed, glancing around to make sure they were alone. “We’ve just told Master Jai everything. He says we must go to the shores of Poondi Lake tomorrow. The first few reports of dead birds in the area have just been announced, so he believes the recycling cart will surely be making its rounds there.”

Yasmin nodded her agreement. “Once we find that cart, we mustn’t lose sight of it. Following it will surely lead us back to the source.” 

Nanda rolled her shoulders, psyching herself up. “Okay, this is our chance. It would have been a lot easier with Aadita’s help, but we’ve got justice on our side. We can do this.”

“What are you three mischief-makers up to over here?”

Choden’s silver hair appeared against the darkened library walls as she ambled toward them, a keen sparkle in her eye.

“Just chatting, Grandma.” Max leaned forward to accept her affectionate kiss atop his mess of hair. Yasmin and Nanda gave a slight bow, averting their eyes.

“Is that so? Master Jai told me that your team did an excellent job surveying the perimeter of the marsh this morning. That data will be helpful in planning our approach. It’s those little tasks that add up to the success of our operation. But dear me, I won’t keep you. Chat away, young warriors. There will be plenty to do in the morning.”

Nanda waited until Choden was out of earshot to mumble, “You have no idea.”

The undeserved praise was painful to receive. The survey had to be done. Meaning Master Jai had likely completed it on his own, single-handedly paying the penalty for the whole team’s rogue actions. Max and Yasmin glanced at each other, guilt written on their faces.

“M-maybe we need to share our discovery about the children and the recyclers with the Honored Master,” Yasmin ventured. 

Max gasped. “Did you leave your mind in the Meditative Realm? That’s the one thing Master Jai said we can’t do! Didn’t you hear about that crazy monk Benzin who beat up a handful of Ivory Gang members yesterday against orders? Master Gyuno has confined him to the detention cells for the remainder of the operation! Our fate would be at least as severe.”

Nanda stared at her feet, resolve building inside her. “Then we track the distributors by ourselves, and once we find the base, we break in and get rid of every drop of that poison.”

Yasmin squinted, looking cynical. “And how exactly are we going to dispose of all those chemicals?”

Nanda sighed. “Heck if I know”

“Nanda.”

She looked up with a start, searching for the source of the faint voice. Yasmin cast her a worried glance. Nanda closed her eyes to listen more carefully. Ohmen, is that you? Why do you sound so far away?

“Hear me well, Nanda. One of your brethren is planning something that could set the fall of the Bronze Tiger in motion.”

A chill coursed through Nanda. What do you mean? Who?

“The warrior who has made his unrest clearly known.”

Nanda tilted her head in confusion. “Daas?” 

She only realized she’d said the name aloud when Max cocked an eyebrow. “What about him?”

Nanda gave her head a good shake to bring herself back to the moment. “Uh… I think he might be planning something.”

“Well, that’s not exactly big news.” Yasmin stepped over to the doorway, gesturing to where a small crowd gathered around a central speaker. Nanda followed, peering at the small crowd. She recognized the bald head and heavyset shoulders anywhere. Daas.

Without a second glance at her teammates, Nanda marched out of the library and up to the secretive group, livid with the possibility that this hard-headed warrior was planning something rash—something that could spoil their chances of saving whatever animals were still breathing in the region. As the thought came to her head, she slowed, struck by a pang of guilt. That was her just months ago. Too stubborn and impatient to think about what was best for those she cared about. 

She wouldn’t let someone else make that same mistake.

Nanda fought through at least two dozen warriors, most of them young men with fire in their eyes. She could see why they were the most easily swayed by Daas’ revolutionary rhetoric.

“—And that’s why we need to dig the old weapons from the underground vault. We go in fighting. Once these common criminals have had a taste of the power from our ancient techniques, they’ll turn tail fast!” The passionate shout-whisper drew murmurs of agreement from the group. 

When Nanda had made her way to the center of the crowd, Daas looked her in the eye. “Are you with us, sister? I would think you would be the first to join our cause!”

Nanda stood on her tip-toes to look him in the eye. “I may not believe in the Honored Master’s ‘slow and steady wins the race’ mentality. But that doesn’t mean we should charge in with swords and spears. That’s just as bad a plan, if not worse.”

Daas crossed his arms, and Nanda felt the scorch of a dozen pairs of glaring eyes.

“And what might you propose instead, oh great Feral Phantom?” The last statement drew a stifled chuckle from the nearest warrior.

Nanda continued, “I have a feeling the Bronze Tiger is very close to finding out where the poison is coming from. Once they have the location of the stores, you’ll get your action, and your glory. It’ll be cake walk.”

Daas spat on the ground. “I don’t know about walking on cake, but I agree that such a discovery might urge even that stubborn old man to finally take action.” 

“So, you’ll stand down for now?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“What- why? That’s just stupid! Use your brain for once, you jackass.”

She bit her tongue the moment she’d said the words, but it was too late. With an angry growl, Daas lunged forward, giving Nanda a hard shove. She fell with a thud on the cobbled courtyard. 

Realizing he’d just broken one of the Bronze Tiger’s biggest rules—hit the enemy, not each other—he panicked and called his followers away. They instantly dispersed before anyone had the chance to point fingers.

Yasmin rushed to Nanda’s side, helping her to her feet. “Well, that went exactly as I predicted.”

Nanda watched Daas’ wide back as he marched away. 

“We’ve got to track that recycling cart to the source, and fast.” She bit her cheek, anxiety boiling over. “Something tells me Daas isn’t the patient type.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Day 3: Morning

 

Thunder rolled overhead as a fine mist swept over Poondi Lake. Nanda had never been a fan of the rain, but today, she didn’t mind. The gray veil provided them some much-needed cover as they lay on the wet grass. Nanda’s eyes were fixed on the donkey cart overflowing with plastic bottles and aluminum cans. Barely visible through the leaves and branches, two men waited by the cart. Their shirts were riddled with holes, their pants stained with mud and grease. To the average Tamil citizen, they looked like a couple of simple workers trying to make a living. But she knew better.

“Look.” Max pressed a pair of small binoculars to his eyes as he lay belly-down on the grass.

A group of five boys and girls scampered up to the cart with squeals and smiles. The men spoke a few words to the kids, then opened a hidden compartment at the bottom of the cart. They pulled out plastic soda bottles filled with the familiar greenish chemical. 

Once the kids had strapped the bottles to their ankles with clear tape, the men poured water from an old Coke bottle over their hands, as if that would protect them against the dangerous poison. When the children ran off, the men scoped the area. Seemingly satisfied, one man slapped the flank of the tired donkey, who began to drag the cart forward. 

“It’s time,” Yasmin whispered.

Nanda nodded. She closed her eyes, reaching out with her Gift of Empathy. She filtered out the emotional noise of cheery songbirds, anxious mice, and contented frogs. As her head began to throb from the effort, she reached further, honing in on her target.

“Okay, I can feel the cattle. The herd is grazing about a quarter mile ahead, just before the dirt road turns onto the main avenue.”

Max sucked in a deep breath, getting up from their hiding place. With ninja-like stealth, he began trailing the cart. Nanda and Yasmin followed, sneaking under the cover of dense trees along the dirt road. 

As Nanda trudged through a puddle, a peculiar smell struck her nose. She crouched down, dipped her fingers in the water, and breathed in the scent. It was already infected with the chemical poison. She shook the droplets from her hand, vaulting over a fallen log to catch up with her teammates.

 When she reached Max and Yasmin again, the cart was barely visible through the woods. After what seemed like an hour—probably more like fifteen minutes—Nanda finally glimpsed the herd of Hindu cows grazing along the roadside. Just where she’d predicted. Their big neck flaps and floppy ears waved as they meandered through the grass. Nanda’s Gift may have been glitching lately, but it hadn’t failed her this time. 

Now, it was Max’s turn. She gave him a nudge.

He nodded. “Come my pretties,” he murmured in his best Wicked Witch impression. With a more serious look, he trained his eyes on the cream-colored cows. The cattle lifted their heads, as if hearing the call of their master. Within seconds, they started following the cart of recyclables, masking the trio of Bronze Tiger spies as they stepped onto the road behind the animals. 

They followed in the footsteps of the herd, keeping their heads low to avoid being spotted. As the wood forest shifted to a concrete one, they tried to look casual. If they were lucky, they wouldn’t arouse the suspicion of the locals selling sugar cane juice and chatting on the sidewalks. Max’s look of concentration told Nanda he was still guiding the herd behind the cart. After they had walked another block, Nanda gave Yasmin a quick nod.

“You’re up, miss psychic. Let’s see what your crystal ball has to show.”

Yasmin rolled her eyes at Nanda’s lame attempt at being witty, jogging to catch up with the nearest cow. She touched a finger to its head, closing her eyes. After a moment, she fell in beside Nanda and Max again. 

“I see no foul play in the cow’s path. We should be safe if we continue on our current course.”

Max rubbed his palms together. “And so we begin. The hornets may buzz about, but their instincts will always lead them back to the hive.”

Nanda chuckled. “Yeah? Well, let’s just hope we don’t meet the stingers on these hornets.”

“Or face the queen,” Yasmin added with a quiver.

The ominous reference cast a silence over the group. Soon, all they could hear was the clatter of hooves on asphalt and the clanging of cowbells. Glimpsing the cart rolling lazily at the front of the herd, Nanda began to wonder if these thugs were taking them nowhere. Just as the thought crossed her mind, the cart came to a halt. The driver glanced around, then guided the donkey down a driveway to the underground parking area of a tall office building.

There, the cart passed through a checkpoint with two security guards. Nanda examined the building as best she could from behind the cattle herd. Huge glass windows reflected the low-hanging clouds like a mirror on the modest skyscraper. A fence encircled the building, and the entrance at the bottom was riddled with cameras and strategically placed guards.

“That’s it,” Nanda whispered, barely able to contain her anticipation.

Her eyes instinctively rose to the top of the building. Another skyscraper of nearly the same height stood as its twin. Judging by its open lawn and lax security, this one probably didn’t belong to the Ivory Gang. 

After the men had disappeared into the parking garage, the three teens continued behind the cattle herd, turning onto the adjacent street. Nanda craned her neck for one last look at the cold structure of steel-and-glass as they passed, quickly catching the name on a placard outside. Arjun Dogra Office Complex. 

Yasmin sighed, her delicate shoulders sagging. “How are we ever going to sneak in? The place is a fortress.”

“Easy. We go in where they least expect it.” Nanda lifted her eyes to the top of the neighboring skyscraper. “Through the top.”

Max laughed, and Yasmin simply lifted her eyebrows, as if Nanda was advocating skydiving into a volcano.

Yasmin rested a hand on her hip. “You may be able to jump between buildings, but Max and I would fall like a pair of granite rocks.”

Nanda chewed on her lower lip, trying to imagine Max and Yasmin running for a daredevil-worthy cat leap. They could learn some basic parkour skills in a day or two, maybe. But that jump? Yasmin was right. It would probably go beyond even Tiago’s skill set. Her teammates may have her fighting skills—plus the Bronze Tiger’s energy manipulation—but freakish physical abilities? Those were all her.

She ran a finger along the gold of her nose ring. “We’ll figure something out.”

By now, the cattle herd had dispersed, and the three of them were wandering the quiet streets. As planned, they were headed toward the rendezvous point for their ride back to the monastery. But they wouldn’t have long to rest. They had to get into that office building. Jai would certainly agree with that. The question was, how would they make it past all those guards and cameras?

“Suspicious individuals at one o’clock,” Max mumbled.

“You mean eleven o’clock, genius. Do you check your watch in the mirror?” Yasmin quipped.

Nanda searched the range from eleven to one, just in case, and saw a group of five men sneaking suspicious glares in their direction. 

Nanda had always heard the the Tamil were a warm and friendly people, but right now, things were different. She didn’t blame the locals for withholding their trust. Not with all the poison going around. The men’s glowers became longer and more intense, until finally, a tall man with bulging biceps elbowed one of his friends and started skulking toward them. 

“Act casual, and whatever you do, don’t stop walking.” Max slipped his hands into his pockets, keeping his eyes on the road ahead. Sharing a quick glance, Yasmin and Nanda followed his lead. Inwardly, Nanda begged the men to mind their own business. But somehow, she knew that wasn’t going to happen.

“Hey, you there!” 

Nanda spun around to face the middle-aged man who strode toward them with fists balled at his sides. Nanda fought the urge to fall into her fighting stance so she could punch this guy in the teeth before he even lifted those big fists. Instead, she smiled politely, cocking her head to one side to mark her confusion.

“Can we help you?”

The man eyed her from head to toe. Not in a creepy, perverted way, to Nanda’s relief. More like a boxer eying up his opponent before landing the first blow. His equally menacing friends gathered behind him, studying Yasmin and Max in the same way.

“What are foreigners doing in this part of Chennai during such dangerous times as these? Seems a little suspicious to me,” he grumbled with a heavy accent, his eyes narrowing.

Yasmin bowed her head. “We’re just meeting someone down the street. We want no trouble.”

The man stepped closer until Nanda could smell the alcohol on his breath. He glared down at her. “Tell that to my sick daughter, who refuses to eat or drink.”

Nanda took a small step back, but the man followed with a step forward. She gulped. “What does that have to do with us? We don’t even know you.”

“Must you really ask? Ever since that gang of foreigners came in, their evil poison has begun to eat away at our city. Now, our home is rotting, and while the rich are safe in their big houses, we are the ones who suffer the consequences.”

The other men murmured their agreement, fire raging in their eyes. Realization dawned on Nanda. “Your daughter drank the water…”

“What else were we supposed to do? We’ve always depended on the wetlands for our water. But this stuff isn’t killed by boiling it over the fire. The poison craves death, just like the foreigners who wield it.”

“Okay, but can’t you see we’re just a couple of kids? We’re not working with them!” Max’s words were only half true, since kids were responsible for spreading the poison.

Unconvinced, the man snarled, catching Nanda’s wrist in a bone-crunching grip. She winced, fighting the urge to strike back. She could tell Yasmin was using all her willpower to do the same. They knew a fight with a bunch of tough brutes in broad daylight was a bad idea, considering their plans to raid the nearby building.

Fixing Nanda in a hard gaze, the man brought her hand to his nostrils, inhaling deeply. At the peak of his breath, his face darkened.

“Then why do you smell like strange chemicals?”

Nanda’s eyes widened as she remembered touching the poisoned water in the forest. As the man drew his hand back, ready to strike, her mind raced. Take the hit, or fight back and risk blowing their cover? 

The decision was made for her. As the man’s open palm swung toward her face, Yasmin rushed forward, blocking it with a discrete blow to the forearm. The man released his hold on Nanda with his other hand and stumbled back, stunned. 

“You dare hit me, girl?” He rubbed his arm with an indignant look.

Yasmin rolled up her sleeves, her expression cool. “If you try to hurt my friend again, I’ll do a lot more than that.”

Free from the man’s grip, Nanda staggered back, glancing at the small crowd of onlookers who had stopped to see the action. Great. That was just what they needed. 

The man spat on the floor. “We’ve always had pollution here, but not like this. Our woods and wetlands were once a place of life, where sacred cows grazed and our children played football. Now, it’s just…” He stared straight at Nanda. “Death and destruction.”

The words brought a familiar dread to the pit of Nanda’s stomach. She wrapped her arms over her abdomen to keep it from being eaten away by the darkness. That feeling. Those words.

As Yasmin’s prophecy echoed in her mind, the emotions of hundreds of dying animals—maybe thousands—struck her like a horrible migraine. They all reached her at once, a crowd of voices. Cries for help only she could hear. Fear, pain, anguish. Every shade of suffering imaginable.

Tears rose to Nanda’s eyes. She crouched down on the sidewalk, clutching her head, trying to squeeze out all the screams of emotion that ripped through her skull. It was too much. She couldn’t handle it. 

“What’s wrong with her?” she heard the man say. Max and Yasmin shouted for her. She felt anxious hands on her shoulders, but her sense of hearing was dulled, as if her friends were speaking underwater. Then, just as quickly as the emotions came, they faded. 

She was now keenly aware that tears were streaming down her face. She felt her throat dry and a sting in her nose, and when she touched her upper lip, there was a familiar sticky fluid with a sharp copper smell.

“Nanda, say something,” Yasmin whispered, a worried expression clouding her face. 

“S-something…” she stammered, drawing a sigh of relief from Yasmin. 

When she looked up, the man was approaching, his eyes still blinded by white-hot fury. He grabbed the collar of her shirt and pulled her to her feet, though her knees threatened to buckle beneath her. 

“You do feel pain from your guilt, I see. Good,” he growled, his breath hot on her face as the other men closed in, separating her from her teammates. “Get ready to feel a lot more.”

Nanda raised shaky palms to shove him back. 

Wham. 

A bone-cracking wave of invisible energy struck the man, sending him flying backwards along with two other men. She stood paralyzed. What had just happened? 

She stared at her palms, then at the man, who cradled an injured arm and gritted his teeth in obvious pain. Some of the men leaned in to help while others just glared at Nanda.

That wasn’t supposed to happen. Did she just break a man’s arm? She’d released a blast like that once before, when facing a poacher in Jorhat, but that man had a gun to her heart. This was just a frustrated father trying to get justice for his sick daughter.  

The man stopped cradling his arm just long enough to point an accusing finger at her, his face twisting in frustration. “Rakshasah! Demon! Get out of here, and don’t come back.”

“Let’s go,” Max hissed while Yasmin tugged on Nanda’s arm. Her feet refused to move, but when Yasmin gave a harsh pull, she stumbled along. Soon, they were all rushing away from the scene. She kept her head low to hide her face beneath her hair. Hopefully, word of her actions wouldn’t reach the workers at the nearby Ivory building. 

They all walked on in silence, Max and Yasmin occasionally stealing anxious glances at her. Were they afraid of her, too? Maybe. She wouldn’t blame them. Her parkour skills were easy enough to control, most of the time. But that energy burst? She couldn’t even say what that was, much less how to harness it. At least this time, she didn’t pass out. 

Yasmin let out a long exhale. “I think it’s best if we keep this incident to ourselves.”

Max brushed his hair back, his eyes thoughtful. “At least for now.”

Nanda kept her head low and hid her trembling hands in her pockets. What’s happening to me?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

“You’re sure that’s the right building?” Eric quickly scribbled Arjun Dogra Office Complex on a piece of hotel stationary. 

“No duh, genius. What do you think we’ve been doing the last few days? Walking around chanting and eating boiled rice?”

“Okay, okay fine.” Sitting back on his mattress, Eric brushed off the salt in Nanda’s voice. The odds of winning the fight against the terrorists were getting slimmer every second. He couldn’t blame her for being a little on edge. He stared at the name again, reading it over the rims of his glasses.

“So, if I get the building plans, you really think you can get yourself in? What about security?”

She sighed on the other end of the line. “It might be a little harder than breaking into the Vault, but I’ve got backup. We’ll make it in and out without a hitch.”

Her voice didn’t exactly ooze confidence, but invading the animal smuggling Vault back in Los Angeles had been no easy feat. It wouldn’t be her first time getting through armed security guards, not to mention the times she’d broken into the Ivory Gang’s base back in Jorhat. She was the Feral Phantom, after all. Call him naive, but even if the odds looked stacked against her, he’d bet on Nanda every time.

“Okay, I’ll see if I can pull a few strings.”

She chuckled bitterly. “You’d better pull the whole frickin’ ball of yarn, Eric. Without Aadita around anymore, we’re dead without those building plans.”

He spun the pen between his fingers, eyes fixed on the flimsy door of his hotel room. “You can count on me.”

“Good. Call me when you have them. And … thanks for this, Eric. I mean it.”

Click. 

Beep, beep, beep.

Eric slammed his phone on the desk and straightened his glasses. Snatching up the vital piece of stationary, he hid it deep in his pocket. He glanced around to make sure no one was looking—which was obviously stupid because he was the only person in his hotel room. Maybe he expected to see some shadowy figure with their legs crossed as they loaded a gun on that chair in the corner. But no. He was alone.

And he had a job to do, though he hated what that meant.

Grabbing his key card, he stepped out of his room and started down the hallway. He paused at the door to Cindy’s room. Reluctantly, he went on, passing three more rooms until he reached that one fateful door.

Pushing up his glasses and setting his shoulders back, he reminded himself of his duty and gave three hard knocks.

Within seconds, Zach opened the door, a towel wrapped around his lower half and his dreadlocks tied back as if he’d just stepped out of the shower. He gave Eric a smile, but his furrowed eyebrows betrayed his confusion.

“Uh, what’s up man? You need something?”

Eric wanted to turn back around, but he gave his own thigh a painful pinch to force himself to spit out the words. “Yeah, I need a favor.”

Zach blinked. “Is this about the interview tomorrow? I’ve got to tell you, your parents warned me you might show up with some half-baked scheme that we should go for instead.”

The words cut deep despite Zach’s joking tone. Eric stood taller, crossing his arms. “I’m sure they did, but it’s not like that. I know we may not see eye-to-eye on everything, but I think we can both agree that the government and police have been holding back. Something isn’t right here, and a meeting with the chief minister of Tamil Nadu would help us understand exactly what’s going on.”

Zach shook his head, though Eric noted a hint of indecision in his eyes. “She won’t see us.”

“I know it won’t be easy, but if anyone can score a meeting with her, it’s you. I… we really need you on this one.”

Clearly flattered by the compliment, Zach pursed his lips in thought, resting one arm on the door jamb so he could lean closer to Eric. “A’right, I’ll see what I can do. But changing my mind about seeing the chief minister is going to look wishy-washy to the other protesters, so we keep the meeting on the down low. Just you, me… and Cindy.”

Zach’s eyes lit up on the last name, making Eric fume inside. Still, he was grateful for the promise of a meeting. He couldn’t tell Zach about needing the building plans, but if they scored a meeting with the illusive phantom that was Chief Minister Rani, he’d find a way to bring it up. The plan just might work.

No, it had to.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Day 3: Afternoon

 

“Watch your step.” Supporting Tiago’s weight on her shoulder, Nanda helped him limp a few steps further. He let out a growl of frustration.

“This stupid wound feels worse than ever. Let’s just go back to the infirmary and end this torture.”

“Don’t be such a wimp. You need the fresh air. That place smells like an old man’s closet.”

Biting his bottom lip, Tiago inched forward, groaning as he splashed through a puddle from that morning’s thunderstorm. Nanda’s eyes were drawn to his thigh. Right now, it was hidden under his loose cargo shorts, but Nanda had just cleaned the red, oozing wound that had swollen more than either of them had expected. The beginnings of a nasty infection.

“What did Eric say?” Tiago spoke quickly, probably trying to keep his mind off the pain. 

“He’ll work on getting the building plans for the office complex. But even then, we have no idea what type of security is waiting inside.” Nanda recollected their quick conversation on the phone. She regretted getting so snappy with Eric, but damn if this mission wasn’t getting to her.

She helped lower Tiago onto a stone bench beneath a scraggly lemon tree. The air smelled of fresh citrus and greenery. Sitting back, Tiago released a grateful sigh. “To be honest, I don’t like the idea of you going in blind, even with Yasmin and Max to help.” He clenched his jaw, piercing her with his gaze. “I should be going in with you. It’s messed up that I’ll be here, lying back on a stack of pillows while you’re out there risking your life.”

Nanda rested her elbows on her knees. “I know you want to be there.” She bit her cheek, wondering whether she should say what she was about to. “You know, one person we could really use in our corner is Aadita. She hasn’t reached out to you, has she?”

“No, of course not. I would have told you if she had.”

Nanda brushed her hair behind her ear, clearing her throat awkwardly. “Right. Obviously.”

Tiago rubbed his brow in worry. “But honestly, it’s not like her. She should have contacted us by now. I’m afraid something might have happened to her after she took that Ivory gangster hostage.”

Nanda’s stomach sank deeper as she watched Tiago’s eyes glaze over with thoughts of Aadita. Nauseous jealousy overcame any worry she might have had for her possible ally. 

“Just tell me already,” she hissed.

Tiago looked taken aback.

She held his gaze, feeling a throbbing pain in her heart. She had enough on her mind without jealousy creeping into her gut every time she thought of the possibility, the minuscule chance that maybe, maybe…

“Was there something going on between you two?”

Tiago’s eyes widened in shock. “What?”

“Answer the question. Do you like her?”

After a few long seconds, his expression melted into humor. “No way. I can’t believe it. You’re  jealous?” 

Nanda turned away as heat rose to her face. She rubbed out the moisture that stung her eyes. “Don’t give me that! This isn’t a joke. I notice the way you look at her, the way she looks at you. Tell me the truth. I promise I won’t be mad…”

Tiago was still chuckling, but seeing Nanda was serious, he grabbed her hand and squeezed it tight. “Nanda, she’s just a friend. I love you—no one else.”

She bit her cheek to hold back tears, pulling her hand away. “Of course you would say that.”

At her forlorn response, he fell silent. Finally, he exhaled weakly. “Maybe you’re right. I do like Aadita. But not in the way you think.”

Nanda brushed off a stray tear, her jaw tight. “What’s that supposed to mean? Is that some way of letting me off easy?”

Hearing Tiago start laughing again, she swung her head to glare at him. He just smiled back, making her heart melt a little despite herself. He took the chance to grab her hands again, this time, holding them over his warm chest.

“Listen to me, Nan. When I first realized that Aadita had cut her own hand instead of slicing my throat, I knew there was good in her, even if it was hidden behind the shell her heartless father created. Maybe other people wouldn’t have seen what I did, but when you grow up in a drug-run favela where ordinary people—good people—are pressured to do horrible things, your views tend to be a little offbeat. 

“Despite every force in her life pushing her to choose evil, her mother had planted a seed of good in her that refused to die. Think about it, just for a second. When she betrayed Lord Ivory, she lost everything she’d ever known. Imagine how that must feel. I was the only friend she had left—maybe the only one she’d ever had. So yeah, maybe I do admire Aadita, and we have a connection that I don’t want to lose.”

He placed a finger on Nanda’s cheek, turning her face until their eyes met again. “But I admire you even more. Aadita is a friend. But you? You are my everything. I’d go to the ends of the world for you.”

Nanda laughed, tears still stinging the corners of her eyes. “Well, we are in South India, so you basically already have.”

He smirked. “You know, I always thought that spending time around you would help bring out the best in Aadita.”

Nanda stared at the ground, thinking it all over. Aadita had given up everything to help them, and she was left with nothing. And no one. Guilt washed over Nanda. She should have tried harder, been a little warmer and less defensive. Maybe then, Aadita wouldn’t have run off on her own. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get so petty.” She looked into his eyes, relieved to see the sparkle of humor still shining in them.

“You don’t ever have to be sorry.” He leaned over and gave her a gentle kiss. She closed her eyes, basking in the warmth of his lips. She wished it could last forever, but the bugle of a horn through the courtyard drew both of them from the moment. 

Nanda’s heartbeat quickened. The afternoon meeting was being called, but it was a full three hours early.

That couldn’t be a good sign.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

From all across the monastery, rivers of monks in their robes and casual Indian clothing flowed through the courtyard and into the main chamber. After helping Tiago back to the infirmary, Nanda had caught sight of Master Jai, who cast her a heavy glance that only she understood. Just hours before, Max had relayed to him the information about the office building. Nanda and Yasmin had gone separate ways, careful not to arouse suspicion among the other warriors—especially Daas, who’d only use their renegade efforts as fuel for his own outright rebellion.

 Droplets of water splashed her face as she ran through clear puddles warmed by the sun. The now-clear day was calm, peaceful. Nanda, on the other hand, was churning inside. With her doubts about Tiago and Aadita out of the way, she was still sick with anxiety. The power burst from that morning. Whether keeping their discovery from the rest of the Bronze Tiger was the right thing. The ticking clock that put an environmental massacre just two days away. It all writhed inside of her like a caged animal.

Ohmen, are you there? 

The mentor in her mind was silent, leaving her to her own worries as she crept to the back of the main chamber. She found a space close to the entrance. When she saw that Daas was sitting next to her, she briefly considered tramping over to the opposite side of the room. But she didn’t get the chance. Master Gyuno arose at the foot of the great Buddha statue, prompting the rest of the warriors to sit down in anticipation. Daas must have known Nanda was there, but he refused to look at her. That was fine with her. She didn’t want to talk to him anyway. 

“I have not called this meeting to discuss tomorrow’s mission,” Mater Gyuno shouted with an edge in his voice that made Nanda’s skin quiver. “Word has reached me that some of you have gone rogue, choosing to disobey my wishes and the way of the Bronze Tiger.”

A lump rose to Nanda’s throat as Gyuno held his hands behind his back, striding through the crowd of warriors with eyes fixed in her direction. Master Jai looked uneasy where he stood with the other masters, but he was still as a marble statue, careful not to let his eyes wander.

“The vow you have all taken is sacred, but you didn’t commit yourself only to protect life. You vowed to uphold an ancient set of principles that includes…” he stopped short, glaring in Nanda’s direction with eyes like two green lasers, “respecting the authority of your masters.”

She gulped, keenly aware of the perspiration gathering under her robe. They should have shared their findings with Master Gyuno. Maybe if they’d fessed up, he would have given them some leeway. If he’d found out on his own, there was no doubt Nanda, Yasmin, and even Max might be joining her old teammate Daniel in exile.

The room was so quiet, Nanda could hear her own heartbeat. Every warrior watched as Honored Master Gyuno walked through the seated warriors, the veins bulging on his neck and forehead as he neared his target. Nanda held her breath.

But the closer he stepped, the more apparent it was that he wasn’t looking directly at her. His gaze landed on the warrior seated next to her.

The Jorhat monk’s eyes burned as he stared back in defiance. Electricity seemed to crackle between the two as Master Gyuno stopped in front of Daas. 

“So tell me, my friend, why have you been organizing meetings behind my back, hmm? Do you suppose your reckless ideals outweigh the wisdom of our ancestors, of more than a millennium of warriors?”

Daas got up to stare Gyuno in the eye. His big belly protruded as he stood proud. “You spoke of having respect for authority, but what about your respect for your warriors? Our bold ideas could shatter the plans of the False King and save Chennai. Yet you cover your ears to us.”

Warriors began to glance around uneasily, whispering amongst themselves as Daas spun to look at them. “We are all the Bronze Tiger. We deserve a leader who listens, a leader who puts the wishes of his warriors before his own.” He glared at Master Gyuno. “And I think it’s time we chose a new one.”

Shocked voices rose from the crowd. Some incredulous at the idea, others shouting their approval. 

“Silence!” The female voice came from the front of the room, taking even Master Gyuno by surprise. Choden wore a rare frown as she marched forward, hands tucked in the baggy sleeves of her robe. “You know very well that all masters serve their role until death. You are suggesting we break generations of tradition. We will not have this kind of talk in our sacred monastery.”

Daas glowered back, his arms crossed with an air of rebellion. Choden matched his glare with the sternness of a scolding mother. “Leave this chamber until you’ve learned to act like a real warrior.”

With an indignant huff, Daas backed away toward the exit.

“This isn’t over.”

With that, he strutted away with his robes flapping, leaving a divided Bronze Tiger behind him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 Malesh slid back against the outer bars of his sister’s cell, holding the one token his father had been able to send from his heavily guarded hospital room—a silver ring embedded with a polished ruby. As it turned out, Lord Ivory had not forgotten his only son and heir. Even after Malesh had failed in Jorhat, fleeing to the forest like a coward, his old man still hadn’t abandoned him. He clenched the ring tight in his fist.

“That doesn’t mean anything, you know.” Aadita spoke in a hoarse voice from the cell behind him. “He was only using us, this whole time. That’s why I defected, and why you should have as well. The fact that you’re rebuilding his broken empire only confirms to him that you’re still under his wretched spell.”

Malesh sighed, tilting his head back until it struck with a gong against the steel bars. “He always favored you, yet you never gave him the admiration he deserved. It just goes to show he was right in choosing me.” He turned to face Aadita, who was huddled in the corner, her skin unusually pale, dark shadows forming under her eyes. “Do you know what they call me now? ‘Lord Malesh.’ I’m not father’s pawn. I’m a leader.”

“And Aunt Nilaya?”

He turned his face away. “What about her? She’s helping me to become the best leader I can be.”

“She was mentally ill, Malesh. Paranoid schizophrenia was the diagnosis the psychiatrists gave her. You remember that day as well as I. Don’t you think it’s strange that she just awoke one day with her split mind all mended again? That doesn’t just happen.”

“You don’t know anything. You gave up on her just like Father did, but I always believed she’d come back.”

Aadita crawled forward until she clutched the cell bars in an iron grip. “Listen to me, brother. It wasn’t our aunt who came back. It’s… something else.”

Malesh studied her eyes, so vulnerable and afraid. So unlike Aadita. “She may have changed a little, but what would you expect? She spent years trapped in her own mind, not to mention that prison of cushions and white plastic Father insisted on locking her in.”

“You need to believe me. Please, before it’s too late.” 

“You’re delusional,” he muttered.

With her shoulders slumping in defeat, Aadita sat back in her cell, her hand absently grazing the part of her waist where her saber was normally sheathed. “We never agreed on much, but I… I don’t want to see you killed just so she can achieve her own ends.”

Malesh picked at the black dirt under his nails, unease eating at him again. “Back there, you called her the False King. Why?”

“The one who will bring death and destruction,” she murmured, almost too low to hear.

Malesh leaned forward. “What?”

A sharp knock came at the door, breaking their conversation. Nilaya stepped in with a sweet smile. “It’s good to see my niece and nephew getting reacquainted, but I’m afraid I need to talk to you alone, kid.”

Aadita growled, slamming her fists against the bars, her breath heaving through gritted teeth. 

“Stay away from my brother, you monster! Let us go.”

The change in his sister made Malesh’s skin ice over. 

Nilaya clucked her tongue, shaking her head in pity. “I hoped you’d be a bit more reasonable after getting some rest, but don’t worry. You’ll see reason soon enough.” She winked at Malesh. “Come on, kid. We have a little dispute to settle with our managers.”

As Nilaya ushered him out the door, Aadita grabbed the bars and tried to shake them free, shouting in frustration. 

“Don’t mind her,” Nilaya whispered. “She’s just adjusting. Before you know it, she’ll be one of your most trusted partners.”

“Yeah…” The idea of Aadita as a partner still didn’t sit well with him, but he did want to see her climb out of this agonizing mental state, especially if it meant she’d be on their side. Maybe they could learn to work together for the good of the business, like their father had always hoped. 

“I’ve been meaning to tell you,” Nilaya began. “That girl Nanda and a few other Bronze Tiger kids were sighted this morning sneaking around one of the focal points of pollution. I have plans for the rest of the monks, but to be honest, the girl is too nosy for my liking. Maybe it’s time we made her alter ego public. Get the authorities hunting her so she doesn’t have time to snoop on us. Or we could just take her out.”

Malesh shuddered at the thought, but he tried to look indifferent. “I don’t think she’s a threat.”

“That wasn’t the case back in Jorhat. What makes you think this is any different?” She waved it off. “Don’t worry, I’ll send someone to take care of it. You won’t have to lift a finger.”

“No! I mean… she’s a US citizen. Taking her out would put the spotlight on Chennai. Maybe we can just get her arrested. Like you said, I’m sure the American authorities would be interested in extraditing her, considering the mischief she caused in Los Angeles.”

Nilaya drilled him with a long stare, as if trying to see into the inner workings of his mind. He tried to quell his rapid heartbeat and the sweat beading on his forehead, but it was no use. 

A grin slowly spread across her face. “So, you’re in love with her.”

“What? No, of course not. She’s our enemy, that’s all. I just think—you know—killing her would do more harm than good.”

Nilaya laughed. “You can’t fool me, kid. I know that look when I see it. Those teenage hormones will get the better of you if you’re not careful.”

He shuffled his feet, his face warm. “It’s not like that.”

When he looked up, Nilaya was no longer walking beside him. She stood still, hands tucked in the pockets of her suit, her eyes thoughtful.

Malesh drew closer. “What’s the matter?”

She gave him a meaningful look. “I just hope that when the time comes, you’ll remember where your allegiance lies.” 

Without waiting for a response, she turned the doorknob to the meeting room and swung the door open. The mounted water buffalo and antelope heads weren’t the only faces that greeted them in the dark room. A handful of Ivory Gang managers had already taken their seats. Dukker leaned back precariously on his chair, his feet propped on the marble tabletop with ankles crossed. The moment he saw them, he hastily brought his feet down, bowing his head as they both took a seat opposite him.

“Now, where is our final member for today’s meeting?” Nilaya asked with an expectant smile.

Dukker coughed into his hand. “She should be here any second, ma’am.”

As if on cue, the door on the other end of the room opened. Madame Chandelle strutted in, this time wearing plum-colored lipstick that made her platinum blond spikes look even more washed out. Nilaya signaled for her to take a seat, but she refused, straightening her denim jacket and tilting up her chin in a haughty expression.

Nilaya leaned forward, folding her hands on the table. “You called this meeting, so I think it’s best if you start. Why are we here?”

“Because I haven’t seen a single rupee of my money, that’s why. We had a deal. You said you knew how to make the officials pay up, but they’re still not budging.” She slammed a fist on the wall for emphasis.

Dukker rolled his eyes. “Of course our blackmail isn’t working, and you know why. It’s not up to the state of Tamil Nadu anymore. The matter has been kicked up to the country’s top officials. As great as Lord Ivory’s network is, we don’t have influence that high up.” He smirked. “But don’t worry, you’ll still get the poisoned wetlands for real estate to drain to your heart’s content. Now do us all a favor, and stop being such a bitch.”

Chandelle cracked her neck, strutting up to Dukker. “You want to settle this the hard way, you stupid dog?”

“I don’t fight with women. It’s degrading.”

“I’ll show you degrading,” she hissed, pulling back her fist.

“Please, quit your bickering,” Malesh said, hoping to exert his shaky authority over the hot-headed managers. “If the officials refuse to pay up, we’ll cover half of your promised payout from our own pockets. How does that sound?”

She pursed her lips in thought. “I didn’t come down to this God-forsaken slum for half price, but I guess it is a start.”

“No way,” Dukker growled, pounding his fist on the table. “This dumb chick isn’t getting a single paisa from Lord Ivory’s vault!”

“Well, I say she is,” Malesh boomed, standing up with hands spread on the table like he’d seen his father do to look more imposing.

From the corner of his vision, he saw Nilaya watching him closely, as if waiting to see how he’d handle the situation. Malesh felt confident in his dominance… until Dukker fell back into his chair in a fit of bellowing laughter. The other men at the table were silent, shifting uncomfortably. Madame Chandelle narrowed her eyes at the hysterical thug whose cackle mocked Malesh.

“Give me a break. You think I’m going to let you tear apart Lord Ivory’s empire so you can indulge your childish whims? If the boss was here, he’d call me a fool for ever taking orders from anyone else in his absence—especially his brat son and crazy sister.”

Malesh ground his teeth, his face hot with humiliation, but before he could throw back a single insult, Nilaya stood up and walked over to Dukker with perfect calm.

“You don’t think you should take orders from me or my nephew?” Her face was pleasant, her smile sweet, but something in her expression made Dukker’s grin fall instantly.

“Well,” she continued, lifting a manicured finger to his chest. “Allow me to elaborate why you should.”

In a single breath, she plunged her hand into his chest like a sword through a ripe tomato. The cracking of ribs and the splursh of her hand piercing flesh made the whole room gasp. The other men stumbled to their feet. Dukker’s eyes bulged with terror as blood dripped from his mouth, but within seconds, it was clear they no longer saw Nilaya’s bone-chilling smile.

 She pulled her hand from his chest, and Dukker slumped to the floor. Malesh stood paralyzed. Only the thud of the body falling jolted him from his stupor. He rose from his chair, staggering backward until he hit the wall, then sinking to a crouch. Nilaya pulled a handkerchief from her pocket, cleaning the blood from her hand in a businesslike fashion. 

“I trust we won’t have any further issues with insubordination. You’re dismissed.”

The men wasted no time in tumbling out of the room like chickens from a hen house, but Madame Chandelle paused at the exit. 

“I like a girl who knows how to get things done.” The Crash Resistance manager shot Nilaya a smirk before sauntering out of the room.

Once the room had emptied, Nilaya dabbed at the blood stains on her suit. 

“Get off the floor, kid. You look ridiculous.”

Malesh released the breath he’d been holding as he stared into the unseeing eyes of Dukker, whose blood was quickly pooling on the floor. Aunt Nilaya had never hurt a soul in her life, but she’d just killed a man as if it were no more than swatting a fly. He swallowed hard as bile rose to his throat. 

Maybe Aadita was right after all. But if this wasn’t the Nilaya he knew, then…

Who was she?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

Day 3: Evening

 

Nanda dunked her mop into the soapy bucket. With a groan, she began swabbing the next square of tiles on the seemingly endless floor of the monastery’s main chamber. At this time of night, the place was quiet and empty. Her every step echoed across the domed ceiling.

“Shouldn’t we be making the younger trainees do this? My back hurts,” she grumbled, feeling like an old crank.

Choden chuckled as she drew her mop with a swiftness Nanda couldn’t hope to match. “I think the two of us are getting along just fine. Besides, it’s sharing in these types of chores that keeps us young.”

Nanda leaned on her mop for a quick rest. “So that’s your secret.”

She shook her head, smiling. “Don’t flatter me, child. I’m seventy-five, and I don’t look a year younger with all these wrinkles.”

Nanda would disagree. She’d always marveled at the wise woman’s youthful shine. With a deep breath, she got back to work. The silence should have been peaceful, comforting. But every moment in her own mind was like putting her hand over a hot stove. The look on that man’s face after she accidentally broke his arm haunted her every time she closed her eyes, and she still felt the ghostly fingerprints of the animals’ emotions on her soul, the screams of pain that had all reached her in a single instant.

She was losing it. Mastering her parkour skills was easy, but whatever secret power was hiding inside her, she had no control over it. Even her Gift of Empathy was on the fritz. If she couldn’t even reign in her own mind and body, how could she hope to save the wildlife of Chennai, keep her friends safe, or stop the False King? So much for being the chosen warrior.

“Don’t look so forlorn, dear.”

Nanda glanced up at Choden’s grinning face, suddenly aware that she was moping when she should be mopping. 

“After all, the cleanliness of a grand chamber starts with a single tile.”

Nanda couldn’t help but smile. “I see where Max gets his positive outlook from.”

Choden dunked her mop, her eyes sparkling. “He always sees the glass half full, though lately, he’s been much more distant than usual. I’m worried about him.”

Nanda bit the inside of her cheek, hoping her mentor’s suspicions ended there. “I bet it’s all this stuff about the False King.”

Choden rolled up her sleeves further, keeping her eyes on the soapy floor. “I would imagine so. Everyone has reason to fear his return, Bronze Tiger warriors more than anyone.”

Yet they still had no idea what human form this ancient force was taking. Prophecy or not, Nanda didn’t have much faith in her ability to stop their enemy at this point. It all seemed so far away. So impossible. And even when they found this guy, how strong would he be? Would Nanda be able to summon some inner power to beat him, or would it be just like everything else lately—completely out of her control? 

She stared at her blurry reflection in the wet tiles, suddenly struck by how ordinary she looked. Not a brave warrior. Not a strong hero. Just a regular girl who felt confused. Scared. Lost.

Drawing the mop over her reflection a little too enthusiastically, she sighed. “Max is lucky to have a grandmother like you to guide him.”

Choden swabbed a corner of the room with a sadness in her eyes, though Nanda pretended not to notice. “Family is one of the most precious gifts on this earth. Your own grandmother Saanvi may not be here to help you through these dark times, but I hope I have been able to fill her place, even a little.”

“You have,” Nanda blurted, realizing how ungrateful she must have sounded.

Choden picked up a large beetle that was scurrying across the floor, placing it safely at the foot of the Buddha statue. “Did you know that the Buddha was struck with immense sadness when he saw a worm being eaten by a bird, and an ox being beaten by its master in a plowed field? He felt empathy for all forms of life. Just like you do. Your grandmother would be proud if she saw you now, and so would Sarla.”

The name brought a wave of comfort to Nanda as she imagined her mother’s cheery face. “Thanks, Master Choden.”

She chuckled. “You don’t have to call me that, you know.”

Nanda sighed. “I wish the Honored Master was as laid-back as you. My head still hurts from getting whacked with a training staff when I forgot to use his full title in addressing him.”

Choden mopped a dusty area with a wistfulness in her eyes. “Don’t let his hardened exterior fool you, dear. He may act tough, but he’s a Teddy bear on the inside.”

Nanda scrunched up her nose at the idea of the grumpy old man as anything cute or cuddly. “Yeah, I don’t think so.”

“You might be surprised. When we were dating, which was back when he was studying for his PhD in biology, his whole flat looked like a vet clinic with all its rescued snakes, injured cats, and sick turtles.”

Nanda’s jaw dropped. “You and Master Gyuno? I can’t see it. What happened?”

She shook her head. “It was so long ago I can’t even remember. I suppose it simply didn’t work out. I met my husband afterward, and when he passed away years later, Gyuno and I became close once again. But I decided I didn’t need any more romance in my life.”

Nanda scrubbed at a stubborn sticky spot, still trying to imagine fiery old Master Gyuno as Choden’s star-struck lover. “Sorry about your husband. At least you will always have the Los Angeles Bronze Tiger chapter. And Max, of course. He’s your only grandson, right?”

Choden’s face darkened, her smile inverting. “No. As a matter of fact, I have another grandson.”

Nanda paused. “Really? What’s his name?”

“We don’t talk about him.” She subtly turned her face.

Nanda instantly regretted bringing up the subject. Though she burned with curiosity, she didn’t press the issue. She could tell it caused Choden pain. 

After a few more minutes of mopping, Choden stood back, glancing around the room. “Looks like we’ve finished.”

Nanda stared across the floor of shining tiles, wiping the sweat that had beaded on her brow. “I guess so,” she murmured as they both began squeezing the excess water from the heads of their mops. They’d finished their chore, but Nanda’s night was far from over.

She desperately needed guidance, and right now, there was only one person who could give it to her.

 

***

 

Nanda scaled the side of the small library building of the monastery with an easy wall run, her foot barely making a tap on the bricks as she shot upwards. She clambered onto the roof with an expert climb-up. Sure, she could have used the ladder on the side of the building, but where was the fun in that?

 A cool night wind blew her hair back, and the earthy smell of the surrounding wetlands reminded her of the still-peaceful habitats that held thousands of singing frogs, curious mice, and cheery insects. She sat back on the roof tiles, looking up to the sky. The clouds had cleared just enough to reveal a strip of stars, as if someone had torn a hole in the sky to reveal its sparkling soul. 

She wished Tiago was seeing it with her instead of sleeping, clueless to the worries that haunted her. But she couldn’t bring her darkest thoughts to him. Or Yasmin, or Max, even Master Jai. The only person she could confide in waited in her own mind. Beginning the Meditation Chant, she closed her eyes. In less than a minute she reached the Meditative Realm.

But something was wrong. 

All of the doors in her mind’s hallway were boarded up, including the tiger-face door to Ohmen’s lair. Instead, there was a new door at the end of the hallway, colored a shining silver. It alone stood ajar. 

Nanda touched the wall to ground herself in this new reality, half-wondering if this was another strange dream. But the crispness of the painted wall and the stench of musty carpet were undoubtedly real. This truly was the Meditative Realm.

With a shaky breath, she approached the silver door. Carefully, she pushed it open, only stepping in when she was positive there wasn’t some ancient dragon waiting to gobble her up on the other side. To her surprise, she didn’t find a dark room filled with mist and fireflies, or even a scene from her past, like the other doors held. She stepped onto the soft floor of dead oak leaves in a dense forest. 

Blackberry bushes and poison ivy colored the rolling terrain a vibrant green under the dominion of old pine and oak trees. The scent of pine needles drifted on the warm summer breeze while squirrels scurried up the bark of a nearby oak. What was this place?

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

Nanda swung around, raising her palms in a defensive stance. She searched for the source of the soothing female voice. Between two twisted oaks, an elegant Indian woman in a silver business suit stood next to a buck with velvet antlers. She wore a black mask over her face, revealing only her eyes as she gently stroked the deer’s face. 

“You’ve probably been here before. But you don’t recognize it, do you?”

Nanda took a hesitant step forward, trying to decide whether to start the Protection Chant to create a shield, or to turn and run back through the door. Then again, this was her own mind. Either she was in no danger at all, or she was completely vulnerable, in which case even the strongest energy shield would do her no good.

“Who are you?”

The woman patted the deer on its flank, and it pranced away into the woods. When her eyes met Nanda’s again, they flashed red for a split second.

“Answer my question, and I’ll answer yours.” She winked.

Confused, Nanda let her eyes wander over the dense forest. “Um, no. I’ve never been here before. What would make you think I’d recognize some random forest?”

“How about now?”

The woman snapped her fingers, and the woods vanished in a blinding flash. Nanda was forced to shield her eyes. When she looked again, the forest was replaced by skyscrapers, congested city streets, and a hot dog vendor barking out sales pitches. Nanda studied her new surroundings in awe. This place she knew.

“New York City,” she whispered, remembering walking this very street during a class trip in fifth grade.

The woman nodded, tapping her fist on the metal post of a street lamp. “The forest we just left was the island of Manhattan, what it used to be. A place full of nature, life, and a proud heritage stretching back millions of years. Yet no one protested when it was torn down to make way for man’s ugly creation.”

Straightening her suit, the woman sighed. “Destroy a place in an instant, and it’s a tragedy. Destroy it over decades, and it’s progress. Does that sound like justice to you?”

Nanda lifted her gaze to the skyscrapers, a knot forming in her stomach. She used to imagine using her parkour skills to explore the rooftops of New York one day, but she’d never given a single thought to what had been destroyed to create America’s urban dreamland. 

She brought her eyes back to the mystery woman. “What’s this all about? Why are you showing me this?” 

The woman snapped her fingers again to bring them to a new location—the grassy swamps of Chennai. Tall buildings and sprawling neighborhoods surrounded the little green haven on all sides. 

“To give you some perspective. You and the Bronze Tiger see me as a threat, but I don’t want to destroy the world. I want to save it. Humankind have thrown nature off its axis, and it’s struggling to find balance again. The ones who pay the highest price are those with no voice.”

Nanda could hear her own heartbeat, a jolt coursing through her body. “You… you’re the False King.”

Her eye twitched, but she maintained her serene expression. “That’s not my name, kid. But I guess the winners are always the writers of history, aren’t they? Believe me, if I hadn’t been locked away, this world would have never rotted the way it did.”

Nanda narrowed her eyes, trying to make sense of it all. “If you’re some kind of savior, why are you destroying the wetlands and killing all the animals who live there?”

The woman picked a lily from the spongy ground and twirled it between her fingers. “Unfortunately, some sacrifices must be made to get this world to where it needs to be.” Her eyes pierced Nanda’s, their red shimmer now unmistakable. “Especially if we ever want to see this again.”

With another snap of her fingers, the woman made all the buildings around them vanish. The only thing left was a lush green wetland that reached into the horizon, where its pools sparkled under the afternoon sunlight. “It’s hard to recognize Chennai without all its ugly concrete, isn’t it?”

The change was shocking, but Nanda knew what the False King was getting at. “You want to destroy the city so that nature takes over again.”

The woman dipped her head. “There are many steps that must be taken to get there, but eventually, this place will be healthier than ever. Poisoning a few fragments of nature that mankind didn’t want is a small price to pay.”

Nanda clenched her fists. Could this really be the great enemy Master Gyuno had warned them about? The one Ohmen had been determined to keep sealed at the temple in Jorhat? This woman seemed more like a radical conservationist than destroyer of all.

The woman drew closer to Nanda, her expression hidden under her mask. “Listen. The Bronze Tiger were brainwashed. All the other warriors have been indoctrinated since before they could even walk. They’re a lost cause. But you have the perspective of an outsider. You can make your own decisions about what’s good and evil. So what do you say? If you help me get the monks out of the picture, we can bring harmony back to this suffering world.”

Nanda reached into her robe to feel the bronze medallion, locking the woman in her gaze. “You’re not the first would-be savior to try to turn me by promising that the ends justify the means. A woman named Monica Redland did the same thing when I threatened her wildlife smuggling operation. Let’s just say that didn’t work out too well for her. Truth is, we can justify anything. It’s a slippery slope that goes all the way down, and I won’t follow you there.”

The woman’s face darkened, fury filling her eyes. She threw the lily back into the swamp, curling her fingers like claws. “I see. So you really are just like the rest of them. Then you’ll meet the same fate.”

She turned to walk away. 

“Wait!” Nanda dug her heels into the mushy earth, grabbing for the woman’s suit sleeve. But her fingers fell through thin air. No. She couldn’t let the False King go yet. Not without… 

“Tell me your name.”

The woman paused, turning to look at Nanda.

“You said you’d tell me. You don’t want to be called the False King, so give me your name.”

Her eyes glinted. “You’ll find out soon enough.”

With that, she snapped her fingers.

 

Nanda blinked her eyes open, gasping for air. Her vision was blurry, and she was vaguely aware of thumbs digging into her shoulder blades as someone shook her. When her eyes slowly cleared, she saw Master Jai anxiously looking over her.

“Nanda, get out of there! Leave the Meditative Realm at once!”

“Master Jai?” she mumbled, her voice high-pitched and cracking.

He let out a long sigh of relief, his tensed shoulders now sagging. “You had me worried, child.” He cupped his hands around her face to force her to look him in the eye. “I felt an evil presence and rushed out of bed to find you. Who were you talking to in there? And don’t you dare lie to me.”

“It was the False King,” she whispered, images of a silver suit and glowing red eyes echoing in her mind. 

“I saw him, I mean, her… She’s real, Master Jai. And if we don’t stop her, she’s going to destroy everything… starting with Chennai.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

Day 4: Morning

 

Eric bumped elbows with Zach again as their motorized rickshaw took a hard right turn. He grimaced, stealing a yearning glance at the wavy-haired beauty who was squeezed on the opposite side. Of course Zach had to insist on being sandwiched in the middle because ‘he had long legs.’ Luckily, their grueling ride was coming to an end.

The ivory-colored pillars of centuries-old Fort Saint George filled the horizon. Eric popped his head out the window, taking in the sight of the government building that should hold an archive of the building plans for the Arjun Dogra Office Complex. In other words—the key to stopping the terrorists. 

“All right, time to get our influencer game on, guys.” Cindy cracked her knuckles as the rickshaw came to a stop.

One by one, they crawled out of the clown-sized vehicle. After paying the driver his rupees, Zach swung to face them. “Let’s get one thing straight. I know you’re both fired up about this meeting, but promise me you’ll let me do the talking. This may be our only chance to talk to the Chief Minister. I’m not saying you guys might blow it, but… yeah, you might totally blow it. So, mouths shut, okay?” 

He tensed his shoulders, forcing himself to nod. “Sure thing. We got it.” 

When Cindy rolled her eyes, Eric gave her a secret wink. She smiled knowingly. It was best to let Zach think he was leading the show, at least for now. Once they checked in with security at the gate, they all wandered into the historic building and ascended the staircase to the second floor. Eric’s heart pounded faster as they reached door 225, the number the receptionist had given them. 

The office of Chief Minister Rani Lakshmi. 

As far as Eric knew, the public loved her. She was a politician for the people in the most honest sense of the word. But while Governor Rajan had been making numerous public appearances since the terrorists showed up, the Chief Minister had been much more elusive. Eric was dying to know why.

As they gathered by the door, Zach gave them one more warning look before knocking lightly. 

“Come in,” a woman’s voice called from inside.

Zach cracked the door open, and they stepped inside. A stately woman sat behind the desk, poring over old documents with a pair of magnifying spectacles. Her hair, carefully tied up in a high bun, was dyed black, but the fine lines in her face gave away that she was in her late sixties. She wore traditional Indian clothing, hanging gold earrings, and just a shadow of makeup on her elegant features.

“You’re the ones from the American conservation group, I presume?” She spoke with a subtle Tamil accent, her eyes still on the papers.

Zach cleared his throat. “Yes, we’re from Wild Hearts Horizons. I’m Zachary Davidson, and these are some of my associates.”

Cindy and Eric shared an amused glance, but they kept their mouths shut, as promised.

The woman furrowed her brow as she continued examining the papers, seemingly oblivious to Zach’s introduction. “One of the staff members from downstairs stumbled upon these dusty old records in a basement storage room. From what I can tell, they were written back when the East India Company owned this building. That was during the British occupation, of course. It’s strange. Even after all these years, their influence remains here in unexpected ways.” 

Zach drew a deep breath as he ambled up to the desk. “Madam Chief Minister, we’re here to talk to you about the Chennai Terrorists.” 

Lakshmi sighed, carefully stacking the documents and setting them aside. “Let me guess, you don’t think our government is doing enough to find the perpetrators and put them behind bars, is that it?” 

Zach opened his mouth to answer, but nothing came out.

“Yes, well, what you don’t seem to realize is that this situation is more complex than it appears. Beneath the surface, there are hidden layers within these terrorists’ threats. Whoever these people are, they’re not to be taken lightly.”

Confused, Eric stepped forward, even as Zach glared at him to stay back. “Wait. Isn’t everyone just assuming that the Ivory Gang is behind the whole scheme?” 

Lakshmi glanced up to give him a long stare. Eric thought he caught a hint of recognition in her eyes. 

“One would assume so. We’ve been dealing with the gang for decades, after all. But I believe that someone else is pulling the strings here. This whole arrangement is simply not their style. My colleagues think that Lord Ivory’s son has taken over in his absence, which would explain the change in the gang’s behavior. But I’m not convinced. There must be someone else.”

Zach elbowed Eric back. “Hold on. You mentioned ‘hidden layers’ to the threats. Is there something the government isn’t sharing with the people? Is that why the police and military aren’t taking action?”

The Chief Minister sat back in her chair, folding her hands over her lap. Her composure contrasted her sharp glare that could melt glass. “Those are dangerous assumptions to be making. I suggest you remember where you are, Mr. Davidson.” 

Eric tried to think of something he could say to salvage the conversation. 

“The photo!” Cindy blurted from the door of the office where she still stood. Eric turned to see her slamming her fist down on her palm, a look of ‘eureka’ in her eyes. 

Zach shook his head at her, clearly as confused as Eric. “Uh, what?”

“When we were rounding up blackbuck, someone texted us a warning along with a photo of us standing by the truck at that exact moment. They were watching us, and they wanted us to know they weren’t playing games.” 

She turned her eyes to Lakshmi. “They’re threatening the government officials, too, aren’t they?” 

The Chief Minister maintained her cool expression, but Eric noted the slight trembling of her folded hands. “Fear is a powerful motivator, and whoever is directing the Chennai Terrorists knows how to use it well. I want the best for my people and this city, but we will all do what we must to protect the ones we love. That’s the end of it.”

Zach crossed his arms. “If that’s the case, why not just give them their money already and be done with it?”

Lakshmi stood up from her chair, indignant. “That is not up to me, and the terrorists know it as well as anyone. Those decisions come from the federal level. It’s all just a red herring, really. The terrorists never intended to halt their plans, even for a payoff. It’s just a distraction.”

Zach licked his lips. “You don’t know that for sure. What if you pretend to pay them off, give them bags of fake bills or—”

“I said that’s the end of it! We are already doing what we can.”

Eric began tuning out the rest of Zach’s pleading attempts. Lakshmi stared back with lips tight in a resolute expression. She wasn’t going to budge. Meanwhile, Cindy was chewing on her fingernails, her confidence clearly drained.

He couldn’t let himself get caught up in all this. Sure, it would be great to have the Chief Minister’s support, but Eric didn’t come here to change anyone’s mind. He just needed to get Nanda those building plans. 

Casually, he pulled off his glasses. He folded them on the desk and rubbed his eyes as Zach let out a defeated groan.

“Well, the environmental disaster of our generation is going down tomorrow, and Wild Hearts Horizons will be there to do whatever we can to stop it. Too bad your cabinet can’t say the same.” 

Lakshmi leaned over the desk, weaving her fingers together and resting them below her chin. “You’re grappling with forces you don’t understand, but I suppose I can’t stop you. Americans are nothing if not stubborn. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have many important matters to attend to.”

Zach was clearly trying to contain his frustration as he bowed his head and signaled for them to exit the office.

Cindy dragged her feet behind Zach, who marched proudly as if challenged by the Chief Minister’s defiance. Meanwhile, Eric bided his time, waiting for the right moment. Once they reached the reception desk at the bottom of the stairs, he frantically touched his temple, then searched the front pocket of his button-up shirt.

While Zach signed them out of the visitor’s log, Cindy cocked an eyebrow at Eric. “You okay?” Her eyes lit up with recognition the moment the words left her mouth. “Where are your glasses, dummy?” 

“I- I took them off while we were in the Chief Minister’s office. I must have left them on her desk.” 

Zach breathed a frustrated sigh before turning back to the receptionist. “Can he run back and get them?” 

The receptionist nodded curtly at Eric. “Just be quick.” 

With fire on his feet, Eric jogged back up the staircase, his heart thumping faster with every step. This was it. His one chance. Somehow, he had to get the Chief Minister to help him within the span of approximately three minutes. Too bad he didn’t have the ‘influencer’ skills that Cindy talked about, but he’d have to try.

He knocked gently at the door. When a baffled voice told him to come in, he took one deep breath and swung it open. Lakshmi looked up from her historic papers, a wrinkled brow marking her irritation.

“Forget something?”

Eric strode up to the desk and snatched his glasses, putting them back on. “Madam Chief Minister, I have a favor to ask.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “The fate of the city depends on it.” 

She folded her hands over the desk, leaning forward to give Eric a hard stare. “What part of ‘no’ is so difficult to understand?” 

He shook his head. “It’s not about that. All I need are some building plans for an office complex at the edge of town.”

She tapped her manicured fingernails on the wood of the desk. “And why should I give you anything? You have thirty seconds to convince me.” 

The pressure was on. His words tumbled out in a barely comprehensible murmur. “I need the plans for the Arjun Dogra Office Complex. It might be where the terrorists are storing the chemical poison—maybe even manufacturing it. If the police or military go in, I know the terrorists would make good on whatever threats they made to you and your family. But I have a friend, a very capable friend, who can invade the building and sabotage the operation on her own. If we have those building plans, she’ll have a major leg up. ”

One corner of Lakshmi’s lips lifted. “Is this ‘capable friend’ the same person who stopped Lord Ivory in Jorhat?”

“What?” 

“I know very well who you are, Eric Harden. That Zach fellow may have painted himself as a leader, but you’re the one who helped stop the Ivory Gang’s plan to burn the forest in Assam. Tamil Nadu is my chief concern, but I keep a close eye on all the major events in my country. Especially those related to the Ivory Gang.” 

She sat back in her chair. “Whoever this friend is, I am quite sure she is capable, given what she accomplished in Jorhat. But my answer is the same. I simply can’t risk it.”

Eric wiped a drop of nervous sweat from his forehead. It couldn’t end like this. If Nanda didn’t have those plans, she’d be walking into more danger than she could handle. Sure, Eric didn’t have Zach’s charisma, Cindy’s fire, his parents’ influence. But he had to have something. Something that could change the Chief Minister’s mind.

“Okay, that’s fine,” he said, to Lakshmi’s obvious confusion. “I understand. You’re afraid, and you don’t want the ones you love to get hurt. But if you’re not going to try to stop them, we will. Whether you help us or not.”

He turned to leave, still feeling one last spark of hope.

“Hold on,” Lakshmi called as he touched the door handle. He looked back.

Getting up from her chair, she stood proud, her colorful dress trailing at her feet. She glanced around as if looking for eyes in the walls, then walked up to Eric until her nose was just inches from his. “You have an unbreakable spirit, and I admire that,” she whispered so quietly, Eric could barely catch it. “I will give you the building plans, but if anyone ever asks, you broke in here and stole them yourself, do you understand?”

Eric nodded vigorously, trying to contain his excitement.

Chief Minister Lakshmi drilled him with a hard stare. “I truly hope that you and your friend succeed. However, know that you are putting lives at great risk. Should anything happen, your blood is on your own hands.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

Nanda leapt out of the Jeep and sprinted toward the monastery, gripping a long plastic tube. The object that held every hope for defeating Malesh and his goons. Yasmin was waiting by the library, scratching at the skin around her fingernails in anticipation. When she noticed Nanda approaching, she jumped to her feet.

Nanda slid to a halt, tossing the plastic tube to her. “Find Master Jai and Max ASAP, and start studying those building plans like your life depended on it.”

Yasmin held the tube delicately, as if it might shatter at the slightest touch. “This is it. We’re really doing this, aren’t we?”

Nanda placed a hand on Yasmin’s shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. “We only have one day left, so we don’t have much choice. You ready for it?”

Her eyes glowed with a steely resolve. “I have to be, and with the prophesied warrior on our side, I know we won’t fail.”

“Yeah, we’ll see about that.” Nanda scratched the back of her neck. Honestly, she had more faith in all their combined abilities than in her own supposed inner power. “Yasmin, I just wanted to say… thanks for having my back. You and Max. I couldn’t do this without you.”

Yasmin hugged the tube, training her eyes on the ground. “Don’t mention it.” She cleared her throat. “Aren’t you going to join us? We’ll need to plan together if we want to infiltrate the enemy lair and live to talk about it.”

Nanda held up a hand for patience. “I’ll come find you guys soon. There’s something I need to do first.”

“Of course,” Yasmin said in a quiet voice tinged with regret.

Nanda gave her a friendly nudge. “Hey, we’ve got this.”

Yasmin nodded, breathing a sigh.

Parting ways with her pensive teammate, Nanda headed to the infirmary. There, Tiago was reclining on a chair with his bad leg propped on a stool, his eyes glued to his smartphone screen. From the looks of it, he was killing time clearing levels on his latest mobile game. The moment Nanda entered the room, his eyes shot up.

Seeing her obvious excitement, Tiago tossed his phone onto the bed, eyes widening. “I don’t believe it. That pencil-necked geek actually got his hands on the building plans?” 

“You really shouldn’t underestimate Eric. He’s tougher than you give him credit for.” 

Tiago smiled as Nanda knelt by his chair, but it was a troubled smile, hiding something else beneath. He ran a hand through his overgrown hair in that charming way that Nanda loved. She tried to calm the storm brewing inside her, holding Tiago’s calloused hands tight until he gave her his full attention. 

“We’re going to start planning our entry, but I need your help. I don’t want to mess this up.”

Tiago gulped, squeezing her hands back. But he didn’t respond, his eyes thoughtful. 

“Tiago?”

“How the heck did we get here?” he finally whispered.

Nanda couldn’t help but notice his change of tone. “What do you mean?”

“When I first found out about your powers, in that very moment, I knew I’d never leave your side. I was going to protect you from anything.”

She grinned. “And you have.”

His eyes met hers, every hint of playfulness gone. “It’s dangerous, what you’re thinking of doing. Really dangerous.”

“Yeah, I know,” she murmured.

“It just… it feels like you’re going deeper and deeper into this world, and I’m afraid that no matter how hard I pull, I won’t be able to bring you back.”

She wrapped her fingers tighter around his hands. “I’m scared of that, too. If you’d asked me a year ago where this all would take us, I would have never believed it. But we’re here now, and there’s no going back.” She saw the woman from the forest in her mind’s eye, smiling behind her mask. “I can’t tell you everything that’s at stake here, what we’re really up against, but you just have to trust me.”

“What, you mean like the False King?”

Nanda’s eyes shot up.

“Oh, come on, I’m not that dumb. I hear people whispering. And I may have eavesdropped on a meeting or two with Aadita when she was here.”

Nanda shoved his hands away and gave them a slap. “You should have told me you knew about it!”

He laughed. “And you should have told me about it in the first place.”

She sat back on the floor, her cheeks burning. “ Well… are you going to help me or not?”

He propped himself up, still smiling softly. “Of course. I’ll never forgive myself for not going with you, but I know I’d only hold you back. Whatever I can do from here, I’m yours. A hundred-and-ten percent.”

Nanda’s heart swelled at his words. “Quit being so romantic.” She stood up to kiss his cheek. “If you really want to help, I have just the thing.” She took a step back. “We all know Master Jai is an amazing fighter and strategist, but like the rest of the Bronze Tiger, he’s a few centuries behind the times when it comes to technology.”

Digging through her messenger bag, she pulled out a familiar piece of paper. “Talk to Luciana. Tell her we need a way to blow up a lab, or at least cause some major damage to a chemical holding area, assuming that’s all this office complex is. Anything to keep those thugs from meeting tomorrow’s date with the river. I’m thinking we’ll need some low-profile explosives, and I have no clue where to start.”

A smile teased Tiago’s lips as he listened to her half-assed plan. “I’ll talk to her, don’t worry. The safest type of explosive will be something you can plant and get the hell out of there before it blows. And whatever you do, you cannot be around when the crap they’re brewing over there goes up in smoke. God knows what would happen if you did.” 

Explosions. Deadly chemicals. Nanda’s blood curdled just thinking about it.

“And Nanda,” Tiago murmured, his eyes troubled, “If you find Aadita there… please bring her back.”

 “What makes you think she’d be there?”

He shrugged weakly. “I know she didn’t switch sides, and I find it hard to believe anyone could kill her. That only leaves the possibility she’s been captured. It’s a stupid thing to ask, since the Ivory Gang owns dozens of buildings. She could be anywhere. But if there’s a chance…”

Nanda grabbed his hands again, nodding despite the conflicted feelings inside her. “Don’t worry. I promise I’ll try.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

Day 4: Evening

 

“You’re telling me you do this kind of thing for fun?” Max careened over the ledge of the building, just far enough to peer at the street twenty stories below. He whistled dramatically through his black face mask. “Why would someone subject themselves to such unpleasant sensations? Forget parkour. Give me video games any day.”

Nanda rolled her eyes. “Parkour isn’t really about jumping across rooftops, you know. Before I became the Feral Phantom, I’d be just as nervous as you at this height. Besides, what we’re about to do isn’t parkour per se.” 

Fastening the black headscarf of her all-black ninja getup, she switched her gaze to the office building next door—the target. Their location on the roof of the neighboring building was in a blind spot, both from the security cameras and from the foot soldiers below. Master Jai had made sure of that during their rushed planning session just that morning. 

She watched as the sun sank lower over the Chennai skyline. It was almost dusk. Then, it would be time to move.

Nanda cracked her knuckles, itching to jump across the gap and land in a cat leap on a window ledge. But today, she’d be moving a bit differently. “Yasmin, you’ve got the grappling hooks and ropes ready?” 

No reply. 

“Yasmin?”

The Egyptian teen was crouched with arms wrapped around her legs, earbuds tucked in her ears. She whispered the lyrics of some Ed Sheeran song to herself with eyes clenched shut.

Max giggled, hopping back from the ledge to yank out her earbuds. “No matter how many times you listen to ‘The Shape of You’ on repeat, this building isn’t going to get any shorter.”

Yasmin tapped on her smartphone to turn off the music, her narrowed eyes betraying a scowl beneath her mask. 

“Give me a break, Yonten. Not everyone is as comfortable as Nanda at these heights.”

Nanda offered a hand to help pull Yasmin to her feet. “Come on guys, no more screwing around. We’ve got to focus.”

Inside, she was plagued with uncertainty. Were they really about to break into an Ivory Gang building to potentially blow up the equipment of a chemical lab? It was freaking insane. 

Then again, her whole life was kind of insane these days.

Yasmin stole a glance over the ledge and gulped, whimpering under her breath. “R-right. Time to be strong. If it means protecting innocent lives, I will do what is necessary.”

Nanda inhaled, counting to five as she watched the sun sink over the skyline. Soon, the golden light around them turned a dull purple, and their black outfits blended into the growing darkness.

Nanda released her breath, the oxygen rush in her brain mingling with her nerves. “Okay, it’s go-time.”

At her signal, Max removed a crossbow-like mechanism from a large black bag—Luciana’s idea. Not very easy to find in Chennai on such short notice. He mounted a grappling hook on the bow, a long cord coiled behind it like a snake. Stepping into a firm stance, he held the launcher to his shoulder, aimed for several long seconds, and pulled the trigger.

Woosh. Max bounced back with recoil as the hook spiraled through the air, landing just beyond the ledge of the Ivory building roof with a soft clang. Breathing a satisfied sigh, he yanked on the cord to lodge the hook against the low wall that lined the roof. Meanwhile, Yasmin tied the cord to a section of wrought-iron railing atop their own office building.

When the line was taut, the three shared a weighted glance. This was it. They were about to leap head-first into mortal danger, but the stakes were too high to waste time thinking about themselves. This fight was bigger than any of them. 

Max strapped on his backpack. He was the first to hook his ankles around the rope and begin edging across the gap boot-camp style. To Nanda’s relief, the cord held strong. When he was halfway to the other rooftop, Nanda gave Yasmin a slight nudge. 

“You’re next. I’ll be behind you if anything happens. Okay? You can do this.”

Yasmin grabbed Nanda’s hand and held it tight, her fingers lingering. “If I don’t make it, find Daniel and tell him that I lied about liking his cologne. He smelled like an old man.”

Nanda grinned, suddenly wishing their old teammate was with them now. “Will do.”

Seeming to draw on her deepest courage, Yasmin crossed her ankles over the line and crawled along the rope. Near the middle of the gap, she stopped, her body paralyzed as she hugged the rope. Nanda held her breath. Come on, Yasmin. Don’t freak out on us now. After what seemed like an eternity, Yasmin finally began crawling again, until Max helped her over the ledge on the other end.

Nanda relaxed her tensed shoulders, grabbing her own backpack and securing it on her back. Sure, she could make a dramatic entrance by leaping across the gap. But right now, low-key was the name of the game. Especially if she didn’t want to get spotted and shot at by trigger-happy security guards. She shuddered at the memory of the graze wound on her shoulder from an unlucky night in Los Angeles.

Wrapping her legs around the cord, she sped across the gap nimbly, courtesy of her super-human endurance. Since she was upside down, she kept her eyes on the clouds, which grew darker by the second as night approached. Even if she had been looking straight down, she wouldn’t fear the height. Since gaining her powers, that kind of thing didn’t—

Snap. Woosh. The rope broke loose from the anchor Yasmin had tied, and Nanda felt a surge of adrenaline as the rope went limp in her hands. She held tight, swinging toward the Ivory Gang building like an impromptu Tarzan. She let out a small squeal, then bit down on her tongue as the pendulum effect launched her toward a window.

Come on, Nanda. Put those parkour reflexes to use!

At just the right moment, she released the rope and landed in a cat-leap on the window sill. Her fingers grasped the ledge until they went numb, her feet landing with a tap on the side of the building. 

Taking a few seconds to remember to breathe, she hauled herself up on the ledge, balancing next to the window. She glanced up to see the two horror-stricken faces of her friends looking down at her from the rooftop, four floors above her. When she gave them a thumbs-up, Yasmin looked ready to pass out with relief. Max just nodded and signaled to the rope. Right, now she just had to crawl up.

But when she yanked on the cord to check the anchoring, it came loose and clattered down the side of the building. Nanda gasped, catching the grappling equipment before it could hit the ground and alert the guards of their presence. The tug of the falling rope pulled her out of balance, but she quickly steadied her feet on the ledge. 

When the moment of utter terror had passed, she groaned quietly, rolling up the hook-and-rope until she could stuff it in her backpack. Glancing up again, she saw Yasmin and Max still leaning over the building, sharing worried whispers.

Nanda’s skin prickled with heat. Nothing was going as planned. But they couldn’t stop now. They had to improvise. Nanda used an exaggerated arm gesture to signal she was going to enter through the window.

She peered through the glass. Only one or two fluorescent lights lit up the quiet room of cubicles, outdated box-shaped computers, and corporate-looking office equipment. It looked so… normal. What was I expecting, boiling cauldrons and cackling villains? Get with it, already.

Carefully, Nanda slid the window open and hopped into the still room. The low buzz of the ceiling lights was the only sound that reached her ears. As long as there were no more surprises, she should have no trouble getting to the staircase to meet up with Max and Yasmin. Sneaking into one of the cubicles, she opened her backpack and pulled out a wrap-around black pencil skirt, a pair of dress shoes with low heels, and a white blouse with ruffles on the collar. 

She wiggled out of her black ninja outfit and traded it for the office attire. 

“I hope you were right about this, Master Jai.” 

Finally, she pressed the special paper to the base of her neck, holding until she was satisfied the mark had transferred. She checked in her pocket mirror to see the temporary tattoo—two ominous ivory tusks over her jugular. As a finishing touch, she put on some red lipstick and wire-rim glasses, then wrapped her hair into a tight bun at the nape of her neck.

She stuffed her other gear into her backpack and hid it under the desk. A loud thump from another office room made her pause. Was someone else here? The building closed two hours ago, so it was probably a security guard making his rounds. She counted to five minutes under her breath, not moving a muscle. Satisfied the coast was clear, she stood up.

“All right, then. Time to go to work.”

The hastily memorized blueprint of the office complex rose to her mind. She mapped out where she had entered and the location of the staircase leading down to the lower levels. Just through the door of the office, then down a long hallway to her right. 

Straightening her skirt, she snatched a random stack of papers from someone’s inbox and marched toward the door. Opening it a crack, she glanced down both hallways. No security. All clear. She kept a casual air as she strode toward the staircase. Just another day at the office. Just a dedicated intern headed to—

Creeeeak. A door to her right slowly opened. Her heart leapt. She kept her eyes ahead, trying desperately to keep her cool even as a tall office worker entered the hallway. Glancing at him, Nanda smiled and nodded, quickening her pace to pass him.

When his eyes met hers, a wide grin spread across his face. “And here I thought I was the only night owl slaving away while everyone else went home at five o’clock sharp.”

Nanda bit her cheek. Dang it. No way around it. Slowing to a stop, she giggled, glancing down bashfully. “Just getting a few things in line. It’s my first week, so I’m trying to make a good impression.

The man rested his elbow on the wall, leaning over Nanda. Someone’s feeling friendly. Let me through, jackass. 

“So that’s why I haven’t seen you around here before. Maybe I could give you the grand tour, plus a few tips to survive management. What do you think?”

Nanda cocked her head, smiling through gritted teeth. “I’d love to… another time. I really need to get this done tonight.”

He gave her a wink. “Rain check, then?” 

Nanda nodded, hoping he wasn’t seeing the drop of sweat rolling down her neck. “Rain check.”

Not willing to give him the space to say another word, she waved with her free hand and strode down the hall. Finally, she reached the door to the stairwell. As the door swung shut behind her, she wiped the sweat from her brow.

That was too close. 

Looking down the deep stairwell that spiraled around an empty space at hard right angles, she put her mind back on track. Max and Yasmin would have already changed their clothing and made it to the basement by now. But they’d wait for her in the stairwell. That was the contingency plan, anyway.

Not wanting to waste time, she stood on the stair railing, dropped to a hanging position on the other side, and let herself fall through the abyss in the center. After dropping a few levels, she caught the outside of another railing. Spotting her next landing, she repeated her falling and catching procedure for four more rounds. Until the damp concrete floor of the basement came into view.

She dropped to the floor, straightened her skirt, and fixed her bun. Master Jai probably wouldn’t have approved of her using her parkour skills to drop down a staircase in a pencil skirt, but time wasn’t exactly on her side. 

“And I thought the only thing office workers could do was chair yoga.”

Nanda swung to see Max snickering in the shadow of the staircase next to a stoic Yasmin. She shrugged as they both stepped into the light next to her. “Glad to see you guys made it down here okay.”

“Us?” Yasmin hissed with a scolding look. “We were about to go up looking for you.” 

“I can manage on my own. You should know that by now.”

Yasmin smiled, unable to hide a hint of admiration.

“If you two ladies could get your minds back on the mission, we have a job to do.” Max unzipped his black backpack, revealing several white blocks covered with wires.

Nanda suppressed a shudder on seeing the powerful explosives. “Ready when you guys are.”

Swinging the backpack over his shoulder, Max rested his hand carefully on the basement door, pushing it open a crack and peeking through. When he pushed further, Nanda and Yasmin joined him, studying the open hallway.

The factory-like vibes of this dark basement level gave Nanda chills. Small green lights barely lit the hallway. Exposed piping and wires snaked across the ceiling like the veins of some giant creature, and steel doors lined the cinder-block walls, daring them to enter. Luckily, they wouldn’t have to check each door. If Jai’s hunch was right, the chemical stores would be inside the modified boiler room three doors down. 

A low-pitched hum of some distant machinery filled their ears as they all stepped into the cool corridor. Nanda felt the mounting energy of the invisible shields Yasmin and Max were lifting beside her. Beginning the Protection Chant in her mind, she followed their lead.

They stepped with ninja softness, halting any time they heard a pop or a creak. When they finally reached the boiler room door, Yasmin stepped forward with a courageous air, pushing it with both palms. It swung open. Nanda’s heart thumped when the room was revealed. A lab. 

Pipes, barrels, decanters, and some type of high-tech chemical processing equipment stood in chilling stillness. Nanda immediately crept toward the stainless steel countertop, which held some numbered samples in vials and a clipboard with sloppy handwriting.

She picked up the clipboard, squinting to make out the words. She read them aloud as Max and Yasmin approached from behind.

“Formula 1: Incredible success. When consumed, lethal in small lab animals even in trace amounts.”

Nanda’s eyes scanned further down to a note accompanied by a large X written in red pen.

“Formula 2: Extremely unstable. Potentially lethal when airborne.  URGENT REQUEST TO DISCARD.”

Then, at the bottom of the page.

“Employer has requested all barrels of the unstable Formula 2 not be discarded. Stores will be locked in Room B11. All lab employees suggested to use maximum toxicity safety protocols when transporting.”

“I thought it couldn’t get any worse.” Yasmin grazed her hand along a tray of vials, thoughtful. “If the first formula is doing such a good job killing off the wildlife, what do they have planned for Formula 2?”

Unsettling laughter echoed through the lab. They all spun to search the room. An Indian woman in a silver business suit and a black mask over her mouth and nose stepped out from a dark corner, lifting her hands in mocking applause.

“Well done, kids. I honestly didn’t think you’d make it this far.” A chill descended on the room as the woman’s hands fell to her sides. “But unfortunately, this is as far as you go.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

Nanda knew those sinister eyes. 

“It’s you,” she whispered, earning a curious side-glance from Yasmin and Max. 

“Hi again, kid. Who knew we’d be seeing each other again so soon?” As she stepped forward, six armed Ivory Gang thugs stomped through the door and fell in line beside her.

“I never did give you a name, did I?” She pulled down her mask to reveal a beautiful, yet devious face. “It’s Nilaya, younger sister of the indisposed Lord Ivory. I have to say, you three have done us quite a favor in finding our security weaknesses. My people are working to close those gaps as we speak.”

Max held up a skilled defensive stance. “How did you know we were coming?” 

Nilaya cackled, waving a manicured hand in dismissal. “One of our connections in Fort Saint George sent word that someone had removed the blueprints for this building. Of course, I could have just nipped your little plan in the bud.” The corners of her lips lifted in a menacing smile. “But I thought it would be fun to watch you run around like rats in a maze.”

“So you’re going to kill us? Just try. We’re stronger than you think.” Yasmin shouted with unusual venom in her voice. She set her heel back, lifting her hands in a fighting stance. 

Nilaya raised an eyebrow. “I take it you don’t know who I am?”

Yasmin scoffed. “Of course I do. You’re the False King. I sensed it the moment I saw you.” 

A shiver ran beneath Nanda’s skin. As she fell into her own fighting stance, she stole a glance at Yasmin. How did she know? Nanda had never felt anything, not in the Meditative Realm, and not here. Maybe Yasmin was more sensitive to spiritual energy—or Nanda was just dull to it.

A spark of recognition lit in Nilaya’s eyes as she signaled the guards to hold the trio in their sights. 

“Interesting, a girl with the Gift of Foresight. Oh, poor child. If you really knew what was coming, I doubt you’d be trying to stop me.” She shook her head, her smile falling. “But it doesn’t matter. Your time on this earth is over.” Her eyes fell on Nanda, and she winked. “Last chance.”

Nanda gritted her teeth, breaking her focus from her energy shield to answer. “Not on your life.”

Nilaya’s eyes flashed red. “So be it.”

The lab erupted into a flurry of gunfire, the ping of bullets bouncing off steel lab equipment ringing in their ears. Nanda lunged forward with a war cry, vaulting and sliding over the metal table until the heel of her dress shoe met the gut of a trigger-happy guard on the other side. He fell with an oomph as at least a dozen shots bounced off Nanda’s shaky energy shield.

Max was already knocking the rifle out of another guard’s hands, and Yasmin was taking on two at once as they charged at her with blood in their eyes. Nanda felt the hot breath of another guard trying to grab her in a headlock. She ducked, sweeping a leg under his feet and knocking him flat on the tile floor. His head hit the ceramic with a painful thunk.

In the heat of the battle, Nanda caught a glimpse of Nilaya. Landing a skilled hand on the neck of another enemy, rendering him unconscious, Nanda dashed to where the woman stood. This was her chance. And now that the element of surprise was wiped out, Nanda was sure this was the only shot she’d get. The False King was within reach. Clueless to Nanda’s approach, Nilaya examined her nails in boredom as her underlings fell around her.

This is it. Calling on all the power in her being, she said a silent prayer to Ohmen, lifting her hand to touch a finger to Nilaya’s forehead. With perfect focus, she channeled all the suffering of the animals of the wetlands from her mind, through her hand, and into Nilaya. A spark of triumph lit inside her as the power of the pent-up emotions flowed into the other woman.

An Empathy Transfer.

But something went wrong. Nilaya didn’t collapse in tears the way the animal trafficking ringleader Monica Redland did during their fight in Los Angeles. Instead, her eyes burned into Nanda, calm and collected.

“Oh, young warrior. I’ve been feeling their suffering for many centuries. Their cries are not new to me.”

As Nanda staggered back in shock, a security guard grabbed her wrist, slinging her away with surprising strength. Nanda flew halfway across the lab, landing in a backwards shoulder roll. 

With the wind knocked out of her, she noted that the rest of the fight had all but died out. Max and Yasmin stood victorious, their shoulders heaving with every exhausted breath. The last soldier now stood behind Nilaya with his hands folded behind his back. The rest of her gunmen lay groaning or unconscious throughout the room, but Nilaya didn’t even spare them a glance. In fact, she looked as confident as ever.

Pain shot through Nanda as she struggled to her feet, wiping a drop of blood from the corner of her mouth. “Ready to surrender yet?”

Nilaya laughed out loud. “I’m just getting started.”

Lifting her hands like a sorceress casting a spell, the False King flung flecks of red light that materialized from her palms in the thousands. 

“Look out!” Max shouted. They all shielded their faces. Tearing right through her energy shield, the red flecks struck Nanda’s body, searing through her clothing and scorching her skin like hundreds of paper cuts.

“We have to get out of here,” Yasmin gasped. 

Ducking behind the metal table for cover, Nanda scrambled for a plan. Her parkour skills were useless here, and the mysterious Empathy Transfer did nothing. Her crazy shock waves? Nanda hadn’t even learned to summon that skill yet. There was only one option left, though she hated to admit it.

“Yasmin’s right. We have to make a run for it.” 

Max nodded. “Stick together. If we join our energy shields, it may be enough.”

After sharing a look of silent agreement, they merged their shields until they were a single force that shimmered a brilliant orange. Nanda shook her dress heels off her feet, and they all made a break for the door.

Nilaya just laughed behind them, still hurdling sparks of searing light in their direction. “Where are you going so soon? And here I thought we were having a good time.”

Nanda led them to the stairway, not sparing a moment to look back. On the blueprint, there was a back exit on the next level, if they could only reach it. Since Nilaya had concentrated her forces in the basement, there shouldn’t be any security guards to worry about. 

The clicking of heels reached her ears as Nilaya followed casually down the hallway. They picked up their pace, running. Like rats in a maze, just as she said. How could they have been stupid enough to fall into her trap?

They burst through the door to the stairwell, letting down their combined energy shield while Yasmin searched for a way to block the door behind them. Nothing. Moving forward, they all scrambled up the stairs, then through the door to the ground level. There was the red Exit sign at the end of the hall, but Nanda could already hear Nilaya’s voice humming a song as she glided through the stairwell.

“Run like your lives depend on it—because they do,” Nanda shouted, taking up the rear to make sure her two slower-moving friends made it out. Max pushed through the exit, and Yasmin reluctantly followed.

Nanda was about to flee when a familiar voice called behind her. “Nanda?”

She turned to see Malesh looking back at her, shocked. For the smallest moment, they simply stared back at each other, not sure of what to say. If there was anything to say. But when the door of the stairwell clicked open and Nanda saw those flashing red eyes, she broke away. Without a word to Malesh, she ran through the exit, following in Max and Yasmin’s footsteps toward the winding alleyways on the other side of the street.

Tears welled in her eyes as she sprinted. She clenched her teeth, growling in frustration. Why did seeing Malesh again hurt so much? This whole time, she’d been expecting to feel pure hatred the moment she saw him again. But she felt something else. 

Remorse. 

After traversing the labyrinth-like streets for several long minutes, Nanda collapsed beside Yasmin and Max near an old dumpster, panting. She looked from one dejected teammate to the other. Both were catching their breath, their eyes trained on the ground as they struggled to face the truth.

They’d lost.

Max massaged the reddened burn marks still scorched on his arms and neck. Nanda looked down at her own hands. They were covered with the stinging marks from Nilaya’s attack. It didn’t make any sense. Jai’s prophecy said the False King couldn’t harm her. So much for being the chosen warrior. But as she lifted her eyes, her whole world froze. She stared at Yasmin in disbelief.

“We just screwed up our one shot,” Max grumbled as Nanda shuffled closer to Yasmin, her hands trembling. Could it be…?

Yasmin looked back at her with confusion and worry. “Nanda?”

Holding her breath, Nanda grabbed Yasmin’s shirt and lifted it just enough to expose her bare abdomen. Yasmin gasped. “What on earth are you doing?”

Nanda slowly released her breath as she stared at Yasmin’s untouched skin, barely believing her own eyes. Not a single red mark had seared any part of Yasmin’s body. Nilaya had been unable to hurt her. And that could only mean one thing.

“Jai was wrong,” Nanda whispered, still in shock. “I’m not the chosen warrior.” 

She released the fabric of Yasmin’s shirt as a sense of wonder filled her.

“It’s you.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

Malesh flinched when the needle scraped a nerve on his neck, but he clenched his teeth and bore it like a man. He stared at the ceiling as the tattoo artist continued to scrape and prod, focused. He tried to keep his mind on the pain. Anything to forget the hurt in her eyes. 

Nanda. 

He thought he could face her, even fight her if he had to. But in that moment, all he had wanted was to close the distance between them, wrap his arms around her, and tell her he’d never hurt her again. It made him sick. His father would shake his head in disappointment if he saw the way his own son reacted to the person who had torn their hopes and dreams asunder.

“How much longer?” He cleared his throat, hoarse from being used so little over the past two hours—ever since the moment he saw her.

“Just a few more minutes. I’m finishing up the shading,” the artist mumbled without taking his eyes off his work.

The door to the studio creaked open, and Malesh let out a huff of frustration. He should have known she’d find him eventually. So much for giving himself time to think.

“There’s my favorite nephew. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” Nilaya approached the tattoo bench and towered over him, scowling when she saw the ivory tusks the artist was endowing on his skin.

“Is this some sort of statement?”

As the artist wrapped up the job, Malesh sat up. He massaged his neck, careful not to touch the new ink.

“Tell me, if I hadn’t seen you trying to kill the Bronze Tiger monks, would you have ever told me about it?”

“Is that what this is about?” She sat on the edge of the bench as the artist gradually backed out of the studio. “Maybe I wouldn’t have. After all, you don’t need to trouble yourself with such worthless matters.”

“Worthless?” He sat tall, cracking his neck before glaring into Nilaya’s eyes. “I told you I didn’t want them dead, and you brought six of my men, armed to the teeth, to try to murder them.”

She placed a comforting hand on his knee. “You’re right, and I’m sorry. If we’re going to work as a team, I need you to be able to trust me.” She pushed the table of tattoo supplies away, looking thoughtful. “Any change in Aadita?”

Malesh rubbed the back of his head, sighing. “No. She’s still raving nonsense and refusing that you’re the Aunt Nilaya we know.”

He pulled a pack of cigarettes and a lighter from his front pocket to disguise the waver in his confidence. He knew Nilaya wasn’t the same. She was unpredictable. Frightening even. But no matter how she had changed, she was still family. And long before Lord Ivory had fallen, she was the only person he’d ever been able to count on.

Perhaps she had transformed. And that scared him. But Malesh knew from the depths of his soul that he’d never abandon her the way his father did when she lost her mind. No, he’d die before he ever left her.

“Malesh,” she started, her voice surprisingly soft. “I have something I’ve been meaning to give you.”

He chewed on the end of his cigarette, curious. Nilaya whistled at the door. In response, one of their men stepped through the entryway with an elongated, cloth-wrapped parcel.

He handed it to Nilaya, who briefly gazed at it before extending it toward Malesh. She held it gently with both hands, as if presenting some royal treasure. 

He swung his feet to hang over the tattoo bench, carefully receiving the gift.

“Open it,” Nilaya murmured.

As he unwrapped the parcel, a strange sensation welled in his chest, like a deep electric current flowing through him. Removing the cloth revealed an ancient sword with a brass-encrusted handle. It might have been polished recently, but the deep grooves in the handle and raw metal of the blade made Malesh guess it was centuries old, if not more.

“It’s really something,” he breathed, grazing his thumb along the tiger face emblazoned on the hilt.

“You bet it is.” Nilaya stood up, paging through the tattoo artist’s old CD collection. She popped one into the CD player on the shelf. “Your father seized it years ago, and it’s been locked away in one of his vaults ever since. Honestly, I can’t say whether he’d have given it to you. But I want you to have it.”

He wielded it in his right hand, remembering his fencing lessons as he found the right grip. It was heavy, but as it cut the air, it moved without resistance. Amazing.

“It’s a very powerful weapon.” Nilaya’s voice carried a hint of familiarity, as if she had known the sword for years, like a close friend.

“Why are you giving it to me?” 

As the opening guitar riff of Back in Black by AC/DC boomed from the speakers, she grabbed Malesh’s free hand in both of hers. “I need you on my side, Malesh. Things are about to heat up in a way you may not be ready for, and I’ll be more vulnerable than ever. You’re the only person in the world I can trust.”

He set the sword down beside him, watching Nilaya closely. 

The warm familiarity of classic rock tunes surrounded them as Nilaya pressed on. “But if I’m putting my life on the line, I need to know you’ll have my back, no matter how strange or scary things might get. Malesh, can you swear your loyalty to me as I try to put this crazy world back in order?”

Memories flashed in Malesh’s mind. Nilaya teaching him the lyrics of their favorite songs, comforting him when his father told him he’d never amount to anything. He was tied to the Ivory Gang—his new ink was testament to that. But if he had to choose between his father’s empire and his aunt, he’d choose her. Time and again.

He nodded. “You have my word.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

Day 4: Night

 

A dark fog seemed to hang over Nanda, Max, and Yasmin as they walked the dirt road toward the Grand Monastery, wearing the Bronze Tiger robes they’d hidden back in the alley. Inside, their hearts were heavy, their minds thick with worry. The False King—no, Nilaya—was already three steps ahead of them. The poisoning of the bay from the river’s mouth was just a day away, and they were back to square one.

Except for one spark of hope.

Nanda glanced at Yasmin, whose shoulders sagged as she let out a sigh. Nanda wanted to punch herself for having been so self-centered. Why had she not even considered the possibility she might not actually be the Gifted Warrior from the prophecy? Sure, she wanted to be the hero who would save the world. But she had a different role now. To help Yasmin fulfill her destiny and take down Nilaya. 

After all, she was the only one who could.

Boom.

Adrenaline shot through Nanda. The explosion came from the main chamber of the monastery, where a fiery cloud of dust and debris rose. 

“What’s going on?” Max panicked.

“I don’t know, but I have a bad feeling.” Yasmin rolled up her sleeves, ready to fight.

Power pulsed through Nanda’s legs and swirled to her feet. “Let’s go.” 

She honed her focus to channel her power. Darting past her friends, she leapt like a gazelle toward the monastery. As she drew closer, the clouds of additional impacts rose from the temple. It sounded like a demolition crew, but Nanda knew better. Someone was attacking their sacred space.

Finally, she made it to the edge of the courtyard, sprinting toward the main chamber as shouts and screams rose from within. When she passed through the entryway, Honored Master Gyuno was balling his fists over his throat, delivering a scorching blast toward his enemy who stood in the dust and rubble of a broken pillar.

Daas.

Nanda grabbed the sleeve of one of the warriors who cowered on the sidelines. “What’s going on here?”

The younger woman turned to Nanda, eyes wild with fear. “Daas challenged Honored Master Gyuno’s leadership. He wanted to storm the Ivory Gang’s headquarters and take hostages for leverage. But the Honored Master called him a fool. Daas said the Bronze Tiger would have a new leader this night, and from there, things got ugly fast.”

Daas let out a war cry as he flexed his arms, which began to glow with a faint blue light. “It’s over, old man. Step down and let a real warrior lead our people to victory.”

He lunged at Master Gyuno, who caught Daas’ fists in his hands. They wrestled there for a moment before Gyuno managed to push him back.

“Keep your mouth shut, you twat. You sound like a raving fool.”

Daas took a few steps back, growling as he channeled even more energy into his arms. Meanwhile, Master Gyuno readied himself for another heat blast from his throat.

“No, stop.” Nanda lurched forward, but she wasn’t fast enough. The boom of a heavy shock wave nearly knocked her off her feet. A flash of light swept through the room. Nanda shielded her eyes from the blinding rays, steadying herself as the dust settled.

When she opened her eyes again, Jai stood at the center of the make-shift battleground, having cracked the flooring with the heel of his staff. One of the other masters held Daas back while Choden placed a stern hand on Gyuno’s arm, a disapproving scowl on her face.

“That’s enough!” Jai’s voice boomed in a way that made Nanda flinch. “This is not who we are.”

He glared briefly at Gyuno, but the rest of his words were directed at Daas. “You will never lead the order. No reasonable warrior here would allow it. However, your life is your own. Stay here and follow our ways, or leave and never come back.”

Daas pulled himself free from the master securing him, puffing out his chest. “So be it. If you won’t do something to stop the False King from killing our families and wiping out the wilderness we love, someone has to.”

He spun to face the rest of the warriors, who stood scattered throughout the chamber. “Who’s with me?”

The room was still at first. But as the offer sunk in, a few warriors started walking to join Daas’ side. Some with chins held high, others creeping forward with heads hung in shame.

Nanda held her breath as more and more warriors left their ranks, creating a visible divide. When every warrior had made a decision, the room was roughly split in half.

Nanda could barely believe what she was seeing.

“Please, Daas,” Choden pleaded softly. “Don’t do this.”

He stood proud, but a hint of guilt washed across his features as he averted his eyes. “I’m sorry. But there’s no other way.” Then, he addressed his followers. “Gather your things. We leave at once.”

Nanda watched helplessly as her comrades slipped through the entrance. Among them were the young men who had supported Daas, but even the sweet cook from Jorhat was with them, her eyes trained on the ground.

Her heart tightened. Ohmen, are you seeing this? We need to stop them. How can we ever win this fight without them?

His voice in her mind carried a tone of regret. “They must make this decision for themselves. Fear is powerful. Even the strongest forces can be divided in the face of it.”

When the last of Daas’ followers had left the chamber, Master Gyuno stood to address the remaining monks, looking proud and indignant despite the bloody scrapes on his bare arms and chest.

“Betrayed by my own warriors,” he shouted with a strain in his voice. “While the loss of Daas and the others is a difficult one, we must move forward.” He glanced between Jai and Choden, then let his shoulders sink, unable to uphold his show of unbending strength.

“The truth is, I don’t know what to think anymore. I thought I could trust the followers of the Bronze Tiger, but I see now that I have been deceived. We are broken. Going forward, trust must be earned.” His gaze swept across the room. “So, if anyone else has been holding something back, come forward now.”

Nanda gulped as silence hung in the air. Some of the warriors looked at one another, but said nothing. Jai stood gripping his staff, concentrating on one of the cracks in the tiles.

Anxiety boiled inside Nanda until it nearly spilled over. Everything in her mind told her to keep her mouth shut and continue quietly with the deception she’d started days ago. But her heart was sending her another message.

Justice is greater than fear.

She closed her eyes. What should I do?

Ohmen’s voice spoke softly from the back of her mind. “Do what you believe is right.” 

“Well, then,” Master Gyuno finally continued. “I say we should—”

“I have something to say,” Nanda blurted. Jai remained stone-still as she spoke. Master Gyuno pierced her with his eyes, as if trying to read her.

“Is that so?”

Nanda nodded, stepping forward as unexpected courage welled up inside her. “Daas isn’t the only one who betrayed you. I couldn’t stand by and watch the terrorists poison Chennai while we searched for the False King, so I went rogue.” Nanda’s skin felt hot as all eyes fell on her. She cleared her throat and continued. “I located the base where they were storing the poison, and I broke in—alone.”

Her throat tightened as she took another step forward. “But I failed. I fell right into a trap and barely got away with my life. I came face to face with the False King, who I discovered was taking the form of an Indian woman named Nilaya—Lord Ivory’s sister. But in finding out her identity, I also destroyed any element of surprise we might have had.” She blinked to hold back tears of shame. “I screwed up.”

“Insolence,” Master Gyuno growled, the vein on his forehead popping as he fumed. “I should have known you’d only cause trouble. It was a mistake to grant you the status of a Bronze Tiger warrior.” He pointed a trembling finger at Nanda. “You don’t deserve it.”

Nanda bit the inside of her cheek, absorbing the painful words like she would a blow to the gut. 

“It wasn’t just Nanda.” Yasmin stepped up beside her, glowing with bravery. “I went, too.”

“And me,” Max declared from Nanda’s other side, stepping forward with a smoldering fire in his eyes. “We’re all responsible.”

Nanda heard Choden address Max in a scolding whisper. Master Gyuno took a disbelieving step backward. “Then you are all unfit to be warriors!” His voice boomed through the chamber.

“Don’t be so harsh on them.” Master Jai lifted his chin, though shame was written on his face. “I guided the three of them. The true responsibility is mine.”

Master Gyuno’s pained shock was visible, as if he couldn’t believe his own ears. “I see,” was all he managed to say.

Master Jai approached Gyuno, who turned his face away, repulsed. “I understand you are angry, and so you should be. What I did was unforgivable.” Jai’s face darkened. “But in times like these, we have all been forced to make decisions that break our core beliefs. Yes, I betrayed you and went against our oldest traditions. But you pushed aside our order’s very purpose, to protect life in all its forms. Your fear of the False King clouded your moral compass.”

“Then why didn’t you say something? Why didn’t you talk to me, Jai?” Desperation laced his voice.

“Because I didn’t want to do what Daas has done—to divide our ranks when we most needed to find our strength together. But… I see now I was wrong.”

Master Gyuno sighed, rubbing a weary hand on his scratched forehead. Nanda edged closer until she was just inches from the Honored Master she’d betrayed. Reaching into her robe, she pulled out her bronze medallion. A dull pain throbbed in her heart as she took one last look at the token and extended it to Master Gyuno.

He lifted his gaze.

“You’re right, Honored Master. Maybe I was never cut out to be a warrior. But I believe I’m here for a reason, and whether the Bronze Tiger is by my side or not, I’m going to fight for what I believe. I have to.”

Master Gyuno sighed, stroking his beard. “And what exactly do you plan to do by yourself, child?”

“I’m going to the mouth of the Cooum River tomorrow to try to keep that poison from hitting the water.”

“That’s a fool’s mission!”

“Maybe,” Yasmin spoke up again. “But I’m with Nanda. I won’t stand by and watch the future I glimpsed come to pass.”

Master Gyuno stood thinking for a long minute. All warriors in the chamber seemed to hold their breath as his thoughts brewed.

Nanda gently grabbed Gyuno’s hand and placed her medallion there. “The False King might have divided us, but if we follow what we believe in, he can never break us. I don’t care if I’m a Bronze Tiger warrior, the Feral Phantom, or just Nanda. I know who I am and what I stand for, and that can never be taken from me.” As Master Gyuno gripped the precious item, Nanda took a step back. “What do you believe in?”

“I haven’t forgotten,” he murmured to himself, his voice breaking. Master Gyuno stared at the token for a long moment. “A fool’s mission indeed…” he finally mused. “The False King will undoubtedly be keeping an eye on his—or shall I say her—scheme of destruction. But she wouldn’t risk showing herself when she’s not yet at full strength. Every eye in the world will be on that very beach. While going there would surely mean fighting some of the most trained soldiers of the Ivory Gang and Crash Resistance, for the time being, we would be safe from the False King’s wrath. If we tread carefully, maybe we do have a chance.”

“Gyuno.” Choden’s eyes widened. “You’re not really thinking of—”

“I have been wrong.” He turned to meet Jai’s eyes, and then Nanda’s. “And perhaps if I wasn’t so convinced that my way was the only one, Daas and the others wouldn’t have been driven away.”

Words of encouragement, approval, and worry all rose from the remaining warriors. Gyuno stood tall, addressing them all. “But we only stand a chance if we’re in it together. What say you all? Shall we fulfill the destiny that we’ve chosen?”

The room was quiet, but soon, more than a hundred brave faces nodded and shouted their agreement. 

“And Nanda,” Master Gyuno held up the Bronze Medallion, tossing it in her direction. “You’ll need this.”

She caught it with a grateful smile, tucking it safely back in her robe with a new respect for what it represented. She shared a hopeful glance with Yasmin and Max. 

“It’s settled then,” Master Gyuno bellowed after a short word with Jai. “Tomorrow is the moment we stop the Chennai Terrorists once and for all.”

“Wait up, Nanda. Everyone!”

All eyes fell on the entrance of the monastery, where Tiago limped as fast as his injured leg allowed, huffing with every step. 

Master Gyuno grimaced. “Young man! I was kind enough to let you stay at our monastery, but I believe I made it clear our sacred meeting place was off limits.”

“It… It can’t wait,” Tiago gasped.

“Tiago, what are you doing? You shouldn’t be walking without your crutches.” Nanda rushed to where Tiago leaned against a pillar, still out of breath. On seeing his panicked expression, her heart dropped. “What’s wrong?”

“Eric sent me this.” He pulled out his phone, maxed out the volume, and pressed play on the short video from the local news channel.

“Breaking news! The Chennai Terrorists have sent an open letter to the city of Chennai and the government of Tamil Nadu. ‘Someone attempted to sabotage one of our facilities. We have warned against such actions, and we plan to keep our word. As a result of this reproachable action, we have pushed the deadline for our ransom to midnight tonight. Your foolishness has cost you a day’s bargaining. If the government doesn’t pay up, this will be the last night anything swims alive in the Bay of Bengal.’

“Midnight,” Nanda whispered, a new terror seeping into her bones. “That’s… three hours from now.” Her eyes fell on Yasmin, whose face was pale with the same dread. 

“We’ll never be ready in time.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

The hotel lobby had descended into pure chaos. Dozens of Wild Hearts volunteers exchanged shouts from across the room. Others rambled on their phones, arguing about what their next move should be. Eric waited in the corner with Cindy, who gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. Normally, the touch would leave his spine tingling. But right now, he was caught up in the same confusion as everyone else.

They’d spent days planning the protest, the online live stream, everything. They’d already come to an agreement with the police about securing the perimeter during the WHH demonstration… tomorrow. If a writhing throng of eco-enthusiasts swarmed the riverside like this, Eric had no idea what might happen.

“There’s Zach!” Cindy shouted, waving to get his attention. 

Eric never thought he’d be so happy to see his sworn rival. But when Zach turned to face them, Eric hardly recognized him. Sweat beaded all over his sunken cheeks, and his button-down shirt was wrinkled—not to mention buttoned a few rows off.

“What’s the word?” Cindy demanded, tugging on his sleeve.

Zach brought a hand to his dreadlocks to smooth them. “The Chennai conservancy can’t do much without the government’s permission, but they agreed to send a few workers to offer whatever help they can during tonight’s last-minute protest. The police, though…” He shook his head. “They can’t spare any officers on such short notice. They’ll need all their available forces to hang out by the bay and make sure the terrorists don’t harm any civilians.”

Cindy tugged on her hair, growling. “Yeah, right. We all know the real problem is that they’re just scared spineless.”

“D- don’t worry about it,” Eric stuttered, trying to get his thoughts straight. “I’m sure someone will show up to help.”

Cindy seemed to catch his reference to the Feral Phantom and her secret warrior army. Zach, on the other hand, was still as desperate as a carp flopping on the river bank, gasping for breath.

“Look, I consider myself an optimist, but I’m not sure I’m with you on that one, man. Things are looking pretty grim.” He swiped a lighter from his pocket and lit up a joint.

“You can’t do that in here!” Eric glanced around to make sure no hotel staff were watching.

Zach snickered, taking a deep draw on the rolled paper. “Believe me, everyone’s got bigger things to worry about than a little weed.”

“I could honestly use some right now, too,” Cindy muttered.

Eric adjusted the rims of his glasses, trying to drown out the frantic voices around him. Even if Tiago managed to get the message to Nanda in time, would it be enough? What if Eric was sending the Feral Phantom to her death? After all, there was no chance Nanda was going to sit this one out. 

“Maybe the Hardens have some bright ideas.” Cindy pointed to Eric’s parents, who were shoving through volunteers and workers to reach their small group. When their eyes met Eric’s, they both looked relieved.

“Thank God we found you,” Jake practically yelled over the noise as Zach quickly hid his joint. “It’s getting crazy out there. I was worried you were out protesting with the other local teens by the bay!”

Eric and Cindy exchanged a shocked glance. “It’s happening already?”

Melissa pulled her adventure tank top further over her jean shorts, trying to pull Zach aside to talk to him alone. “Zach honey, we’ve got to get our people over there now. If we don’t help the Chennai conservancy guide these protests, the city will have riots on its hands. It could get violent.”

Eric stepped between his mom and Zach, earning a look of scorn from his dad. “I was thinking the same thing. When do we leave?”

His mom looked like she was trying to decipher if he was telling a poorly timed joke. “No way.” Her tone was final. “Absolutely not. It’s too dangerous, and we can’t afford to be worrying about you while we’re leading these protests with Zach.”

Eric felt the air sucked from his lungs. He looked to his dad for some glimmer of hope, but that hope was quickly smashed. 

Jake Harden shook his head. “She’s right, Eric. I know you wanted to be a part of this, but it’s just too risky.”

Seemingly satisfied with their decision, the three WHH seniors turned away to start making their plans. 

“But… I can help.” He tried one last time, his voice wavering on the last word.

The three shared a pitying glance. Finally, Zach sighed. He placed a firm hand on Eric’s shoulder. “You’ll have your own part to play. But that’ll come later. For now, stay off the streets, okay?”

With a wink, Zach turned away. Eric was ready to go after him, but Cindy held him back.

“Don’t worry,” she consoled, a faint smirk on her lips. She wiggled her smartphone in front of his face. “He said off the streets, but he didn’t say anything about being above the streets.”

Eric cocked an eyebrow. “Uh, so what?” 

She rolled her eyes. “So, we’re going to get into one of the buildings above the protests and get it all on video. Every. Damn. thing. And we’ll live-stream it, of course.”

Eric shrugged. “Won’t there be plenty of other people doing that?”

Her smile fell. “Maybe, but the world needs an unbiased, unedited view of this whole thing—no matter how ugly it gets.”

Eric nodded, watching as WHH workers began flooding out the doors.

“Yeah. I have a feeling there’s going to be a whole lot of ugly.”

 

***

 

“You’ll take care of him, won’t you?” Nanda held the baby chital as it licked her face, grunting.

“Of course,” the nurse said with a warm smile. “I couldn’t call myself Bronze Tiger if I turned away a helpless creature.”

Nanda sighed as she placed the chital down on wobbly legs. It pranced forward to greet the nurse, who held out a handful of berries. 

“I know he’s in good hands. Thanks for offering to stay back at the monastery.”

“Someone needs to be here to watch over the younger trainees.” The nurse’s eyes darkened. “And to tend to the wounded when you return.”

“Of course,” Nanda murmured, giving the baby chital one last pet before leaving him in the nurse’s care. Though she felt his contentment, she refused to look back, afraid of the confusion that would surely fill the little deer’s eyes. The same look Goblin gave her when she had to leave him in Jorhat. If only animals could understand the things we do out of love.

Steering her mind back to the mission, she searched for Max’s messy ponytail among the warriors who rushed around the monastery. Some gathered staffs and other non-lethal weapons from the storerooms. Others carried out piles of the beige robes they wore on their missions, as well as the rust-colored scarves they would wrap around their heads and faces to hide their identities. It was unlike the Bronze Tiger to fight in full view of the public. They were taking a big risk. But what choice did they have?

Nanda clenched her fists at her sides. Today, she would be fighting the False King’s army not as the Feral Phantom, but as a Bronze Tiger warrior. The thought brought her mother to her mind. Would you be proud if you saw me now, or would you be begging me not to go, to not leave Dad alone in the world? I wish I knew.

“Are you scared?”

Nanda inhaled sharply as Max snuck up from behind. When he wrapped an arm around her shoulders, she released a shaky breath. “It’s not that.” She felt for the medallion under her clothing. “I was just thinking about my parents. Mom wanted to let me choose whether or not to join the Bronze Tiger. But Dad—he’s been left in the dark all this time. Knowing him, he’s probably heating up a Poptart right now, clueless to what…” She swallowed the dry lump forming in her throat. “What might happen to me.”

It was hard to admit that simple truth. She was diving into mortal danger. The idea of sacrificing herself for the greater good may be beautiful, but when it came down to it, she was scared. Scared of leaving her dad alone, grieving. Scared of never getting to step foot onto a college campus, or stand at the altar and marry the love of her life. Scared of leaving a world of animals without her to protect them. Or at least to try.

“These are frightening times.” Max’s voice was unusually grim. “But we have chosen our destiny, and it is a just one. You and I may have been blessed with the Gifts, but in the end, we are still just a few threads in a tapestry. If we perish, there will be others to fight in our place.”

Nanda’s stomach churned. “Maybe you’re right. But that’s not true of all of us.” Her eyes fell on Yasmin, who was tying her hair in a tight ponytail on the other side of the chamber, eyes burning with determination. 

“She’s the key to everything. To be honest, I don’t think any of us are strong enough to win the fight against the False King, even if Daas and the others hadn’t taken half our warriors. But as long as Yasmin is with us, I have to believe we stand a chance.”

“Yonten,” Choden called from across the courtyard, where she held up a fighting staff and an orange scarf for Max. 

He gave Nanda one last hug. “Don’t worry too much. Yasmin is an amazing fighter, and so are you. We’ve got this.”

Nanda sighed as Max darted over to Choden, grabbing the staff and tying the scarf around his head. If only she could believe that. 

Without realizing it, she was walking toward Yasmin, who was now closing her eyes and chanting softly to herself. Nanda sidled up beside her. “Are you ready for this?”

Her eyes opened. “As ready as I’ll ever be.” But the moment the words left her mouth, her brave facade melted away. “What am I saying? No, I’m not. I don’t think I can do this, Nanda. I haven’t trained enough. I’ve only just passed my warrior exam. It doesn’t matter what the prophecy says. I- I’m not ready.”

Nanda grabbed both Yasmin’s elbows, forcing her to meet her eyes. “I know you’re afraid. Believe me, I am too. But it’s now or never.” 

Yasmin averted her gaze. “What if Honored Master Gyuno is wrong about the False King staying out of the spotlight for now? What if Nilaya is there, and I have to face her tonight?”

Nanda slid her hands down to Yasmin’s palms and held them tight. “Then we face her together, and we kick her ass back to yesterday.”

She didn’t look convinced.

Nanda sighed softly. “Yasmin, I always knew there was something special in you. When I first learned you had the Gift of Foresight, I figured that anyone who could glimpse the future must be destined for something big, and this is as big as it gets. You’re the only person in the world the False King can’t harm—we saw that in the lab. And if the rest of the prophecy is true, you’re also the only one who can defeat her.”

Nanda quelled the insecurities that welled up inside her at her own words. When Jai had first told her she might be the chosen warrior, a sense of purpose was instilled in her, only to be ripped away. But deep down, she knew Yasmin was the better warrior. Stronger, more capable, smarter. If anyone could go head-to-head with an ancient evil, it was her.

“Nanda,” Yasmin whispered.

“What’s up?”

“Before we do this, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you. I-”

A whistle cut Yasmin off, and she bit down on her lip, pulling her hands away. Tiago was limping toward them, carrying an over-stuffed backpack. He gave Nanda a quick wave and a crooked smile, hobbling faster to meet her. Nanda waved him over before turning back to her teammate. 

“Sorry, what were you saying?”

“It can wait,” Yasmin murmured with a wistfulness in her eyes. Without waiting for a response, she ambled toward the weapons area. Nanda felt a tinge of regret, wondering if she would ever get the chance to talk to Yasmin like that again.

Turning back to Tiago, Nanda ran to meet him. He tossed his backpack on the brick flooring with an exhausted huff and sat down beside it. Nanda knelt to join him. For a full minute, both of them said nothing.

Nanda fidgeted with her gold nose stud. “I know what you’re going to say.”

“I should be going with you,” he blurted, his voice strained. “When you went to invade the Ivory building, I got sick—literally sick—just thinking of what could have happened to you. How are you going to make me go through that again?”

Nanda placed a gentle hand on his leg. Beneath his jeans, she knew the wound was still badly swollen with red and purple veins spider-webbing around it. He’d just started a course of antibiotics, something he obviously should have done in the first place. But it was too late. The wound was badly infected. There was no way he could fight like this.

“I know it’s painful to stay back, but you’d be an easy target.” Just the thought of an Ivory gangster taking down Tiago sent a chill across Nanda’s skin. She fell into his embrace, wrapping her arms around his back. “I can’t lose you…not again.” 

Tiago hugged her back as if she might slip out of his fingers at any minute. “And what about me? I can’t lose you, either. You’re my whole world.” His voice fell to a whisper. “So don’t do anything stupid, okay?”

Nanda wiped away a stray tear streaming down her cheek. “I won’t. I promise.”

After another moment of basking in each other’s embrace, Tiago finally pulled away. “I may not be going with you.” He unzipped the overstuffed backpack. “But these will.” He set a hunting knife in a leather holster on the floor and tossed a couple of suspicious-looking devices into her lap.

She suppressed a shriek, fumbling with the objects. “Are- are those grenades?”

Tiago rolled his eyes, laughing. “Do you really think I’d trust you with grenades? No, these are smoke bombs. I got them from Luciana before she decided to ditch us.”

“You do know I have parkour, martial arts, and energy manipulation on my side, right?”

Tiago gave her an exasperated look. “Just carry them with you, okay?”

“Fine. But I’m not taking that huge-ass knife.” Glancing around to make sure the other warriors didn’t see, she stuffed the smoke bombs into an inner pocket of her robe.

Tiago nodded, satisfied. “Right, good.” He sucked in his lips, scrunching his brow as if he had something else to say. Nanda waited, anxiety slowly building inside her as the moment to leave drew nearer.

“Nanda, you don’t know how many Ivory and Crash Resistance thugs will be on the riverside and beach dumping those chemicals. You have to remember that things could get bad.” He held her in a hard stare. “If that happens, you have to get out of there. Use your parkour, and run. You can’t save any more lives if you’re dead.”

Nanda felt sweat dripping down her sides. She nodded reluctantly. 

When a bugle sounded, she stood tall. Every warrior in the monastery answered the cue by putting the finishing touches on their disguises and picking up their weapons. Nanda grabbed her own orange scarf and wrapped it over her head, then across her face as determination drowned out her fear. 

“It’s time.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

This was no ordinary night.

Dark clouds rolled in from the ocean to cover the moon. But as raindrops hit her face, Nanda felt a deeper darkness descending on the region. From the rooftop where she and the Bronze Tiger all stood, she could hear the crashing of waves on the beach below. She shuddered as her mind flashed back to her nightmare in Ohmen’s lair.

“The time is near,” he rumbled in the back of her mind.

Turning slightly, Nanda could see the river delta. More than fifty men and women in black body armor carried high-powered rifles, standing guard where the river water rippled into a bay teeming with life. Just upriver, even more mercenaries swarmed around a huge transport truck, like wasps around a hive. Blue barrels of chemicals filled the truck bed.

On the beach, Ivory Gang members stood watch over a tower of even more barrels of poison. Probably part of their plan to worsen the damage—or maybe a last-ditch effort to scare the government into paying their ransom.

Yasmin murmured from beside Nanda, “It doesn’t look promising, does it?”

Nanda glanced around the rooftop at their small army of warriors with beige robes, wooden weapons, and orange scarves worn as masks. They seemed so few compared to their enemies below. Nanda might have been more confident before, when the Bronze Tiger was still united. But now?

She sighed. “We’re half as strong as we should be.”

Yasmin gazed across the bay to where a pod of blue whales breached and spouted offshore. Nanda felt soft waves of happiness from where the marine mammals swam, blissfully unaware of the danger that lurked onshore. So much at stake, and slim odds of success. That was starting to feel like Nanda’s life story.

Master Gyuno walked up to where Nanda and Yasmin stood at the edge of the building. Master Jai followed close behind, spinning his staff as he gestured with his chin toward the protesters gathering on the shoreline. 

“There are too many civilians. If we push hard, things could get ugly for them.”

Nanda felt her palms start to sweat. “Eric and Cindy are down there.” 

If the False King’s army got agitated, her friends could become target practice for the heavy artillery on the beach. Nanda shuddered at the thought. 

Master Gyuno murmured his agreement, stroking his beard. “If we descend now and begin with our stealth tactics, thin out their ranks from the perimeter, we may gain an edge before they even realize we’re there. Our one advantage is that they don’t see us coming.”

“Hold on. What’s that?” Yasmin pointed to movement at the far end of the beach. Nanda squinted to see dark figures emerging through the mist. When she recognized them, her blood froze.

“Daas,” she gasped, already hearing the war cries of the other Bronze Tiger warriors, who were charging full-speed toward the mercenaries, swords and spears glinting from their fists.

 

***

 

Eric watched in horror as the angry crowd swarmed below. What should have been a peaceful protest was starting to look more like a mosh pit. Cindy leaned out the window of the office building where they were camping out, steadying the WiFi-enabled video camera they’d ‘borrowed’ from the WHH media stock. Some of the local teens were chanting in Tamil while Wild Hearts protesters tried to turn the tides of the protest with their matching shirts and megaphones. 

But it wasn’t working. People were angry, and Eric could see why. A huge truck packed with what looked like hazardous-waste barrels was parked by the river. About thirty yards from where the police were pushing back protesters with plexiglass riot shields, a swarm of armed thugs guarded the truck. Just beyond, the river flowed peacefully into the ocean. Eric could see the pearl-white beach from their second-floor window. Even more thugs were gathered there like soldiers ready for war. 

Cindy steadied her breathing as she filmed everything taking place. “As you can see,” she narrated loud enough to overcome the chanting crowd, “the police aren’t letting anyone near those terrorists. But one has to wonder, why aren’t they doing anything about it themselves? Why is the army not swarming the area in full force? Corruption. Intimidation. Blackmail. It’s time for the world to band together and end this—if not for ourselves, then for the habitats that may never recover from our mistakes.”

As she spoke, the chatta-chatta-chatta of an arriving helicopter nearly burst Eric’s eardrums. He leaned out the window, where his hair was whipped back by the low-flying police aircraft.

“This is the location of a planned terrorist attack. Do not advance or engage with the terrorists. I repeat, do not engage. This is a police situation. All civilians must clear the area,” the officer shouted over a megaphone.

The crowd wasn’t going anywhere. People spat curses at the helicopter, and a few even tossed their shoes, trying in vain to hit the aircraft. Eric gripped the windowsill until his knuckles hurt. As the crowd grew angrier and more violent, the terrorists were beginning to raise their weapons. 

“This is bad. Really bad.”

A gunshot rang over the noise. People screamed as they squeezed against each other, panicking. But the terrorists by the trucks hadn’t taken the shot. The sound came from the beach.

Eric leaned out the window until he nearly toppled out, grabbing a pair of binoculars he’d taken from the WHH stock. Commotion on the sand. Fighters with beige robes and black face masks charged with antiquated blades, spears, and axes toward the terrorists on the beach. A barrage of shots rang out, causing even more confusion in the crowd below. 

 Eric placed a hand on Cindy’s back. “You’re getting this, I hope.”

“Hell yeah.”

A cold sweat gathered on Eric’s back as machine guns and rifles blasted less than a quarter mile away. This was crazy, and not at all Nanda’s style. What could the Bronze Tiger be thinking, charging in like that?

Amid the commotion, something else caught Eric’s attention. Most of the criminals who’d been around the truck were now rushing to the beach to help their comrades. Those that remained had their eyes on the fight, distracted. The truck was as vulnerable as it would ever be. After studying the area for another moment, he knew what he had to do. His parents would hate him for it, but Zach was right about one thing—he had his part to play. 

This was his moment, and he wasn’t going to let it slip away.

He spun Cindy by the shoulders until they were face to face. She lowered the camera, shocked. Without thinking, Eric leaned in until his face was inches from hers. Catching his drift, she pulled their faces together, and they locked lips. The stolen moment left Eric’s heart ablaze, but it couldn’t last. He pulled away from the kiss, staring into Cindy’s green eyes. “Record everything, and share this video wherever you can. The world needs to see this.”

He stepped away and strapped on his backpack.

Cindy blinked in confusion. “What- where are you going?”

“This is my cue.”

Before she could argue, he ran for the staircase.

“Eric? Eric!”

 

***

 

“It’s now or never, my brothers and sisters!” Master Gyuno shouted from the edge of the building by the outer staircase that led down to the beach. His beard whipped in the wind beneath his orange scarf. “Our foolish ex-comrades have given us no choice. Keep your faces hidden. Use only energy shields that are invisible to the naked eye. Keep bystanders safe at all costs. And whatever you do, don’t let our enemies empty those barrels into the bay.”

He cast a meaningful look to Nanda before tightening his scarf and gliding down the staircase with the nimbleness of a jaguar. Like one body, the rest of the Bronze Tiger followed. Nanda shared a last embrace with Max and Yasmin before her two friends took off down the stairway. Nanda climbed onto the ledge of the building, teetering on the brink, when a hand caught the sleeve of her robe. 

She turned to see Master Jai. His glassy eyes were overflowing with emotion. 

“Nanda, Yasmin told me what happened at the lab. You may not be the chosen warrior as I thought…” He let go of her sleeve. “But even still, none of us have the powers that have been bestowed on you.” He gripped his staff, turning away. “Don’t let us down.”

Her heart swelled as she watched him turn and disappear down the staircase.

“I won’t.”

With a deep breath, she stepped off the building. Her body cut through the cool night air, and she savored the powerful illusion of flight for three longs seconds. Then, her feet hit the ground. She wasted no time. Leaping forward, she followed the more experienced warriors onto the white-sand beach that seemed to stretch endlessly, their steps near-silent. Not far ahead, their enemies swarmed.

The closer she came to the gunshots and the glint of blades, the harder her heart pounded. Daas and his crew landed kicks, punches, and deadly stabs. The Crash Resistance and Ivory Gang fighters were holding their own. They couldn’t easily get past the warriors’ energy shields with their bullets, but they were still downing warriors in close combat. 

Nanda wished more adrenaline into her feet, digging her heels into the soft sand to speed forward. Every second, the fight grew deadlier. She began the Protection Chant as she entered the fray. From the corner of her eye, she saw Max shouting to a small pack of street dogs that cowered on the beach.

“These people want to destroy this place. Do you want to protect your home? Then fight with us!” His voice cracked on the last words. But that was all he needed. The dogs lifted the tails from between their legs, bristling their fur and baring their fangs. One scruffy mutt lifted its head in a broken howl, and dozens more dogs came running from the nearby streets just off the beach.

Nanda turned her attention back to the fight as she fell on a burly Crash Resistance fighter dressed in dark camo. When he raised his machine gun, Nanda swept his feet from under him. He landed with an oomph on the sand. She finished the job with a palm jab on the back of his neck, rendering him unconscious.

Master Gyuno, Jai, and Yasmin were all plowing through fighters, taking a few brass-knuckled punches and hits from the heels of rifles. As she dodged a lean Ivory Gang thug, Nanda tried to clear her mind. She couldn’t lose herself in the fight. There was a bigger battle to be won here. Taking a quick glance around, she locked eyes on the tower of blue barrels stacked just steps from the lapping waves of the coming tide. 

She had to secure those barrels to keep the Ivory Gang from dumping them. She couldn’t do much about the truck of poison by the river yet, but this tower was within her grasp. Just as the thought crossed her mind, a calloused hand grabbed the back of her neck. She let out a gasp as the hand pulled her back. As quickly as she felt it, the grip loosened. She looked back to see Yasmin standing over the fallen enemy, looking victorious.

“Thanks,” Nanda breathed, rubbing her neck. “There you go, saving my ass again.”

“Someone has to.” Yasmin’s eyes glinted with energy as a pack of street dogs tore into the limbs of surprised enemies behind her. But when her gaze lifted beyond Nanda to the open water, her eyes widened. A fishing boat was anchored a small distance offshore. Nanda couldn’t quite put a finger on it, but there was something ominous within that boat.

Something evil.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

Another wave rocked the fishing boat, threatening to toss Malesh overboard. He gripped the railing, squinting to see the battle onshore. Two Bronze Tiger warriors stood close to the tide. Malesh recognized one of them. Yes, he knew her from anywhere, even with the orange scarf wrapped over her face. 

Nanda. 

Their paths never stopped colliding. If only she would have just gone back to Los Angeles. Things would have been so much easier. Even though she’d become his sworn enemy, he couldn’t bear the thought of hurting her. Where was that burst of courage he’d felt by the waterfall when his father had asked him to kill her? In the heat of the moment, he’d been so close to finishing the job. Now, his resolve wavered every time her looked into her eyes.

“There’s still time.”

Malesh glanced back at Aadita. Her arms and legs were shackled to a post near the cabin of the boat. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, blowing in the wind and curled by the salty sea breeze. The dark circles had deepened under her eyes as she grew weary from lashing out at Nilaya. 

“You can still turn back from this,” she pleaded, desperation leaking into her voice.

Malesh steadied himself on the deck, drawing his sword before stealing one last glance at his sister. “There’s no going back. Not anymore.” 

Walking into the cabin and closing the door behind him, he joined Nilaya, who was meditating on the cold metal floor. She dipped her head to acknowledge his presence, opening her eyes. Eyes that were now undoubtedly glowing red. 

Ignoring the shiver that crept up his spine, Malesh bowed in respect. “What now?”

She grinned. “Take a look at the beach, and tell me what you see.”

Hesitantly, he stared out the window of the cabin. Monks in beige robes, some with glimmering blades, and others with wooden staffs, fought against his own men and the Crash Resistance mercenaries. Then, he noticed something that he had somehow overlooked before—a tower of barrels on the shore. He looked back, confused.

“I thought the pollutants were all in the truck by the river, so what’s that on the beach?”

Nilaya grinned, her eyes flashing a bright crimson. 

“That, kid, is what we call fate.”

 

***

 

Eric crawled on elbows and knees through swaying grass on the slope of the river bank. Only a few guards still held their posts around the truck, and all of their eyes were now glued to the swarming protesters and the battle on the beach. He inhaled the smell of river mud as the nearby horses and goats chomping on grass kept him company. He waited for the right moment.  

One mercenary with a blond ponytail did a quick pass around the truck. Seemingly satisfied, she joined her pals on the other side. It was now or never. Slinking forward, Eric inched closer, until the driver’s door was within arm’s reach. Surprisingly, the door was slightly ajar. Not thinking anything of it, he eased the door open and crawled onto the seat, glad the darkness would give him some cover.

His foot touched something on the floor, and it moved. “Ouch, watch it!”

Eric suppressed a yelp, his heart jumping to his throat. When his eyes adjusted, he saw a familiar figure curled up on the floor of the truck by the gas pedal.

“Tiago?”

“Shh.” Tiago raised his head just enough to glance out the passenger window. “Keep your head down.”

Eric slunk down in the seat, still staring in disbelief at his fellow intruder. “What are you doing here? Nanda told me you’d be staying back.”

Tiago chuckled. “Do you really think I’d sit out on all the fun?” He winced as he adjusted his bad leg, which had started to bleed, judging from the dark, glistening stain on his jeans.

Eric sank lower in the seat as a gangster passed the window. “Well, I guess great minds think alike. So, what was your plan?”

“I came ready to hotwire this bad boy, but it looks like some dumbass left the keys in the ignition. I already traced the fastest and easiest route to the US embassy, where I was going to abandon the truck and leave it in the hands of some heavily armed and terrorist-paranoid American guards. What was your plan?”

Eric felt himself blush, shrugging. “Honestly, I didn’t even think I’d get this far.”

Tiago rolled his eyes. “Scoot over, and for the love of God, keep your head low.”

Eric begrudgingly obeyed, eying the remaining thugs outside, who were now preparing to hold back the encroaching mob. He gulped. “So, you know how to drive this thing?”

Tiago laughed. “No, but I’ve always wondered how fast these babies could go.”

He turned the key and lit up the ignition, drawing the attention of every gang member within earshot. “Fasten your seatbelt, buddy.”

The thugs scrambled around them, yelling and pointing guns in their direction.

Now sitting upright in the driver’s seat, Tiago floored the gas pedal. Eric’s head whipped back as they lurched forward, swerving around stray protesters and flying onto an open street. Car horns honked and pedestrians screamed as the huge truck plowed toward the highway. A few curves were so tight, Eric was sure the truck would flip, sending the toxins spilling all over the neighborhood. 

He gripped the dashboard with white knuckles while Tiago drove with fire in his eyes. Soon, they made it onto the open highway, where dodging cars became easier. No police in sight. Eric was almost ready to relax, when a spine-chilling sound rose from behind.

Vrooom. Vroom-vroom.

Motorcycles. 

“Oh, give me a break,” Tiago growled, checking his rear-view mirror. Five thugs with black-visored helmets were hugging their high-speed bikes.

 As the vehicles closed in, he laid on the gas, keeping his eyes on the road ahead. “Look around. Is there anything we can toss on the highway to trip them up?”

Eric groped the seat and looked underneath the dashboard. Nothing. He popped open the glove box.

“A folded tarp and… some type of gun.”

Tiago took a quick peek. “Looks like a flare gun. Listen closely. We have to make a right turn on the third stoplight up ahead. When they gain on us, open up the tarp and drop it out my window. Then, lean out your window to shoot a few flares at their tires.

A cold lump rose in Eric’s throat. “You want me to do what?”

“We don’t have time for this, man. Just do it!”

Eric clenched his teeth, digging up some courage. “Okay. Tell me when.”

They passed one stoplight. 

“Three.” 

The motorcycles were in their blind spot now. Eric heard the wailing of sirens not too far behind. 

“Two.” 

Tiago slowed down just enough for the right-hand turn, which was nearly at their tires already. 

“One!”

Eric tossed the unfolded tarp out Tiago’s window. It landed in a biker’s face, causing him to spiral out of control. Out the other window, two bikers were right on their tail. Eric took two shots at the asphalt. A bright flare sparked on the road, causing the bikers to brake.

When Tiago made the right-hand turn, the motorcycles were lagging far behind. Eric smiled at his success. “We make a pretty good team.”

Tiago snickered. “Not bad, nerd.”

Before long, an imposing building peeking over a guarded gate came into view. But the bikers were gaining on them again. Tiago slammed on the brakes, and embassy guards poured out of the entrance. The truck screeched to a halt with the passenger side facing the embassy.

“Quick, follow me,” Tiago hissed, ducking in his seat. The guards held up their guns, trying to decide whether to point their weapons at the suspicious truck or the bikers who were now storming the street. Before the guards could approach the truck, Tiago opened the driver’s door and crawled out. Eric followed.

By the time the guards were examining the truck and calling for backup, Eric and Tiago were already hidden behind the low-hanging branches of a nearby sidewalk hedge. Meanwhile, the bikers had turned tail and fled like the cowards they were.

“Whew.” Eric wiped the perspiration from his forehead, catching his breath. “I’d call that a win.”

“Don’t celebrate just yet,” Tiago said in a cryptic tone. “From what I saw, there were still enough barrels piled on the beach to poison the whole bay.”  

Eric nodded, his eyes instinctively drawn east toward the beach. 

“Right. The rest is up to Nanda.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 

Nanda launched her fist into the jaw of an Ivory thug. A few teeth broke with a painful cr-crack. That’s what he got for ambushing her from behind. With her enemy down, she glanced around the sandy battlefield, ready for another attack. This would be so much easier if the beach wasn’t so freaking flat. Put me seven stories up on the rooftops, and I’d take all these guys out in a minute.

“Focus, Nanda,” Ohmen’s voice whispered in the back of her mind. “You may not be in your element, but you still have the upper hand. Trust your powers.”

Easier said than done. After kicking down another enemy, Nanda realized she had wandered too far from the tower of barrels she’d committed to defending. Max and Yasmin were both fighting off enemies close to the stockpile, but more foes were closing in from all sides.

Nanda needed to be there. As another brute barreled toward her, she jumped straight up, as if the world was her trampoline. Tucking into a front flip, she fell into a run on the other side of the confused fighter. She locked her gaze on her friends again. Max and Yasmin were now wrestling off several Crash Resistance fighters. They’d be overwhelmed soon. 

But from behind the barrels, someone else was approaching.

A tall woman with the shape of a bodybuilder, with short blond hair and bright red lipstick, sauntered into the fray. A huge grenade launcher was balanced on one shoulder. Nanda’s gut twisted. This couldn’t be good.

Picking up her pace, she strode and vaulted over the heads of a few gangsters, adrenaline coursing through her legs. The tough-looking woman tilted her chin back, letting out a maniacal laugh as Max and Yasmin faced her in their fighting stance. At the woman’s signal, the other fighters backed off. 

“You are some very odd monks,” the woman called out in a French accent. “But let’s see if these little magic shields of yours hold up to a blast from this little toy.”

Nanda could already feel the energy from Max and Yasmin joining their shields, but her friends were heaving with every breath, exhausted. They needed help. As the thought crossed her mind, she remembered the items from Tiago hidden in her robe. 

“When you get to those pearly gates, tell St. Peter that Madame Chandelle said hello,” the woman yelled, pointing the grenade launcher squarely at Yasmin and Max.

“We’re not going anywhere,” Yasmin retorted with a waver in her voice, standing her ground.

Nanda grabbed the smoke bomb from her robe, pulled the pin, and tossed it at the center of the group. She half-expected the sphere to roll across the sand, leaking out a steady stream of smoke and distracting Madame Chandelle just long enough for Nanda to intervene. Instead, the smoke device exploded with a sharp bang. 

As it burst open, a thick cloud of black smoke flooded the area near the barrel tower, hiding all three fighters in its shrouds. Nanda held her breath and squinted as she entered the murky vapors, smoke stinging her eyes.

“Yasmin, Max!” she shouted, groping through the smoke until she felt a strong arm under her fingertips. “Are you guys okay?”

“I’ve never been better,” Madame Chandelle growled. 

Nanda drew her hand back with a gasp. As the smoke began to dissipate, she saw the woman’s muscled body towering over her, grenade launcher aimed straight at her face.

“See ya.”

She pulled the trigger.

Not if I can help it. 

As the weapon kicked back, Nanda let out a cry through gritted teeth, extending both palms. 

Boom. 

A familiar pulse radiated from her hands, sending a shock wave through the air. It knocked Madame Chandelle nearly half a football-field away while catapulting the grenade launcher and its grenade toward the sea.

A tsunami-force splash rose from the water, the spray reaching ten yards high. With the smoke nearly dissipated, Nanda coughed the remaining vapors that burned her lungs. Max leapt to her side.

“Was that you?” Max shrieked as he looked between Nanda and the place where the grenade launcher had now sunk.

She nodded dumbly in reply. 

Yasmin stumbled forward, wheezing. “What if you’d knocked all the barrels into the bay, too?”

A hot wave swept over Nanda. “I… didn’t think about that.”

Yasmin yanked her scarf down so she could breathe better. “Forget about it. We just need to focus on keeping our enemies away from these barrels. But I’m worried about whoever is watching us from that boat. Do you think it could be…?”

Nanda caught sight of the rocking fishing boat, now floating closer than ever. She took a few steps into the tide, wading into the waves with her eyes fixed on the ominous vessel. When the crest of a tall wave receded, she saw Malesh standing proudly on the deck with what looked like an old Bronze Tiger heirloom sword. Her skin prickled.

“Of course,” she murmured to herself as the wave splashed against her thighs. “It had to be you.”

Then, someone else stepped out from the small cabin. That silver suit. Long, dark hair. Malevolent eyes. Nanda shuddered as recognition sank in.

The False King.

“Nanda,” Max called from a few paces behind. “What’s that she has in her hand?”

Nanda squinted, focusing on the small object clutched in Nilaya’s fist. It looked like some kind of switch. Dread coursed through Nanda as the woman held the device higher. With a menacing smirk, she flipped the switch. Nanda’s heart stopped in her chest, and instinct took over.

“Look out!” She leapt backwards toward Max and Yasmin and landed between them. Hooking her arms with theirs, she pulled them into the sea in a single, powerful leap. They dove under the waves until Nanda’s feet hit the seafloor.

Then came the explosion.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

 

A blast like a crack of thunder sounded from the surface. Light flashed through the water, illuminating a retreating school of fish. Nanda released the breath from her lungs to keep herself from floating to the surface. Max and Yasmin stayed with her near the bottom, their orange scarves barely visible in the dark water.

Eventually, Nanda’s blood began to run out of oxygen. She squeezed her friends’ arms, signaling for them to paddle toward the surface. Swimming up and breaking through a receding wave, she gasped for air. Her eyes adjusted to the dusk as she tried to understand what had just happened. Against the beach, the tower of barrels caught her eye. They were destroyed, their contents sizzling and steaming around melted plastic.

Nanda swam as fast as she could toward shore, panicked. By now, the chemicals must already be leaking into the wet sand. Soon, they’d be poisoning the bay. But something was off about the whole situation. This boiling wreckage wasn’t the same poison that was polluting the wetlands. Why did she think that? 

The smell.

Her mind traveled back to that day with Aadita in the Pandalur Forest, when they’d examined the green liquid in the soda bottles. The poison they’d found smelled like exhaust and oven cleaner, but these barrels carried a different stench, like sulfur and bitter medicine. And instead of a sickly green, purplish liquid oozed over the barrels.

But if this wasn’t the pollutant, what was it?

“Nanda, wait up.” Yasmin swam up beside her, treading water as she caught up to her. But the sight that unfolded shook them both to the core.

 Ivory Gang and Crash Resistance fighters lay in burning heaps around the tower of erupting barrels. Further beyond, fighters from both sides slowed their brawling to witness the smoke billowing up from the stack. 

“Something is wrong.” Max gasped, paddling to join them. 

He was right. The vapor from the burning chemicals was transforming from a light, smoky gray to a murky purple as the wind blew it ashore. A sense of dread clutched Nanda’s chest as the smoke permeated the battlefield, swirling around the Bronze Tiger, Ivory Gang, and Crash Resistance fighters with no discrimination. As the smoke swirled through the ranks, the fighters onshore hunched over, coughing and choking on the purple mist that engulfed the beach.

“What’s happening?” Yasmin whispered as the three of them rose and fell with a wave.

Nanda shook her head, her chest so tight she was fighting to breathe. “I don’t know.”

“They’re in danger.” Max began swimming toward shore again, his feet splashing wildly. Yasmin followed, and when Nanda could finally break herself out of her trance, she forced her limbs to paddle. She crawled ashore, pulling the soaked scarf over her face to help protect her lungs. When they all finally stood on dry land, they froze, paralyzed by the horror that surrounded them. 

The purple mist was already dissipating. As quickly as it had come, it was gone. The fighting had stopped. The gunshots ceased. Every warrior—Bronze Tiger and terrorist alike—was crawling or stooping over the red-stained sand. They coughed, wheezed, and released agonized cries.

“Damn that woman!” Madame Chandelle stumbled toward them, grimacing through blood-stained teeth. Before she could reach them, she fell to her knees, coughing up red splatters. “I should have known she’d double-cross us,” she grumbled between gasps. “I… should… have… known.”

She fell face first into the sand, unconscious. 

Or was she… dead?

Nanda stared on in horror as all the pieces fell into place. The explosion. The chemicals. The vapor. “This has to be the second formula from the lab,” she whispered. “Nilaya wasn’t saving it for the wetlands, she was saving it for us.”

All along, it was a trap. Nilaya knew they’d come to the beach to stop the poisoning. Once again, Nanda had played right into her hand.

And this time, she brought the Bronze Tiger with her.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

 

Malesh gripped fistfuls of hair, wanting to cry out until his lungs burned. This couldn’t be happening. All his best soldiers, reduced to lifeless bodies and sputtering invalids? He swung to face Nilaya, who still held the switch in her hand. 

“Why would you do this, Aunt? Why!” His voice broke as he shouted, tears threatening his eyes.

She watched the shore, her face betraying no emotion. “I always knew I needed the Bronze Tiger out of the way. But the Ivory Gang your father built and the organization known as Crash Resistance are nothing but a plague on this planet, destroying it for their own gain. Did you really think I meant to let them go back to their burning and plundering of this beautiful world?”

“That was not your decision to make!”

Her eyes burned a hot, blinding crimson. “Someone had to make it, Malesh. I told you that things would get difficult. But we have to wash away the filth before we can start anew. The Ivory Gang you build now will be greater, stronger, and nobler than anything Lord Ivory ever dreamed.”

Malesh brushed his hair back, trying to calm his breathing. He stole a quick glance at the post where Aadita was shackled. She stared back with unblinking eyes, as if to say ‘I told you so.’

Grief weighed on his chest. He hated Nilaya for what she’d just done. But as the shock passed, he reminded himself that everything she’d done so far had been for his own good, even when he didn’t understand. She wanted the best for him, and if this was it, he’d just have to trust her, as bitter as it made him. He brushed the hilt of his sword, remembering the promise he made to stand by her side. His solemn oath. “What happens now?”

Nilaya watched the shore with spiteful eyes. 

“Now, we finish it.”

 

***

 

“Grandma. Where is Grandma?” Max didn’t hesitate, sprinting straight into the battlefield of fallen fighters. 

Fear gripped Nanda as Yasmin also left her side to find the other wounded warriors. When she could force her legs to move again, she stumbled up to the nearest Bronze Tiger warrior, who lay belly-up in the sand, still gripping a large saber. Pulling down his black mask, Nanda recognized him instantly. Daas. Hesitantly, she pressed two fingers to his neck. Ice flooded her veins as she waited. And waited.

But she felt no pulse. 

“No, this can’t be happening.” 

Daas may have been a pain in her ass, headstrong and defiant. But even after he’d split their ranks, he was still part of her Bronze Tiger family. He would always be. He didn’t deserve this.

Tearing herself away, she checked the next fallen warrior. Dead. She moved to the next. Still alive, but clearly in critical condition. He needed an ambulance, and fast. 

What’s going on here?

The Bronze Tiger. They’d seemed indestructible when Nanda had first met them. Like mythical angels sent to protect the weak. But she’d then learned that they were not too different from herself. Aside from a few special skills, they were ordinary people. Strong, but human.

Tears swam in her eyes as she scanned the beach for more warriors who were still stirring. In a dark corner of the beach, she saw Max cradling Choden’s head in his lap. She held his hand, speaking to him with weak breaths as Max shouted at the sidelined police officers for help.

Nanda’s breath was sucked from her lungs. Choden. Nanda couldn’t stand the thought of losing her. The woman had been a mentor not only to her, but to her own mother. She had to pull through. She had to. 

A soft cough reached her ears. She spun to see Master Gyuno hobbling toward her. His chest heaved with labored breaths, his scarf pulled down so he could breathe easier. The normal vigor of his green eyes had faded, now flitting in terror. But on seeing Nanda, he smiled. Nanda rushed to his side, relieved he wasn’t among the many casualties.

“Easy.” She tucked an arm under his shoulder and helped him sit down on the sand. 

Still fighting for breath, he lifted a shaky hand. Nanda immediately held it in her own. 

“Have- have you seen Jai?” he rumbled between gasps.

Nanda shook her head, loosening her leader’s scarf around his neck. “Not yet.” 

“Good,” he breathed, a faint smile on his lips. “He is too strong to fall at a time like this.”

“You are too, Honored Master.”

“Please… call me Gyuno.” 

“It’ll be okay.” Nanda gulped, troubled by his drastic change of attitude. “We’ll get you to the hospital, and you’ll be kicking ass again before you know it.” 

He coughed violently, then dipped his head between his knees, exhausted. “None of that, young warrior. Even if my life is spared, my time as the Honored Master is over. The authorities will investigate every warrior and criminal on this beach, and we will never truly be free from their prying eyes. None of us who are apprehended this night can return to the Bronze Tiger. Not ever.”

Nanda’s spirit fell. She bit down on her cheek, glancing toward the city where the sirens of police cars and ambulances carried on the wind. “We can get you out of here. Bring you back to the the Grand Monastery and—”

“Listen to me, Nanda,” he cut her off. “Do not waste any more time. Those of us who have not passed on will certainly be taken in by the authorities. For us, the fight is over. But while the Bronze Tiger may have fallen, you are still standing. Do not let that opportunity go to waste.”

Nanda gave his hand a tight squeeze. “Right. I won’t.” she sucked in a deep breath. “I’ll get Yasmin, and we’ll end this.” 

Gyuno smiled. “I think Jai was right about you after all. You really are a great warrior, Nanda Porter. ” 

She smiled back, clenching her eyes shut as a tear rolled down her cheek. But she knew she didn’t have long. Guarding his praise deep in her heart, she gently released his hand. As he lay back on the sand to rest, she tore off her own scarf, folded it, and cradled his head atop the fabric. 

The sound of sirens drew closer by the second. Seeing that a group of protesters and police were gathered on the edge of the beach, watching the tragic scene from afar, Nanda was sure medics were on their way. 

“They’ll be here soon. Hold on, okay?”

He nodded weakly. 

Reluctantly, she left Gyuno’s side to search for Yasmin. Bodies littered the sand around her. Nanda bit her tongue until her teeth drew blood, tear drops burning her cheeks. The Honored Master was right. It was over for the Bronze Tiger.

Most of the men and women who had committed their lives to protecting the innocent were either gone or about to be discovered by the police. So many lives snuffed out. And what about the families of the warriors who didn’t make it, the people who had no clue their loved ones were living a double life—the warriors’ husbands, wives, kids? They’d never see it coming.

“What do I do?” The words felt hollow in her throat. She waited. Ohmen? Please, I need you.

He didn’t reply.

A jolt of terror coursed through her. Ohmen! Say something! Still no response. She bowed her head in defeat. Had her connection with the Original Bronze Tiger been severed, too? 

“I understand now.” It was Yasmin’s voice. Nanda turned to see her friend beside her, staring at an animal who was walking through the carnage. It looked back at Yasmin with black eyes. The jackal from their first day in Chennai.

“My vision of death and destruction. It wasn’t the wetlands,” she breathed. “It was us.”

Nanda watched as the jackal sniffed the bodies of the street dogs who had been killed by the poison smoke alongside the fighters. “This whole time, we thought that fighting the False King’s army would prevent the future you saw.” Nanda’s eyes fell on the smoldering barrels and the fishing boat that still rocked in the waves. “But by coming here today, we didn’t stop your vision from coming true. We fulfilled it.”

And I was the one who pushed for it. If it hadn’t been for me… would everyone else who rejected Daas’ ideas still be back at the Grand Monastery, safe?

A drizzle battered their faces, soon crescendoing to a steady rain. Police cars had parked at the far end of the beach, their lights flashing blue and red. Focus. She had to focus. 

“The cops will be moving in now that all the terrorists are dead or injured. We need to grab Max and run before they get here. The survivors will be brought to the hospital, but we can’t stay.”

Yasmin stood unnaturally still. “It’s not done yet,” she whispered.

Nanda stared back with wide eyes. “What do you mean? Look around you, Yasmin. We lost!”

“Not yet, we haven’t. We have one more shot, but it has to be me.” She loosened her hair over her shoulders so rainwater dripped down her dark locks, masking her expression. ‘I’m going to kill the False King—before she can hurt anyone else.” She took a step toward the surf.

Nanda grabbed her sleeve, holding her back. “Are you insane? No!”

Yasmin simply stared back at her, her eyes glassy and conflicted. Before Nanda knew what was happening, Yasmin pulled Nanda’s face to hers. Their lips locked. Yasmin’s lips were warm like a passionate fire. They ghosted there for a second more before Yasmin pulled away.

Nanda froze, confusion swirling inside her.

“I wish I could always walk by your side, Nanda. Even if you’d never feel the same. But my wishes don’t matter anymore. I know what I have to do now.” She clenched her fists at her sides, turning to face the sea. “This was always my destiny. Mine alone.”

Police sirens wailed as Yasmin stepped into the surf, wading until she was ankle-deep in salty water battered by falling raindrops. She shouted at the top of her lungs toward the boat as the rain baptized her tan skin. “Hear me, False King! You have reached the end of your trail of carnage. Today, you die once and for all.”

Nilaya watched them from the edge of the boat. She tilted her head back in laughter, though Nanda couldn’t hear it from where she stood. Then, she lifted one hand and flicked her wrist, creating a massive wave that barreled toward Yasmin.

“Look out!” Nanda lunged forward, but when Yasmin gave her a warning glare, she stopped. 

She watched in amazement as Yasmin raised her own hand to the water, not even flinching as the crest of the dark wave cast its shadow over her small form. When the wave was about to consume her, it halted, draining back into the sea in a million harmless droplets, as if fearing Yasmin’s very presence.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

 

Malesh looked on in horror as the wave fell harmlessly at the feet of the Bronze Tiger warrior. He’d never seen anyone block an attack from Nilaya, not since her reawakening. How powerful was this girl?

Nilaya released a growl of rage, but her eyes betrayed a rare glint of fear.

“Insolent girl. You think you can stop me?” Her voice was like the roar of a wild tiger as she began swiping her hands left and right in furious strikes. With every swipe, an energy blast from her hand created a new wave in the water, each more monstrous than the last. 

Malesh held his breath, gripping the hilt of his blade until his fingers went numb. The waves pummeled toward the monk at full power. But she walked straight toward them. As each wave reached her, it broke into water droplets, returning to the bay as if bowing before the power of this mysterious monk.

“This isn’t possible,” Nilaya shrieked, taking a fearful step back as the girl walked deeper into the water. Wait, what was happening? The surf was receding around the girl, as if repelled by some strange force that protected her body. As she stepped further, Malesh felt a new dread sink into his bones.

The sea was parting for her.

 

***

 

Nanda watched in awe as walls of water cleared a path for Yasmin with every step. So this was the power of the Gifted Warrior. Maybe Yasmin really did stand a chance, but Nanda couldn’t risk letting her go in without backup. She sprinted to join Yasmin where the water was receding. But as she drew closer, the water rushed in behind Yasmin, creating a barrier between them.

Gritting her teeth, Nanda jumped into the torrent and tried to swim through it, but it spat her right back out, as if telling her to stay back. She tried again with the same result.

She cursed under her breath, forced to accept the fact that she had no choice. 

She’d have to let Yasmin face the False King alone.

 

***

 

Malesh held his ground beside Nilaya. As he drew his sword with a shink, his arms trembled. Honestly, he’d never believed in magic. But over the past few months, he’d encountered powers unlike anything he’d ever imagined. He could only hope Nilaya’s abilities were stronger than whatever mystic forces this warrior possessed. 

Nanda was still standing on the shore, helpless, while the other warrior drew closer. Water rose in great walls around her as she walked on the dry sand. Slowly. Purposefully. By the time she crossed a small rock reef, crabs scurrying at her feet, Malesh could see that the girl was close to his age. Yet her presence was that of someone who had walked many years on this earth.

Who was she?

Finally, the girl looked up from where she now stood, five paces below their boat. Malesh recognized her. It was one of the young monks from Jorhat. One of Jai’s pupils. How could someone so unassuming have been hiding such abilities?

“That’s it,” Nilaya growled, trying to sound confident. “This kid thinks she can steal my thunder and make me look like an idiot? I’ll show her real power.”

Nilaya vaulted over the boat’s railing, landing in a crouch on the dry sand below, where the water had receded for Yasmin. 

“W- wait.” Malesh lurched forward, careening over the railing. 

Terrific. If Nilaya really wanted him fighting by her side like she claimed, lunging hot-headed into battle with a powerful opponent wasn’t a smart move. He cursed, sheathing his sword at his side and carefully crawling over the railing until he hung over the hull. Sheets of water swirled just below the boat, creating a sort of amphitheater around the sandy floor where Nilaya now glared eye-to-eye with the warrior. Malesh shuddered. He’d learned all about the energy and atomic manipulations of the Bronze Tiger, but this was different. He’d never seen something so powerful.

He dropped down behind his aunt, landing clumsily. 

Nilaya crossed her arms, forcing a smirk. “I see you are playing with some pretty impressive powers. Having fun?”

The girl just stared back, her whole body seething. After a long pause, she spoke quietly. “I didn’t want this, but after what you did to my family, I see that I have no other choice.”

Nilaya shook her head, sighing. “Believe it or not, they were once my family, too. It’s a sacrifice I had to make. And if you don’t stand down, I’m afraid you’ll be joining them.”

Malesh half-hoped that the girl would just walk away, but she didn’t waver.

“Then you have sealed your fate,” Nilaya grumbled. Turning to Malesh, she extended her hand. “Give me the blade.”

Reluctantly, Malesh unsheathed the sword and placed the hilt in Nilaya’s hand.

She gripped the sword, a devilish smile on her lips. “The Spiritual Realm will welcome you soon.”

Raising the sword over her head, she struck down with full force. Yasmin stood firm, unafraid.

The blade halted in mid-air. Nilaya’s eyes widened, her smile reverting to a scowl as she glared down at Yasmin, trying with all her strength to break through the invisible barrier. But the harder she tried, the slower her body moved, until she stopped completely. As if frozen in time.

When Nilaya’s body was paralyzed, the warrior took a single step forward, placing a hand over Nilaya’s heart. 

“This is the only way,” she whispered, “to see a hopeful future again.”

Nilaya’s grip loosened. The blade fell into the sand. Her mouth opened, but no words came out. She was trapped, unable to move except for the tremors that seized her body. 

Her eyes. Malesh had never seen so much fear in someone’s eyes before.

“What are you doing, Aunt? Snap out of it!”

Sweat beaded on his neck as the seconds passed. Soon, the silver fabric where the warrior girl touched burned away, as if eaten by an invisible flame. The skin over Nilaya’s heart grew hot and red. The mysterious heat seemed to spread through her body until the veins of her neck glowed a painful crimson.

She screamed.

“Aunt Nilaya!” Finally forcing his feet to move, Malesh grabbed the sword from the sand. Without another thought, he clenched his teeth, plunging the blade into Yasmin’s back with an angry cry.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

 

“Yasmin!”

No. This can’t be happening. 

As the blade plunged through Yasmin’s back, the water that had receded crashed over the three of them.

Sprinting toward the surf, Nanda flung off her tennis shoes and pulled off her sopping Bronze Tiger robe, wearing just her black undershirt and black shorts. There was no time to stop and think through the risks. Yasmin, Yasmin! Please be alive.

Drawing a deep breath, she plunged head-first into the waves. She dove down as fast as her muscles allowed, venturing deeper into the warm water that pushed and pulled with every wave. 

She opened her eyes. The dark, murky water stung her eyeballs. With only the light of distant street lamps as her guide, she could barely make out her hands in front of her. But she swam further, deeper, ignoring the painful pressure building in her ears. Finally, she made out the shape of a robed warrior drifting along the sea floor. Nanda quickly wrapped an arm around her teammate and swam back up.

Breaking through the surface, she gasped for breath, coughing and sputtering. Being careful to keep Yasmin’s face above water, she stole a quick glance back toward the boat. Malesh was dragging an unconscious Nilaya up the rope ladder that hung over the hull, sword sheathed and swung over his back. 

Nanda pushed aside the hatred that boiled inside her, tearing her eyes away to focus on getting Yasmin to shore. When her feet finally touched bottom, she supported all of Yasmin’s weight, stumbling to the beach. Her limbs trembled with exhaustion as she carefully lay Yasmin on the dry sand. Her heart wilted like a dying flower when she looked down.

 A red mark stained Yasmin’s lower chest, leaking a steady stream of blood. The blade had pierced all the way through. Nanda bit down hard on her cheek as tears pooled in her eyes. She tried to tell herself there could still be hope. Maybe the blade missed the heart and lungs. Maybe—

Yasmin coughed, and Nanda swooped in to cradle her head. As her eyes fluttered open, she smiled.

“Now you’re the one saving me.”

Nanda chuckled through sobs, using one hand to put pressure on the bleeding wound. “Someone had to. I still owe you a date, after all.”

Yasmin’s gaze drifted to the sky, blood trickling from the corner of her mouth. “I was so close.”

Nanda stroked her cheek. It was cold. “Don’t worry. We’ll get her next time. All you need is a little rest, and you’ll be back on your feet.”

Yasmin looked confused, then wistful. “You can’t follow me where I’m going, Nanda. Not yet.”

Nanda gulped down a sob, blocking out the alarming shouts of police officers who were growing bolder on their megaphones. “Don’t be so dramatic. You’re not going anywhere.”

Yasmin reached up a shaky hand, holding her palm over Nanda’s heart. Nanda grasped it, intertwining their fingers.

“We… d- don’t have much time,” she whispered with effort. “You’re the only one who… who can do it now.”

Nanda shook her head. “I can’t. Only you can do it. It’s your destiny, not mine. So you’ve got to stay with me, okay?”

She smiled faintly, blood now staining her teeth. “I think we design our own destiny.”

Nanda could barely see Yasmin through her own tears. “Please…”

“Stay strong.” A faint mist clouded her eyes. “Until I see you again.”

“No, no, no. Don’t leave…” 

The light faded from Yasmin’s eyes, and she was gone. Nanda squeezed her eyes shut, letting herself cry. There were so many things she’d never learned about Yasmin. So many memories they’d never been able to create together. So many thoughts and feelings they’d never shared. This was too much. It couldn’t be happening. All she wanted was to crumble into the sand. To cry. To mourn.

But she didn’t have the luxury of grieving.

She was still pressing Yasmin’s hand to her heart when a voice boomed on a police megaphone. Nanda recognized it from the news interviews blasted on every TV station over the past few days. It was Rajan, the governor of Tamil Nadu.

“Anyone who is still alive on this beach, surrender now. Your comrades are dead, and your cover is blown. An anonymous member of the Ivory Gang has just delivered to our government a list of those involved in this attempted terrorist attack. My team has verified the list and found it credible. I repeat—we have your names.”

Nanda’s head shot up.

“The terrorists are as follows.” He paused, until the only thing Nanda could hear was her own heartbeat.

“The Feral Phantom, whose true identity is…” Nanda’s heart skipped. “Nanda Porter of the United States.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

 

Tiago’s eyes echoed Eric’s own terror as they huddled at the back of the crowd. They’d finally gotten back from the consulate after hitching a ride on the back of a truck, but Nanda’s name on a megaphone was the last thing they expected to hear. They kept their eyes on Governor Rajan, who stood above the protest on a small, make-shift stage with his megaphone pointed toward the beach.

He continued, “Tiago Souza of Brazil.”

Tiago cursed under his breath.

“Eric Harden of the United States.”

Eric slapped a hand over his mouth, suppressing a gasp. Him, a terrorist? Someone had clearly set them up. No one would believe all this… would they?

He and Tiago back-stepped into the shadows as Zach and the Hardens climbed onto the stage, incredulous. Zach looked like he was trying to reason with the governor. Melissa Harden, on the other hand, looked to be verbally assaulting the man, which led to her getting pulled off the stage by a pair of police officers. Jake Harden just stared across the crowd in shock.

“Come on. We need to get out of here,” Tiago mumbled, nudging him in the ribs.

Reluctantly, he forced his feet to move, following Tiago to a narrow path between hedges. The path skirted the same office building where Cindy was holed up. Eric imagined her listening in disbelief, her camera falling from her hands. She was the one person who would never believe this crap, but where did that leave her? She’d have to feign ignorance about knowing Nanda. About being close to him. And Eric knew that if he wanted to stay a free man, he couldn’t see her again.

He tore his mind from the painful thought. No, he couldn’t worry about that. He’d figure it out. Right now, he had to focus on one thing, and one thing only—not getting arrested.

 

***

 

Nanda still held Yasmin close, unable to move, unable to think. 

“I repeat. Nanda Porter. Tiago Souza. Eric Harden. We know who you are. You cannot hide anymore, so surrender now.” 

Those were the only names they had—for now. When the police started going through the bodies of her fallen friends, both dead and alive, they’d learn the rest. 

The Bronze Tiger’s anonymity would be over. 

Nanda’s secrecy already was.

She cursed through tears, clenching her teeth until her jaw ached. She could only guess who had leaked the names—Malesh and his band of criminals. Ever since Malesh discovered her identity in Jorhat, he’d been just sitting on the knowledge, waiting for the right moment to tell the world.

The rain surged again from a faint drizzle to a downpour as a police horn blared from the street. Dozens of fully armed officers finally began advancing onto the beach. 

With one last painful kiss on her friend’s forehead, Nanda gently laid Yasmin onto the sand, feeling a hollowness that she knew may never be filled again. Sucking in a deep breath, she stood tall to see the flashing police cars and blinding search lights pierce the rain. 

Movement at the far end of the beach registered from the corner of her eye. Someone was getting up from where they’d been huddled on the sand, raising their arms in surrender as officers stormed the area. It was Max. He’d been standing guard over Choden this whole time. 

“Down, down!” One of the officers yelled to him. 

Max fell to his knees, and several officers swarmed him, pinning him to the ground. A handful of still-conscious fighters, ally and enemy alike, raised their hands likewise. Not far away, Nanda could see a team of paramedics sprinting onto the beach with stretchers at the ready. As the police continued their advance, armed with riot shields, rifles, and gas masks, Nanda balled her fists, taking a step backward.

“I think that one is Nanda Porter!”

Nanda touched her face, remembering she’d torn her scarf off to help Master Gyuno. Damn it. Part of her said to flee, the other to stay and defend herself. She took two more steps back toward the tide just as another squadron joined the advancing troupe, creating a wide circle around her. This was it. Chances for escape were too slim. When she took one more step back, she hit someone standing behind her.

She gasped, swinging to face the towering figure. Master Jai stared down at her, scrapes and burns marring his exposed face.

“You’re alive,” she breathed, her mind flooding with relief.

“Listen quickly, Nanda.” He trained his eyes on the advancing officers. “I will hold them as long as I can. You must run like your life depended on it, and don’t look back until you’re far from here.”

“I’m not leaving you here!”

He shot her a glare. “Don’t argue with me, child. You’re our last hope of stopping the False King.” He stepped in front of her, falling into a wide-legged fighting stance. The faint shimmer of a powerful energy shield danced in front of him.  “Listen very closely. You must find safe passage back to Los Angeles. Do not let yourself be detected. There, you must find a warrior named Jonah Tenzing. He may be the only person who can help you.”

“But—”

“Go!”

She ran. Tears stung her eyes as she glanced back at Jai, who was now being swarmed by the throng of police. Maybe she’d never make it out of India without getting caught. Maybe she wouldn’t even make it off this beach. But she had to try. For Master Jai. For the Bronze Tiger.

For Yasmin.

The expanse swept past her vision as she sped across the beach, kicking up clouds of sand behind her. When she looked back, several officers were chasing her on foot. Luckily, she was putting distance between them. She was faster. Her confidence fell when more officers zoomed toward her on flashing police ATVs. 

The vehicles ware gaining on her, and fast.

Finally, she reached a dark building that hugged the beach. Rounding the corner, she stuck to the shadows, climbing the building with a single step along its side. She landed on the roof with a soft tap and spotted the next roof as soon as her eyes adjusted. Roof tiles slid under her bare feet, crashing to the road below as she jumped the gap. Wearing nothing but her black t-shirt and shorts, she soared over the street like an urban primate.

Extending hands and feet, she caught the next roof in a cat leap. Her fingers gripped the top edge, her feet falling against the side of the building. She pulled herself up and vaulted over the short wall edging the roof. At that moment, the ATVs screeched onto the pavement, roaring through the quiet streets.

Their motors revved, and they barked at each other in Tamil. Nanda didn’t look down. Instead, she narrowed her eyesight to tunnel vision—all she saw was the path ahead. 

A series of gaps and rooftops stretched before her as far as her eyes could see. Falling forward, she sprinted, striding over the smaller gaps, vaulting over roof barriers, and ducking under clotheslines. As she flew over one street, and then the next, she catapulted herself with all the energy left in her legs, springing her body over the dark streets far below.

Somehow, she always managed to land on the other side of the gap, sometimes by mere inches. When her muscles finally started to give, she sank down behind a wall bordering one small roof. She listened between heaving breaths. 

No more motors. No more shouts. She’d lost them.

She breathed a sigh of relief, inhaling deeply. With the immediate danger past, tears streamed down her face again. She swallowed back a sob.

This day wasn’t just a failure—it was a disaster. Sure, the bay was safe from the toxins. But Yasmin was gone. The False King had escaped. So many warriors had breathed their last breaths, while others would soon be arrested. And now, she, Eric, and Tiago were all fugitives. It wouldn’t be long before the lies of their involvement in the terrorist plot were relayed back to the States. 

They weren’t safe anywhere.

Looking for some comfort, she pulled her Bronze Tiger medallion from inside her shirt. When the light of a street lamp glinted off its metal, her blood froze.

It had turned black.

She checked the mark on her shoulder. The once reddish skin that outlined the tiger face had also been scorched black. 

Ohmen, what’s happening? Still no reply.

Nanda clenched her eyes shut. 

Please answer me. Don’t leave me alone. Not like this.

Fear coursed through her body. The world had grown so dark. And with the False King rising, it would only grow darker.

She opened her eyes, remembering the other precious object she kept in her pocket at all times. From her shorts, she pulled out the small wooden pendant Max had given her. To her relief, the tiger face carved on the front was intact. She opened the pendant, reading the shred of paper like she had so many times.

You’re not alone.

Inhaling a breath of courage, Nanda rose to her feet, looking out over the Chennai skyline. It sparkled with thousands of lights, testament to the millions of people who were blind to the danger the world was about to face. Wind whipped around Nanda as she held the pendant close to her chest, her tears drying.

Yes, this was a dark time, but it wasn’t the end. She’d find a way to join up with Eric and Tiago, get back to America, and find the man named Jonah Tenzing—whoever he was. Against all odds, they’d find a way to stop the False King once and for all.

They had to.

Placing the pendant back in her pocket, she leapt from the roof, disappearing into the dark of night.
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