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For the ones who stay until the last shadow fades,

who believe the broken still have a story worth telling,

who never give up on a man just because he walks alone.

You’ve stood by Johnny Rossi through the storms.

Now he is out to save a missing Bengal Tiger.

This journey, like every good mystery, is better,

because you came along for the ride.  pg
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and incidents are the product of the author’s
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Some days, you chase shadows. Some days, tigers. San Francisco isn’t what it used to be. Neither am I, but at least I’m still showing up. Every morning, I pour three fingers of bourbon into my coffee and promise myself I’ll cut back...tomorrow. I light up a cigarette, cough once, curse the smog and my lungs, and then I start the day.

The name’s Rossi. Johnny Rossi. San Francisco Private Eye. I’ve been tailing cheats, crooks, and missing husbands longer than most gumshoes keep their licenses. It used to be that the city had rhythm. Now it’s jazz played out of tune, with streets overflowing with the homeless.

Gentrification’s got the Mission dressing like Manhattan, and the corner bars I used to haunt now serve $18 cocktails made with lavender foam. I still drink mine straight—brown, and no umbrella.

Most days are routine—cheating spouse, a grifter with cold feet, an old lady convinced her neighbor's a Russian spy. But every so often, the city throws me a knuckleball. This one? This one started with a missing Bengal tiger.

The tiger stared at me—gold eyes like molten coins, muscles rippling beneath fur the color of burning embers. We were alone in a fog-drenched warehouse on the south docks, the air thick with fish guts and something far worse—fear. My cigarette trembled slightly between my lips as I whispered, “Easy, big girl... I’m not on today’s menu.” 

That’s how it began......

THE CASE OF THE MISSING TIGER
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CHAPTER 1
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THE MISSING BENGAL

It was one of those fog-sick mornings where even the pigeons looked depressed. I was nursing a hangover and my third cup of drip coffee at Manny’s Diner on 22nd and Shotwell...

That’s when she walked in.

Not that kind of “she.” This one wore a blazer too big for her shoulders, hair wound up in a librarian’s war knot, and moved like she was late to a fire.

“Mr. Rossi?”

I looked up. “If it’s about child support or church donations, I already gave. But if you’ve got cash and a good mystery, pull up a chair.”

She sat. Introduced herself as Dana Kovac, PR liaison for the San Francisco Zoo. Her hands were shaking. Caffeine or nerves—my bet was nerves.

“We’re in trouble,” she said, voice low. “Our Bengal tiger, Kaali... she’s missing.”

I blinked. “Missing? You mean she escaped?”

She shook her head. “No. We think she was stolen.”

I let that sink in for a while. 

“You’re telling me someone walked off with a four-hundred-pound cat armed with steak knives for teeth? You misplace keys, lady—not a tiger.”

She slid a folder across the table. Security photos, shift logs, timelines, and one red-stamped memo: CONFIDENTIAL.

“No prints. No damage. No blood. Just...gone. Like she vanished.”

I closed the file slow, like it might bite. “You tell the cops?”

“We did. They’re treating it like an inventory mistake. But we know our animals. This isn’t a glitch. And if the press gets wind of it, we’ll have panic on our hands.”

“Or a Netflix documentary.”

She didn’t smile.

I lit a cigarette. “You want me to find your tiger?”

“We want discretion. And results. You came highly recommended.”

Probably Cass from KZRQ. Or Ying Yip, my friend from Chinatown.

Either way, I needed the work. My rent was late, and the only thing in my fridge was two beers and an expired bottle of mustard.

“All right,” I said. “But if Kaali eats me, make sure my tombstone says ‘He Tried.’”

The fog was still hanging around when we reached the zoo. Dana handed me a visitor’s badge and a cup of coffee so weak it made a mockery of beans.

“Johnny, we’ve checked everything,” she said, leading me through a STAFF ONLY gate. “Fences, keepers, logs—even flew a drone along the perimeter.”

“Let me guess,” I said, taking a grim sip of coffee. “No tiger-shaped holes in the fence, no claw marks, and no sign of a four-hundred-pound houseguest strolling out the front gate?”

She gave a dry laugh. “Correct. Unless she teleported or called an Uber, Kaali was taken.”

We passed flamingos, a drowsy lemur, and a tortoise giving us the same look I give rent notices. I lit another cigarette. Dana gave me a glance. I gave her one back.

“I’ll keep it downwind of the penguins.”

The tiger enclosure was a bunker in disguise—cameras, double gates, motion sensors, murals of jungle scenes trying hard to look inviting. The ground was compacted soil and fake grass. A growl rumbled nearby—another big cat, maybe wondering where his breakfast went.

I crouched by the gate. No forced entry. No broken locks. No blood. Nothing.

“Security went dead from 1:12 to 1:20 a.m.,” Dana said. “Eight minutes, clean.”

“System glitch?”

She shook her head. “Our IT guy nearly had a stroke. Said it wasn’t hardware. Someone wiped it deliberately.”

I stood. Brushed off my coat.

“Well, the tiger didn’t do that.”

“No,” she said. “Someone very prepared did.”

We walked back toward the admin in silence.

“So?” she asked. “Do you believe me now?”

I believed you when I saw your hands shaking back at Manny’s. You don’t come to a guy like me unless things are real bad. The zoo’s whispering cover-up, the cops are half-listening, and meanwhile, a predator’s missing in a city full of soft necks.

She exhaled, tension finally cracking. “So... you’ll take the case?”

I flicked my smoke into a compost bin—because even private sleuths have standards.

“I’m in. I’ll need access to everything—keepers, logs, vendors, cameras, even the stuff you ‘lost.”

“You got it,” she said, sounding like someone who hadn’t exhaled in three days.

“One more thing,” I said. “This isn’t just about the tiger. Someone went to a great deal of trouble to make this look clean. That’s not curiosity. That’s business.....big business.”

Dana swallowed. “What kind of business steals a Bengal Tiger?”

I zipped up my coat against the fog. “The kind that doesn’t want it for a house pet.”

When trouble smells international, I head for Chinatown.

If secrets have an address in San Francisco, it’s somewhere behind a beaded curtain and an unmarked door. And nobody reads the fine print of this city like my friend, Ying Yip—retired herbalist, full-time information broker.

I found him in the back of Golden Dragon Tea Emporium, fanning himself with yesterday’s Sing Tao Daily and sipping something that smelled like green moss and ginger.

“Johnny Rossi,” he said without looking up. “You smell like bourbon and bad decisions.”

“That’s because I’m both. Got a minute?”

“I’m retired. I only help you because it entertains my ancestors.”

I dropped the tiger photo in front of him.

Ying raised an eyebrow. “You hunting big game now?”

“Kaali....Bengal....Gone.”

He sniffed. “Amateurs. Hiding a tiger? That thing drops fifty pounds of poop a day just in attitude.”

“That’s why I need you.”

Ying squinted through his gold rims. “Talk to Ling at The Jade Lotus. He hears more than he should. Someone’s paying real money these days for exotic pets.”

“Starting with a tiger?”

Ying smiled. “You’d be surprised what billionaires want. Most of it bites.”

I stood. “You coming?”

He sighed, stood up slow, and grabbed his cane.

“I was planning on a quiet week,” he said. “But tigers are sacred. We can’t let this one vanish.”

“That’s why I love you, Ying. You’re the wise one.”

“No,” he said, “I’m just too old to say no to you, Rossi.”

The Jade Lotus didn’t have a sign. Just a red lantern, a black door, and the kind of silence that made tourists keep walking.

I knocked twice. Waited. Knocked once more.

A peephole slid open. “Tell Ling that Johnny Rossi and Ying Yip want a word.”

The door opened. We stepped into incense, soy sauce, and quiet menace. Past velvet booths and bored girls in silk dresses. At the back, beneath a koi mural, sat Ling Wei—part businessman, part rumor. Once smuggled a Komodo dragon through customs in a violin case. So they say.

Ling looked up. “Ying Yip. Still breathing?”

“Barely,” Ying said. “You’re aging badly.”

“I age like wine. You age like tofu.”

I held up a hand. “Let’s skip the comedy hour. We’ve got a problem.”

Ling motioned us into the booth. “Sit. Talk fast. I’ve got a mistress and a mahjong game waiting.”

I dropped the tiger photo. “This one vanished. Not escaped. No blood, no mess, no footage.”

Ling poured tea like we were discussing rain.

“You think I stole your cat?”

“No. But maybe someone who owes you did.”

Ying added, “We’re not looking to burn anyone. We’re trying to stop something bigger.”

Ling reached under the table and pulled out a red envelope. He slid it across to me.

“This came two nights ago. No name. No return address. Just a time. Pier 39. Midnight.”

Inside, a gold-embossed card:

You are cordially invited to The Menagerie Market

One Night Only – Private Dock, Pier 39

Exotic Offerings – Unmatched Rarity – Live Demonstration

For those with the appetite to own what cannot be owned.

My gut clenched.

“Menagerie Market?”

Ying’s face went hard. “Not local.”

Ling nodded. “Nomadic. Expensive. Illegal. They move like smoke. Never twice in the same place.”

I read it again.

“‘Live demonstration.’ That tiger isn’t for sale. She’s part of the show.”

“Or worse,” Ying said.

Ling tapped out his cigarette. “You didn’t get this from me. I’ll deny it. These people don’t just sell animals. They sell fear. Control. They buy anything that bleeds.”

I slipped the invitation into my coat. “So do I. Only difference is, I bleed back.”

We stepped into the Chinatown night—neon buzzing, dumpling steam rising, an alto saxophone crying somewhere down Stockton Street. We didn’t talk for half a block.

Then Ying said, “You know the rumors, Johnny. Menagerie Market doesn’t just trade in animals.”

I lit a cigarette.

“Like what?” I asked.

He looked at me, dead serious. “People.”

The sidewalk got colder.

“You think Kaali’s the warm-up act?”

Ying nodded. “She’s bait. And someone’s watching.”

I exhaled smoke into the dark.

“Well,” I said. “Now they know we’re watching, too.”

“Let’s just make sure we bite first.”
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BENEATH THE BAY LIGHTS

Pier 39 is all laughs and clam chowder by day, but by midnight it turns into something else—leaner, quieter, like the city’s bones creaking under the weight of too many secrets. The tourists vanish. The neon signs flicker like they’ve got second thoughts. The carousel shuts up like a bad memory. What’s left is cold air, salt mist, and shadows slicker than anything you can hold onto.

Ying and I sat in a dark sedan across the street, windows cracked just enough to keep the windshield from fogging. He sipped hot tea from a dented thermos. I gnawed on a stale pretzel and wished I had something stronger in the cupholder.

“Tell me again why we’re staking out a ghost party,” I muttered.

Ying didn’t look at me. “Because tigers don’t vanish. And people don’t hold midnight auctions unless they’ve got something to hide.”

“Comforting.”

Ling’s red envelope sat folded in Ying’s inside pocket, but we weren’t using it. Showing up to a black-market animal auction with my face and his reputation would be like crashing a mob wedding in a clown car. Tonight wasn’t about bidding. It was about watching—spotting faces, logging movements, and figuring out who was shopping for trouble.

At 12:08 a.m., a black SUV rolled up behind the loading gate. Two suits got out—clean, earpieces, body language that said they knew how to hurt people without making a mess. They flashed something shiny at a bored-looking dock worker, who waved them through a side entrance beneath a sign that read: AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY

Ying nodded toward the north side of the pier. A sleek yacht bobbed in the water—black hull, tinted windows, no markings. Moments later, a few silhouettes stepped out of a limo and were ushered aboard by another man in a suit. Too smooth. Too silent.

“Smell that?” Ying said.

“Money?”

“Danger,” he replied. “And too much money.”

We waited twenty minutes before I had enough. I stepped out of the car, flipped my coat collar up against the bay wind, and tugged a black knit cap low over my eyes.

“You going in?” Ying asked.

“Not yet. Let’s see who else shows.”

Another car rolled in—a deep-blue Rolls-Royce, windows dark enough to reflect your sins. The passenger door opened, and a man stepped out. Gray three-piece suit. Gloves. Wide-brimmed hat. Tall. Too graceful. The kind of guy who didn’t walk into places—he arrived.

He didn’t flash a pass. Didn’t speak. Just nodded once at the guard.

The guard waved him in.

Ying leaned closer. “You see that?”

“Oh yeah,” I said. “You know him?”

“No. But when they don’t check your ID, it means you own the place—or someone in it.”

The man’s face stayed in shadow, but his walk wasn’t casual. It was calculated. This was someone used to people holding their breath until he left the room.

“We’re tailing that one,” I said.

“Johnny,” Ying said carefully, “you sure?”

“I’m sure. I just don’t like it.”

When the next wave of guests went in, we followed.

The gate now had a sleepy-looking guard with a clipboard. I flashed a laminated parking permit and mumbled, “Vendor. Kitchen supplies.”

He blinked, looked at nothing, then waved us through like he’d already given up on upward mobility.

Inside, the mood shifted hard. The air smelled like wealth and nerves. Waiters in black slipped by with champagne. The crowd didn’t look at each other for too long. Everything was velvet-draped and gold-lit, the pier transformed into a ballroom from a Bond villain’s fever dream.

In the center: a raised dais, surrounded by velvet rope. Above it, a curtain.

We didn’t need to guess what was behind it.

“You think it’s—?” I whispered.

Ying nodded. “The tiger. Or something worse.”

A chime rang out. The room hushed. A man with a voice like silk over gravel took the mic.

“Ladies and gentlemen. Thank you for attending tonight’s private engagement. As always, discretion is not only appreciated—it is assumed. Our first offering this evening is a rare treasure, brought to you through extensive international collaboration...”

He gestured toward the curtain.

It parted.

A Bengal tiger stood center stage. But not Kaali. This was a male. His muscles rippled under golden fur. His eyes were dull—tranquilized, maybe just exhausted. A heavy chain locked him to the platform.

Even so, he looked like royalty. Royalty in exile.

The crowd gasped.

The auctioneer smiled like he’d just unveiled a stolen Rembrandt.

“Now, do you believe me?” Ying whispered.

“I believed you the second you said ‘live demonstration.’”

The bidding began at fifty grand.

The guy in the gray suit—the one we followed—lifted a paddle. Black. Marked with a single white glyph.

“You recognize that symbol?” I asked.

Ying went pale. “Yeah. That’s not a name. That’s a warning.”

“That’s from the Obsidian Circle.”

I’d heard of them. Maybe. Or maybe I just felt them. International. Quiet. Richer than God and meaner than gossip. Weapons. Data. Animals. Art. And if you so much as said their name in the wrong tone, you disappeared.

And this guy was here, bidding on a tiger like it was a decorative lamp.

The heat rose in my throat.

“What’s the plan?” Ying asked.

I looked at the tiger. Then the man.

“Now,” I said, “we find out what he really came for.”

Ying nodded. “Then we get out alive.”

We didn’t stay for the final bid.

The gray-suit guy raised his paddle again—calm, smooth. This wasn’t a purchase. It was a signature. A statement. I caught Ying’s eye.

Time to vanish.

We slid along the draped edge of the room, ducked into a side hallway, and exited through a freight door. No one stopped us.

That was worse.

We hustled back to the car. Didn’t speak until we were three blocks out, winding uphill through Broadway, headlights and fog turning the world into a Monet with a migraine.

Then Ying said, “There’s an old quote from Anatole France...”

I raised an eyebrow. “Yip, are you getting poetic on me?”

He smiled. “Poetry is good for the soul.”

Then added, “Until one has loved an animal, a part of one’s soul remains unawakened.”

I was quiet.

Then: “If they’d spotted us...”

“They didn’t.”

“They might have.”

“And if they did,” I said, “we’d be fish food behind a loading dock.”

Neither of us laughed.

By the time we reached Ying’s apartment above a tea shop on Stockton, the adrenaline was gone, replaced with that hollow, echoing silence that only comes when you survive something you shouldn’t have.

Ying brewed tea the way he always did—carefully, like he was putting something right with the tea gods. I stood by the window, watching red lanterns sway over a Chinatown that never really slept.

“That tiger,” I said. “You saw his eyes?”

“He’s been moved,” Ying said. “More than once. Probably drugged. They do it to keep them quiet. But it chips away at something inside.”

I took the tea. It tasted like moss and old memories. It helped.

“If I’d blown our cover...”

“You didn’t. But if you had, that tiger would be dead. Maybe us too.”

“We saw something we weren’t supposed to see.”

“And we weren’t even on the guest list.”

I rubbed my face. “Can’t go to the cops. What do I tell them—‘Hey, I crashed a tiger auction hosted by the Illuminati at Pier 39’? They’ll either laugh, arrest me, or refer me to psychiatry.”

Ying nodded slowly. “You’re going to tell Dana?”

“Tomorrow. She needs to know what’s happening at her zoo. But she’s not gonna like it.”

“She won’t believe it.”

“She’ll have to. Because this isn’t just about a tiger anymore. This is bigger. Organized. Funded. Global.”

“And worse,” Ying said. “You and me? We might be on a list now.”

I stared out at the alley. A shadow crossed the window across the way. Could’ve been a cat. Could’ve been worse.

“I’m not afraid of lists,” I said. “I’m afraid of what comes next.”

Ying’s smile was thin. “Then we do what we always do. Move quiet. Ask less. Listen more. And brace for the lies.”

I tapped the mug once. “Dana’s meeting me at ten. I’ll tell her everything.”

“You trust her?”

“I don’t trust anyone but you, Ying. And I trust fear. Right now, Dana’s got plenty.”

Ying rinsed the cups in silence.

“If she’s smart,” he said, “she’ll burn that zoo to the ground before those people come back to clean up their mess.”

I stood there, breathing in the tea, the neon, and the city that never blinked.

Outside, San Francisco glistened in the midnight drizzle. Beautiful. Indifferent. Dangerous.

And somewhere out there, a tiger waited.
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A MURDER WHILE A TIGER WAITS

I was halfway down the admin hallway when I heard Dana’s voice behind me.

“Rossi—wait.”

She caught up, her heels tapping like warnings on the tile. She looked different now. The steel in her spine was still there, but wrapped in something raw. She wasn’t just worried anymore—she was shaken.

“Something’s happened,” she said, low. “One of our keepers. Charles DeGraves. Found dead this morning.”

I stopped walking. “Dead?”

She nodded. “Maintenance found him behind the carnivore containment shed. Neck broken. Head struck a pipe.”

I let that settle.

“Police?”

“They’re calling it an accident. Slip and fall. No signs of struggle. No footage either—cameras went out for exactly thirteen minutes sometime after midnight.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Same time frame, Yip and I were at Pier 39. Same camera blackout trick.”

She nodded. “What did you find?”

“I’ll bring you up to speed in a second.”

We ducked into the breakroom. She shut the door tight. I stood there with my heart pounding low and steady. Dana looked like someone who’d just watched the floor give out—and caught a glimpse of the drop.

“Charlie was with us for seven years,” she said. “Clean record. Quiet. Loved the cats. If he were part of something shady... I would’ve known.”

I said nothing.

Because she didn’t know.

And someone had made damn sure Charlie DeGraves would never talk to anyone again.

“You said you saw a tiger,” she said, voice tight. “I need to know everything. Please. No sugarcoating.”

She wasn’t a PR woman now. She wasn’t even the liaison. She was a human being in over her head. So, I gave it to her straight.

“All right,” I said. “You want the ugly version? Here it is.”

I sat down, lit a cigarette, and started talking.

“Ying and I got tipped by Ling Wei in Chinatown. Runs gambling, connections—he hears things. Gave us an invite to a one-night-only auction at Pier 39.”

Dana’s eyes widened. “It was real?”

“As a gold-plated panic attack. Security checkpoint. Suits with silencers. Rolls-Royces. Velvet ropes and champagne trays. Not one nervous twitch in the room. These people were predators, Dana. The rich kind.”

“And Kaali?”

“We saw a tiger. Not Kaali. This one was a male.”

I paused.

“Under lights. Chained. Drugged. Not mistreated—but not respected, either. He was a showpiece. Bidding started at fifty grand.”

She covered her mouth. “Oh no!”

“There was a man,” I said. “Gray suit. Gloves. Fedora. Looked like he’d walked out of a pulp novel. He bid twice. Quiet. Clean. Controlled.”

“And that’s...?”

“Alaric Voss. Not a buyer. A broker. Facilitator for something called the Obsidian Circle.”

Dana blinked hard. “You mentioned that name.”

“Yeah. They’re real. They don’t operate online. No slogans...Just money. Old money. They move in shadows and sell the things no one else dares put a price on.”

Dana looked down at her coffee like it might offer advice.

“So, what does this have to do with Charlie?”

“He saw something. Or knew something. Or helped, and got cold feet. Maybe he asked the wrong question. Either way, they silenced him.”

Dana sank into a chair, buried her face in her hands. “Charlie....murdered.”

I waited a beat. Let it breathe. Then I leaned forward.

“This isn’t one dirty zookeeper running a side hustle. This is organized. Coordinated. Silent. The kind of people who can knock out a camera system, break a neck, and sweep it all under the rug before sunrise.”

Her voice cracked. “So, what do we do?”

Outside the window, a couple of kids were walking past, holding cotton candy and pointing at flamingos. They didn’t know they were walking on top of a crime scene.

“We keep quiet. We get smart.”

“I’m not a spy, Rossi.”

“You don’t need to be. Just stay unpredictable. Feed me names. Access lists. Vendor invoices. Night shift logs. Vet records—especially any animal listed as ‘transferred’ in the past year. I want to know if Kaali was just the latest.”
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