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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          MAY 2178

        

      

    

    
      Taliya sat motionless on the edge of the bed, barely breathing. Footsteps shuffled on the bamboo floorboards of the hallway. Her tail involuntarily swept across the bedspread, but being still no longer mattered. They were just outside the door. She sighed, trying not to dig her claws into the bedding because she’d only have to mend the punctures later.

      “I can smell you out there,” she whispered.

      “No you can’t,” a kit’s voice from the hallway responded. “You just heard our feets.”

      “Jai, I can smell you too.”

      The kits giggled, and muffled padding down the hallway indicated the twins had headed back to their rooms. Maybe they would stay there. Why is this a drama every damn night? Hiding in the bedroom hadn’t helped.

      “You are part tiger, you demons,” she grumbled after them. “You should love to sleep.”

      More giggles echoed down the hallway.

      Kano shifted in the bed next to her. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Sorry.” She kissed him on the forehead. “Go back to sleep.”

      After three weeks away in Missouri—assisting with recovery from a Category 6 tornado that leveled three towns—she hoped he’d catch up on some rest. Then be ready for private time with her before the rest of the house woke up.

      Assuming she ever got them all to sleep in the first place.

      When she peeked out the bedroom door, there was no sign of the roaming twins. That was progress.

      Heading into the living room, Taliya began her pre-sleep round of the house. Gathering random plates and cups, she set them in the big metal sink and wiped down the bamboo counters. From the big window there, she checked out her parents’ cottage, about thirty yards across an open lawn. Grammy Shreya and Grampa Jai had been by for dinner that night to welcome Kano home. Now their log cabin was dark.

      Dilating her eyes to see better across the yard, she spotted the Belgian Malinois guard dogs resting peacefully near the chicken coop. If anything made it through the security system around the compound, Cairo and Elektra would know immediately. Their noses were at least as capable as a tigran’s.

      One of the barn cats raced intently across the field, hopefully after a rat. Keeping rodents out of the food storage sheds was an ongoing battle, requiring several random cats who came and went at their leisure, usually leaving new kitten recruits behind. Cairo raised his head to track the feline, then rested it on his paws again. Since Taliya and Kano’s wedding celebration, no one but family and close friends had set foot on the property. But the dogs were still alert and ready.

      The tigran community in the Ozarks had not exactly grown since the Gathering, but it had changed. Families from the camp and other parts of the country had relocated there to take over homes and property of tigran who had not survived the purge. Samson had arranged most of it. Each family had a nice plot of land—at least ten acres, usually more—but that meant they were spread out like an old-school farming community.

      Taliya’s family owned eighty acres her father purchased for his human history projects before she was born. A large chunk of that was the barley and wheat fields—for ale production, bread, or trading. There were bees for honey, chickens for eggs and meat, along with wooded land where Grampa Jai hunted turkey and deer. A small garden provided veggies. Taliya took a moment to appreciate their quiet, mostly self-reliant lives. Kano’s comings and goings for government jobs was enough excitement.

      A thud of something dropping or being knocked over came from the back of the house, and she swiveled an ear that direction. No crash, so probably nothing broken. Her hackles spiked along the back of her neck. If they wake the girls . . .

      Kano had helped her get the one-year-old pair to sleep before he’d collapsed, patting one orange-and-black-striped back while she patted the other. Both Luna and Lilly, the L-twins, were excellent sleepers. The five-year-old twins, not so much. Pushing four feet tall now, but still like rambunctious puppies.

      Taliya loaded the dishes into the washer and set it to run, then made sure the sturdy oak door was locked and the electronics were all off. She debated picking up the toys scattered around the living room, but that felt pointless. With the youngest four, there were always toys on the floor somewhere.

      Marla had brought over her amazing cinnamon rolls, and Taliya gave them a quick sniff, knowing both overflowing baskets waiting on the big kitchen island would be gone when breakfast was done. It was shocking none were missing already. She was tempted to sneak one, but the kits would smell it on her. Maybe once they were asleep.

      With order restored to that portion of the house, she shuffled down the hallway toward the bedrooms. The kits thought the giant tiger-foot slippers they’d gotten her for Christmas were hilarious, and Taliya loved how cozy they were. And silly. Also useful on a chilly spring evening.

      She heard Kano’s even breathing and slight snore as she passed the main bedroom. He’d gone right back to sleep, as males seemed able to do at the drop of a hat. He always slept like the dead for hours after a job. This return would probably be the same, though he’d get up for a cinnamon roll.

      She paused across the hall at Aliania’s door, but the gentle breathing from inside assured her the white kit was resting peacefully. At eight years old and nearly as tall as her adopted mother, this young one had her own set of issues and battles for independence, but sleep was not one of them.

      Three out of five.

      Mentally girding her loins, she continued down the hall. The scuffles of the twins scrambling into bed—realizing she was coming to check on them—made her smile, despite how annoying they were at the moment.

      “I hope that strawberry butt and that orange butt are in their beds,” she whispered as she turned off the bathroom light and gave them a moment to comply. Creaking springs and ruffling of sheets offered hope.

      Stopping in the hallway space between their two doors, she dramatically peeked into one room, then across the hall into the other. Amrita and Jai both giggled.

      “I know it’s hard to calm down after Papa gets home, but you have to at least try. It’s too late to be running around the house. Your tiger bits need sleep.”

      “But my human bits want to play Rampage Roadster,” Jai whispered back.

      “My human bits want one of Aunty Marla’s rolls,” Amrita said, her unique tannish-peach tabby-tiger stripe markings contorting into a frown against her white fur.

      “No, and no,” Taliya said, leaning against the doorframe of her daughter’s room. “But . . . you can read, as long as you keep your furry bottoms in bed.”

      Jai groaned like this was a punishment and flopped over dramatically. But Amrita immediately clicked the little lamp on her nightstand and pulled out a copy of the new teen tigran mystery series. Written by a human, but he got it mostly right. Taliya waited until the kit put on her glasses. Amrita hated them, but using magnification for reading helped her vision. The white tiger DNA routinely involved crossed-eyes, and she struggled with that issue more than Ali or Kano.

      Somewhat confident they would stay put and not wake the others, Taliya headed back to the dark living room and stretched out on the sofa. If she was wrong and they started roaming, at least she could avoid waking Kano again. She considered checking her messages, but her communicator was over on the kitchen counter. Too far. She sighed and closed her eyes for just a second.

      The smell of warm cinnamon, sugar, and buttery dough roused her. Early morning sunlight slanted into the living room through the big bay window. She sat upright, ears perked, and took stock of her household, horrified she’d fallen asleep and left the older twins to their own machinations.

      “Morning, Mama,” Aliania said from the kitchen.

      “Morning, Ali. Is anyone else up yet?”

      “The L-twins are starting to stir, but not fussing yet. The pain-in-the-ass twins are out cold.”

      Taliya chuffed and wondered how late they’d managed to stay awake. The scent of breakfast would have everyone out of bed shortly. Marla’s rolls already warming in the oven smelled heavenly.

      Aliania moved the basket of eggs next to the electric stovetop and dropped a bit of butter into the cast-iron skillet to melt. Then she pulled a two pound package of bacon from the local butcher out of the cooling unit. Taliya watched in amazement.

      “You’re being awfully efficient and helpful this morning.”

      “I’m hungry,” the white kit said innocently.

      “And . . .”

      “And maybe you can drive me to Gracie’s later so we can watch a movie at her house?”

      Taliya chuffed, glad that was the extent of the bargain. It always made her nervous when Ali went out into the world, but the village and local tigran offered a modicum of safety—friends and school and connections Ali needed.

      “We should be able to work that out,” Taliya said, stretching and flexing her claws. “I’m sure Grammy can take you. She has to pick up the boys from school for the weekend anyhow.”

      “Just make sure she drops me off first. The T-twins are big goobers around my friends.”

      “You have beautiful and delightful friends,” Taliya said with a wink. “How could Tuscan and Tyler resist showing off? Especially after all week with only boys at school.”

      “Gross. They’re, like, old. It is so not cool.”

      Taliya smiled at the idea that eleven was old and gross. Though they were the human equivalent of teenagers, which was not a tidy stage of life. And being away at high school now had provided education far beyond their classes on how to annoy their nieces and nephews.

      Aliania wrinkled her nose and began breaking eggs into the skillet. She appeared to be preparing for a small army to dine, which was good because the herd would descend on the kitchen any moment.

      Happy noises from the L-twins reached Taliya’s ears, and she dragged herself from the comfortable sofa to get them before . . . Too late. Kano opened the bedroom door and groggily peered out.

      “I smell food,” he mumbled.

      “Your eldest is cooking. Be warned.”

      He chuckled and yawned. “I miss good food almost as much as I miss all of you when I’m off on a job.”

      “Are you suggesting the government doesn’t feed you well?”

      Kano snorted and scratched the white fur of his ruff. “Canned meat is not real food.”

      The L-twins had begun to chat, and it sounded like they were up and clunking around. Kano glanced at the sound, then back toward the kitchen.

      “Go make sure Ali doesn’t burn the rolls,” Taliya said. “Or burn the house down. I’ll get the girls.”

      Kano frowned for a second before nodding. She knew he felt guilty for being away so much and leaving her alone with five kits, but it was what his job currently demanded. Rebuilding after natural disasters required skilled masons, and she was proud he was considered one of the best. Even if it kept him away from her for long chunks of time. She had her parents, with Marla and her tigran husband Parth just up the road—and a shred of sanity left. The mental list of things to do before lunch danced through her mind. Getting Ali on her transport to school was up soon, though she mostly kept herself on schedule. What time is it?

      Cairo barked, but it was a happy sound.

      “Your parents must have smelled the rolls,” Kano said with a grin.

      “Ali, unlock the front door for your grandparents,” Taliya called to the kitchen.

      With a squeal, the L-twins toddled out of their room and slammed into their parents’ legs.

      “Uppie, uppie,” Luna said, reaching her arms for her father.

      “Good morning, stinker.” Kano picked her up and nuzzled into her neck while she giggled.

      “You two, into the bathroom,” Taliya said. “Get your business done before anyone else wakes up.”

      Kano put Luna down, and the L-pair thundered along the hallway.

      “We need to build another bathroom,” Kano mumbled.

      “I’ll add that to the list of things to accomplish in all our spare time,” Taliya said, wiping the fur on his sleep-rumpled face so the black lines matched up correctly.

      They’d already doubled the size of the original log house, after building a separate house for her parents and brothers across the yard. She and Kano had their own private en suite bathroom, but five kits in one shared bathroom was going to become more and more problematic as they grew older. Especially for Jai, the only boy. She knew he slipped out the back door to pee in the woods more often than not.

      Amrita and Jai wandered out of their bedrooms and started complaining about the L-twins already being in the way. The household com in the living room began a rhythmic dinging as Grammy Shreya and Grampa Jai came in the front door.

      “Who’s calling at this hour?” Kano grumbled.

      With a sigh, he motioned Taliya to the kitchen and then staggered toward where it sounded like the L-twins were destroying the bathroom, tail flicking in agitation.

      “I’ll get it,” Taliya sing-songed, heading for the com. Maybe it was about her memoir. Fans were chomping at the bit for all the details of her exploits during the Gathering and in the years after. She was still waiting to hear back from her editor.

      With a wave of greeting to her parents and an assessment that Aliania wasn’t ruining breakfast, Taliya sat down in front of the video phone and clicked to answer it. She was greeted by Samson, the ligran lawyer—part tigran and part liran, a rare mix. His tan face with distinctive liger spots appeared concerned, and Taliya’s chest clenched.

      “S-Samson, how are you?” she stuttered out nervously.

      “I am fine, but why are you ignoring your messages?”

      “I just woke up. What’s going on?”

      “We found the dragons,” Samson said. “We need you in Australia immediately.”
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      “I can’t go to Australia,” Taliya said with a snort of a laugh. “And are you sure about the dragons? We’ve gone off on so many wild goose chases.”

      “We are positive,” Samson said.

      “Hold on, then.”

      Taliya switched the call to the media wall, and the life-size images of both Samson and Reynaldo—the black panthran who had been the head dragon trainer—appeared, sitting at desks in Samson’s small beige legal office. Reynaldo helped there from time to time with ongoing cases involving illegally captive creatures. Taliya smiled at her friends. It felt like they were right in the room. Aliania squeaked happily from the kitchen, probably feeling the same way.

      “Would you get Kano, please,” she asked Shreya, who nodded with wide eyes.

      Squeals and arguing carried up the hallway to Taliya as her mother joined the morning battle for some sense of order among the four younger siblings.

      “Okay,” Taliya said, settling on the sofa. “How can you be so positive?”

      Reynaldo clicked on his com, and several images popped up across the middle of the media screen. Photos taken by an overhead drone. They showed vast areas of dried-out grassland, several large buildings with dark metal roofs, and four white shapes clearly visible outside in a ring of sectioned-off ground in the middle. Taliya looked closely, ready to deny those shapes were Pegasus, Coconut, Polly, and her beloved Bunny—the dragon-like genetic hybrids from the refugee camp who’d been kidnapped, along with Taliya and Reynaldo, right before the end of the war. This wasn’t the first time someone had gotten her hopes up about finding them, only to have it all fall apart and prove to be bad intel.

      Kano joined her on the sofa and immediately focused on the image showing what looked like the dragons. He was one of the few other creatures in the world who had flown dragon-back, and he was as interested as her in finding the pterodragons.

      “I know the photo isn’t crystal clear,” Reynaldo said. “They didn’t want to risk getting too close and possibly setting off security alarms. But the anti-poaching troops on the ground have made visual confirmation and contacted us.”

      Taliya grumbled deep in her chest, excited but still hesitant.

      “Where is this?” she asked.

      “Deep in Queensland,” Samson said. “Middle of nowhere. Troops have witnessed them flying in shipments of food, probably for the keepers as well as the dragons. There is nothing around there for hundreds of miles but dirt and scrub. It is an excellent hiding place.”

      Taliya grumbled again, and Kano put a comforting hand on his wife’s back, rubbing in small circles.

      “Australia,” Taliya said. “So, there’s nothing to be done about it. Who’s willing to try to rescue them from another country?”

      “We are,” Reynaldo said confidently.

      Taliya chuffed at him and pursed her whiskers. “Well, of course we are. But this is way beyond us. Besides the fact that they are basically under the jurisdiction of another government, can you imagine the cost of returning them to the camp? It’s a level of drama and expense that boggles the mind.”

      “The first part we think you can help with,” Samson said. “Call in a favor or two from the president.”

      Taliya considered this. Surely Padme—President Nakobi, currently running for reelection for her second term—would be willing to help coordinate a rescue with the Australian government. She was a loyal supporter of all genetic creations and their rights. Padme had backed up Samson’s work dozens of times and helped get laws passed when needed.

      “But what if the Aussie’s want to keep the dragons?” she said. “What if they were part of capturing them in the first place?”

      “Then we have a whole different problem,” Reynaldo said. “So that makes it the first place to start. President Nakobi can help us determine if we have that government’s support or not. Then we can worry about how to get the dragons back to Canada. There will definitely need to be diplomatic involvement.”

      Taliya wished she could just bring the dragons to her home and their extensive property in the Ozark mountains. In her mind’s eye, she could see Kano putting up a building on their land like the one he’d helped construct back at the refugee camp. Maybe they could just keep Bunny and let the Canadians have the other three. It made her wonder where Faria, Nimmy, and Karma—the other dragon wranglers—had ended up.

      Kano cleared his throat, bringing her back to the moment. She glanced at him, and he slow-blinked his blue eyes at her, probably guessing what was spinning in her thoughts.

      “Will you get in touch with the president?” Samson asked. “If you are uncomfortable with that, I can do it myself with my lawyer hat on, but I think it would be better coming from you. After all the work you two have done together, President Nakobi is more likely to get involved if you ask.”

      Taliya nodded. “Okay.”

      The pair on the screen visibly relaxed. They’d clearly been concerned about her refusal. It wasn’t that Taliya was uncomfortable asking Padme for help, she just never used that connection to her advantage unless there were no other options. In this case, governments were involved. One of them was going to have to talk to the president, so it logically should be her.

      Two tiny screams of frustration came from the bedrooms.

      “I’ve got it!” Shreya yelled.

      “Thank you,” Taliya called back, and Kano chuckled.

      “Maybe you can play on Padme’s guilt a bit,” he said. “Remind her of the two little gifts we brought back from that visit to the uncivilized Nuche Clan in Colorado.”

      The others joined him in his laugh.

      “She will not take the blame for that,” Taliya said. “But I’ll gently mention it, if she’s hesitant to help.”

      “She’ll have to coordinate with the Canadian government as well,” Reynaldo said, “since they’re also involved in a sense of ownership of the dragons.”

      “Who do they actually belong to?” Taliya wondered. “The American government who created them? The Canadians only had them as part of the refugee program. The Australians may think they have just as much of a right to keep them. It’s going to get very mucky.”

      Kano nodded his agreement, but Samson and Reynaldo didn’t look concerned.

      “Ask Nakobi for help,” Samson said, “and let her worry about the politics.”

      “Gladly.” Taliya frowned. “Keep the politics as far away from me as possible.”

      “Once we have the go-ahead,” Samson added, “General Thompson is ready to gather a team and take us in.”

      Reynaldo grinned at the formal use of his mate Carl’s title. Samson threw around the “general” part when he could. Brigadier General was technically correct but too much to say every time.

      Kano leaned back on the sofa. “So Carl would actually go to Australia and try to reclaim the animals?”

      “He and I would go, yes,” Reynaldo said. “I was the head trainer. . . . But we will need help.”

      Taliya clenched her jaw, whiskers flared and ears stiff.

      “Here we go,” Kano mumbled.

      “Taliya,” Reynaldo said, flaring his own dark whiskers, “we’ll need more than one creature the dragons trust. We need you too.”

      Before Taliya could respond to that ridiculous idea, both sets of twins thundered into the living room and launched themselves onto the sofa. Amrita cuddled into her mother’s lap while Little Jai and the L-twins climbed on Kano like he was a jungle gym. Shreya followed behind and mouthed sorry. Taliya waved her away.

      “Well, the gang’s all here,” Reynaldo said with a smile. “Good morning, kits.”

      “Uncle Rey-Rey!” Little Jai said, jumping off the sofa and running up to the media wall. He patted the image of Reynaldo’s furry black face. “You’re missing breakfast.”

      “Hello, Jai,” Reynaldo said. “I’m too far away to join for breakfast this morning. Maybe another day.”

      As his Grampa moved him out of the way, Little Jai whined his disappointment at not having a real visit from his cool panthran “uncle.” Aliania quietly sat down next to Taliya and pulled Amrita onto her own lap, but she only had eyes for the magnificent ligran Samson. Ali’s childhood crush had not diminished one bit over the years, and Taliya forced herself not to comment about the goo-goo expression on the girl’s face. Who could blame her for adoring the smart, kind, glorious Samson? But it was best to pretend no one noticed or Ali would throw a fit.

      “As you can see,” Taliya said, pulling Lilly off Kano, “I can’t go to Australia for a rescue mission. I’ll talk to Padme, but that’s it.”

      Samson and Reynaldo exchanged looks. Rey whispered something to the ligran that Taliya couldn’t hear over the connection.

      “Okay,” Samson said, grinning. “Start with getting the governments talking. Then we will see what comes next.”

      “Nothing involving me comes next,” Taliya said with assurance.

      “Whatever you say.” Reynaldo winked at her. “Let us know after you talk with the president.”

      Samson and Reynaldo waved at the tigran family on the sofa, and the call was terminated on their end.

      “Awww,” the kits moaned when the images ceased and left a blank white media wall.

      “Breakfast,” Shreya called from the kitchen, and the kits tumbled over each other, racing to get there first. Aliania followed behind, taking the basket of warm rolls from her grammy.

      Kano grabbed his communicator from the side table and started typing.

      “What’s wrong?” Taliya asked, looking over his shoulder.

      “I’m just letting the crew know I won’t be able to make the next job in two weeks.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re going to Australia. Or Washington. Or something like that.”

      “No, I’m not,” Taliya insisted.

      “Whatever you say, Tal.” Kano mirrored Rey’s words and his knowing wink.

      Before she sat down for breakfast at the oversized wood table, Taliya sent a message to President Nakobi about the basics of what Samson had learned and what might be required from the government. The kitchen was clean and restored to order, Ali off to school and kits playing in the yard, before the response came in. The president would request the intel from Samson and be in touch with the Australian prime minister immediately.

      Taliya settled on one of the oversized Adirondack chairs on the porch with her chai and watched the kits play tag—a perfect outlet for their unending energy. Elektra sprawled out next to her, but Cairo stayed close to the kits, lying down but ears up and alert. While it might be nice to have dogs that were truly just pets, having backup protection was even better. No one had tried to breach the property line, but Taliya knew fortune hunters and creepy humans were still out there. And two of her young ones were valuable commodities.

      When she’d been kidnapped from the refugee camp and tortured by mercenaries, they said the unique kits were worth fifty million to the right buyer. Taliya doubted that value—or interest by certain unscrupulous parties—had diminished. Sending pure-white Aliania to school in town or off with friends was stressful. Every time. But Amrita, with her one-of-a-kind strawberry markings, rarely left the safety of the compound. Taliya had been immensely grateful when the L-twins both turned out to be standard orange tigran. Their futures promised to be more peaceful and normal. As normal as life ever was for a tigran in America, especially ones with an infamous mother.

      Within the hour, the president messaged Taliya again. The Australian government claimed to know nothing about the dragons being in their country. They were willing to assist any rescue efforts and return the animals to America. Padme would contact the Canadian prime minister next to begin arrangements for where to deliver the dragons after their successful rescue. Taliya was glad deciding who ended up with the irreplaceable animals was not her responsibility.

      A second message came through from the president, and Taliya whuffed. Shit.

      “What is it?” Shreya asked, setting down a glass of iced tea and settling into a chair next to her daughter.

      Taliya aimed the communicator screen at her mother.

      
        
          
            
              
        Be prepared to depart for Australia in two days. There will be no way to travel unnoticed. We will develop an excuse for your presence there.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Well,” Shreya said, taking a sip of her drink. “I guess that decides that.”

      “I can say no to her,” Taliya said. “I’ve resigned from all that government stuff.”

      “I think we both know that’s not how it works, dear. Tigran owe President Nakobi a world of favors for her help getting laws passed to protect us.”

      “And Samson probably told her I was integral to the operation.”

      “He probably did,” Shreya agreed with a smile. “And it might actually be true. It’s going to be no small feat, not only rescuing but getting the dragons out of Australia. They will need creatures the animals trust.”

      “Are you seriously okay with this? You do realize what it will mean for you.”

      “Of course, kitten. I can hold down the lair for a week or two.”

      Taliya’s ears flattened at the thought of it. Her mother was wonderful, but her maimed hands and feet—missing the end of each finger and toe from the brutal declawing at the POW camp—made some tasks difficult. Of course, Aunty Marla, with her similar disabilities, would help where she could. As would Grampa Jai. Even with Ali and Kano’s help, it was a lot to ask. All four kits ran past—screaming at the top of their lungs for no apparent reason but because they could—confirming all of her concerns.

      “Kano should go with you,” Shreya said calmly. “It can be a little vacation.”

      Taliya’s communicator dinged before she could respond to that ridiculous idea.

      
        
          
            
              
        What if we say you and Kano are going to Australia on vacation? We could add some photo ops and make it a whole thing. It’s a perfect cover story.

      

      

      

      

      

      Taliya sighed, convinced Padme and her mother had clearly lost their minds.
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        * * *

      

      Before the day was out, Taliya found herself railroaded into an undercover op involving a pretend vacation with Kano, Carl, and Reynaldo that would conclude in a secret attack by hired mercenaries on the remote Outback location to rescue the pterodragons.

      How to get the dragons back to America was still under debate. A trusted human at Australia Zoo, Robbie Powell, was arranging temporary housing for the massive animals in exchange for having them on display to the public for a month. He would also create photo ops at the zoo and around the Sunshine Coast. Samson said Robbie was “keen as mustard” about the plan. Aussies would be “stoked” over the celebrity visit. The continent had its own mixed-species creatures that had come into the public more over the last few years, though they’d quietly been part of the zoo staff for decades. It sounded to Taliya like a whole lot of brouhaha including some of them was in the works. Just the kind of drama she tried to avoid.

      While Kano hadn’t expected to be pulled into the mission, he seemed happy about it. Certainly more exciting than weeks of home duty without Taliya there for backup.

      Before bed, the family sat down in the living room to discuss what was ahead. Aliania looked sad she couldn’t go. She remembered flying on Bunny Christmas morning years ago at the refugee camp. While Jai and Amrita had flown as well, they only had vague memories of it. The L-twins were mostly confused.

      “Are they real dragons?” Luna asked.

      “Well, I suppose there aren’t any real dragons,” Taliya said. “But the scientists called them pterodragons when they were created because they look like dragons from a fantasy story. Most of their DNA comes from pterodactyls, along with a bird called a cockatiel. But no human DNA, like us. That would be terrifying. Do you remember how big they are, Ali?”

      Aliania nodded solemnly. “They were huge, with massive wings, like a dragon should be. But all white and covered in feathers.”

      “The beaks always scared me,” Kano admitted. “Very sharp.”

      “I remember their green eyes sparkling,” Ali said, “and the way they yelled words.”

      “Kaaah! Kaaah! Go!” Kano did a serviceable imitation, and the kits laughed.

      “One of them was yours?” Luna asked her mother.

      “Yes, in a way,” Taliya said. “I was one of the trainers. We hoped to teach the dragons ways they could help at the camp.”

      “Mama was a dragon wrangler,” Shreya loud-whispered to the kits.

      Most of them giggled, but Lilly looked more horrified than impressed with her mama’s past life.

      “So you’ll be gone for days and days and days?” Lilly whined.

      “Mama used to go away all the time before you were born,” Aliania said with a shrug. “No biggie.”

      “I know it’s not what you’re used to,” Taliya said, trying to smile. She hadn’t been away from the L-twins for a single night since they’d been born over a year ago. The idea of it made her heart ache. “But you’ll have Grammy and Grampa and Aunty Marla and Uncle Parth. Even your uncles on the weekends.”

      “Think of all the fun we can have,” Shreya said, pulling Lilly into her lap. “And we can watch all of Mama and Papa’s adventures along the way on the media wall. I’m sure the Australian news channels will follow the public part of their visit.”

      “What about the dragon-rescuing part?” Aliania asked with a frown.

      “No,” Taliya said. “That part is very secret and very undercover. Not a word of it to anyone outside the creatures in this room right now. Not until it’s over. Understood?”

      “Yes, Mama,” all five kits chorused.

      Taliya was glad they only had to keep the secret for a short while. Aliania was a worry, but she was old enough to understand the dangers of blabbing. She insisted she’d managed to keep quiet about what she knew when she’d visited her friend after school. The younger kits didn’t have anyone to tell. Taliya had been homeschooling Little Jai and Amrita, for the strawberry kit’s safety.

      “So when do you leave?” Grampa Jai asked.

      “Monday morning,” Kano said, his tail tip twitching on the sofa next to him. “Two days is barely enough time to pull it all together.”

      “Samson is worried about the dragons being moved,” Taliya added. “So we’ll fly to Australia, do the public stuff, and then sneak off to rescue them in the dark of night.”

      She tried to make it sound very dramatic, but she had no idea how it would all go down. Samson and Carl were making the arrangements. She and Kano were just along for the ride.

      Once the kits were tucked into bed—maybe to sleep—the adults met back around the kitchen island. Kano got a bottle of ale for each of them from the refrigeration unit. Taliya pulled out her communicator and swiped on a few messages to share with the family. She sighed and took a long swig of her ale.

      “So you fly to D.C. first?” Shreya asked.

      “Yeah,” Taliya said. “Our flight there leaves early Monday morning. We need to rendezvous with the president and some of her advisors. Carl and Rey will join us there. Then the four of us will make the long flight to Brisbane. Trusted local contacts will meet us at the airport as part of our official tourism visit.”

      “Someone named Wolfie is in charge,” Kano said with a grin. “I mean, it could be a human, but I’m betting on a genetic mixed-species.”

      Shreya’s eyes went wide. “Probably one of the canine hybrids we learned about two years ago.”

      “I bet those Aussies have come up with some weird stuff.” Grampa Jai flared his black whiskers.

      Kano nodded and clinked the top of his ale bottle with Jai’s. “I’m counting on it.”

      “President Nakobi says to pack a couple of formal outfits,” Taliya said, “along with practical things for sightseeing and trekking around in the Outback.”

      “I still have my nice suit from our wedding,” Kano said, referring to the formal ceremony on the compound in June of 2176, not their impromptu handfasting at the refugee camp so the family could stay together. “That with a couple of tunic and slack sets should have me all set.”

      “I can’t wear my bridal sari,” Taliya grumbled. “Too dressy. But I can unpack some of the outfits I used during formal political events. I’ll get that box of things from the attic in the morning. You have a blue Diwali outfit up there. Can’t hurt to have that too.”

      Taliya huffed with anxiety over everything that needed accomplishing quickly. “This Wolfie guy is arranging our schedule, but I don’t know much more than that.”

      Shreya placed her hand on top of her daughter’s. “Marla will be here for breakfast. Tomorrow, we’ll get organized on what the household needs while you’re gone and start the packing. The boys can drag themselves away from their gaming and help watch the kits. For tonight, try to get some sleep.”

      A light came on down the hallway, and tiny feet pattered around. A kit giggled.

      “I’ll go,” Shreya said, polishing off her drink. “It’s been a while since I helped get them to bed.”

      “Godspeed.” Taliya raised her ale in salute and chuckled as her mother headed toward the bedrooms.

      Giggles flowed down the hall, and then a gasp from Amrita. “Grammy’s coming.”

      Sounds of running feet and scrambling back into bed followed. Taliya realized the change in authority might impress the older twins into behaving. For a few days.
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      The flight to D.C. Monday morning was uneventful—besides all the gawking at the pair of tigran in first class, which the flight attendants kept to a minimum. But the motorcade waiting to greet Taliya and Kano was not. Her hackles rose when security met them at the gate, remembering the fuss and bother, as well as the dangers, that came with her role as an ambassador for her species. A role she’d never sought in the first place. Sometimes the news media decided you were important, and that was that.

      “Here they are!” President Padme Nakobi herself strode toward them through the airport, surrounded by her Secret Service team, which included two tigran. She wore a bespoke blood-red pantsuit that highlighted her dark skin and hair. Taliya suddenly felt underdressed in the brown tunic and slacks she’d worn.

      The click and whirl of old-school cameras came from somewhere nearby. There were always cameras when Padme was around, though Taliya knew a few passengers on the plane had snuck a photo or two as well. Their trip was likely already splashed around the interwebs. The deception had begun.

      The president shook hands with both of them, keeping things formal in the public setting. Even stopping mid-shake to smile at a predesignated camera or two. Then she motioned toward the doors out to the street. Men in black suits had already gathered all of their luggage and were transporting it to the waiting cars. One of the perks of being famous and important, Taliya supposed.

      As in the past on political assignments, Taliya and Kano were greeted by a line of imposing black SUVs waiting outside. A man opened the door to one in the middle, and she and Kano climbed in, followed by the president. The middle row of seats was turned backward, so Kano sat facing Taliya and Padme. A Plexiglass divider separated them from the driver.

      “Well,” the president said with a grin, “that part’s over. It’s good to see you two again. Been too long.”

      Taliya grinned back, not admitting she never expected to see the president face-to-face again once she resigned her political role.

      Padme checked her com quickly as they settled in. “Reporters were waiting for you two before I arrived. The plan is already going strong.”

      “That didn’t take long,” Kano said, glancing out the window.

      “Any tigran draws attention,” Padme said as the SUV drove off. “But the pair of you are special. And headed to D.C.? Social pages are racing each other to figure out what you’re up to. Let them flap around for a while. I’ll release a distracting statement in an hour or two.”

      Taliya took a moment to check her communicator, in case the family had tried to reach her during the flight. Aliania had sent her a video of an otter playing with a ball. Otters are adorable. For a moment, she wondered if there were any otterman out there somewhere.

      “They’ve blocked off the streets along our route,” Padme said, “as they have to any time I leave the White House. However, locals have anticipated this is about your visit. I’m not sure who they’re lining the roads to see: you or me.”

      As the SUV rolled along, Taliya was captivated by the thousands of people who stood along the roadway, apparently showing up at a moment’s notice. But besides the welcoming faces and waves and cheers, some held signs calling them abominations. Freaks. Mutants. A few scattered boos reached her sensitive ears. Nothing new, but it always stung. After one particularly violent sign—with a cartoon image of a tiger being whipped bloody by a gleeful human—Padme placed her hand on Taliya’s knee.

      “Don’t look,” she said. “The supportive folks can amp you up, but there’s always a couple of crazies in there too. They ruin it all. Ignore them.”

      Taliya nodded with a huff, but it was hard to ignore. Kano growled and frowned. She had never understood the hatred directed at her species, but then again, she’d never understood the abuse and extortion of tigers and lions and all kinds of other animals. Humans were a tough lot to sort out. A rock pinged off the door, and she flinched involuntarily, her tail puffing.

      “Bulletproof,” Padme reminded them. “And I’m sure that offender is already on the ground and in cuffs. Forgot who else is in this car. Or maybe it was intended for me.” She shrugged and opened her binder that contained a yellow notepad, like something out of an old movie.

      Taliya tried to let the plans for the day distract her. They were going straight to a government research facility, where sanctioned programs on mixed-species creation and study were in full swing. She’d spent most of her life thinking there were only a handful of genetically engineered animal/human species mixes, but new ones popped up here and there. Now that the scientific process was out of the bag, regulations couldn’t keep up.

      “We’re meeting Jovita at the lab first,” Padme confirmed, “so we can use the secure military lines there.”

      “Ho-vita?” Taliya questioned, pronouncing it like Padme had and looking back at the itinerary on her device.

      “It’s a Spanish name, so the J is pronounced like our H.”

      “Ho-vi-ta,” Taliya practiced, making sure she said it correctly.

      Padme nodded and smiled. “She’s a puman—part cougar, what some call a puma, and part human. She has worked with us at the lab for three years now.”

      Taliya pondered what a puman would look like. Why aren’t they just called panthran? Sometimes the groups were lumped together. Like she suspected Reynaldo was part jaguar, rather than just melanistic leopard. His build was more muscular, taller, with shoulders that rivaled Samson’s, and his face structure was fuller and more “macho,” for lack of a better word, than panthran in general.

      The president’s phone chimed, and she answered immediately. Normally, Taliya would leave the room in case it was classified, but there was nowhere to go. Padme made a don’t worry swish with her hand.

      “It’s just my husband,” she whispered. “He can’t find Gabriel’s homework.” She winked at Kano. “No, honey, check the media room. He’s forever leaving it in there.”

      Kano chuckled, though Taliya suspected he was more humored by another working mother than he was by his own once again in-demand wife. Taliya glanced back out the window while Padme handled the home-front emergency. She was grateful to only see happy faces along the street, waving and smiling. The crowds had thinned as they traveled farther from the airport.

      When they arrived at the government lab, Secret Service agents escorted them from the SUV and ushered them inside through a back door. What felt like an unused hallway, dark and musty, led to a gigantic service elevator. Padme, Taliya, and Kano stepped inside, but the security team didn’t join them.

      “Everything beyond here is highly classified,” Padme whispered as the doors closed. “We won’t need any protection.” She tip her head toward the elevator ceiling and said loudly, “Level two.”

      “Level two,” a smooth female computer voice responded.

      The elevator whooshed downward, making Taliya’s stomach roil, before it came to a smooth stop. The door opened, and a blast of highly processed, sanitized air smacked her sensitive nose. Her hackles spiked from the tip of her tail to the back of her head. Next to her, Kano shuddered. It smelled exactly like the breeding facility in Colorado, where they’d been paired together by violent, immoral humans.

      Kano squeezed her hand briefly and cleared his throat, though she could smell his fearful reaction. Logically, this lab would be antiseptic, like a research facility, but Taliya hadn’t been prepared. Clearly, neither had Kano. An image of Colonel Narlin’s body on the ground, throat ripped open and spurting blood with each final heartbeat, flashed through her mind. Trying to wash the gore from her claws in the bathroom of that horrible rape room.

      Holding her emotions in check, Taliya forced her body to calm down. She focused on the memory of the whole facility exploding and crumbling to the ground. That brought a slight smile.

      The trio stepped out into a huge underground warehouse space filled with stations of technical-looking equipment. The floor, walls, and ceiling were bright-white, like most facilities seemed to be. Taliya squinted her sensitive eyes against the harsh lighting.

      At one of the workstations, she spotted a genetic crossbreed who must be Jovita. No one else was in the vast room. The creature rose from her chair to greet them. The puman was only about six feet tall—small for a crossbreed, almost dainty—and more grayish-brown than a liran, as much as Taliya could see past the white lab coat and slacks. As she drew closer, Taliya admired the dark markings that resembled elaborate eyeliner. Jovita’s wide nose was as pink as Kano’s, though probably flushed with excitement at the moment. She did look different enough from a panthran to justify a specific classification.

      “Welcome, President Nakobi,” the puman said with a fang-filled smile.

      “Nice to see you again, Jovita. Let me introduce Kano Rama and Taliya Sharma.”

      Taliya extended her hand, and Jovita shook it with great excitement, claws popping out a bit, her green-gold eyes sparkling.

      “It is a great honor to meet you, Taliya,” she said. “I’ve been following you on all the media channels since the very first story of your kidnapping from the camp in Canada. You are just amazing!”

      Taliya’s skin flushed and her fur prickled. It was always odd to meet a complete stranger who felt like they already knew her based on events and details of her life shared around the world. And she’d never gotten used to praise and awe she didn’t feel she’d earned.

      “I’m happy to meet you too,” Taliya said, trying to rein in any agitation. “I’ve never seen a puman before.”

      “We are mostly south of the border, though there are actual pumas in the U.S.”

      “I do believe there are some left in the wild,” Taliya agreed. “It sounds like a hard life, constantly fighting with humans for territory.”

      “I’ve never spent much time beyond our government facilities,” Jovita said, “so I’ll have to trust you on that.”

      “Is this the same lab where you were created?” Taliya asked.

      “I was born here, not created. I’m a natural Generation Seven. Even though we are free to live wherever we wish, it’s safer here in the lab, and I can be of some help instead of fearful about my neighbors. My family and I have an apartment upstairs.”

      Taliya nodded her understanding. While she might live out in the world, she was grateful for their isolated property and the separation it provided from the human population.

      “Jovita has already been talking with her connections in Queensland,” Padme said.

      Taliya sensed the president wanted to get things moving. “We appreciate your help.”

      “They claim to be unaware of the pterodragons in their country. It’s always hard to know what is true when dealing with governments.” Jovita smiled apologetically at the president. “But I sense they are being upfront on this particular issue. The governor says they will support our efforts to bring the dragons back to the Americas.”

      Taliya hesitated for a moment, not used to the term, but she quickly realized that the whole continent was technically one “America,” regardless of how the United States generally considered themselves the only one using that term.

      “Can you set up a call right now,” Padme asked, “on the secure line so we can work out some details, or would you rather pass it on to us from here?”

      “I’d love to help,” Jovita said. “If that’s okay.”

      “Absolutely.”

      Jovita escorted them to a computer station, and they all sat in front of a four-foot-wide monitor. The puman placed the call. In a few moments, the face of a creature appeared. Taliya gasped and hoped it wasn’t as loudly as she suspected it was.

      “Hullo!” the canine/human mixed-species creature said with glee.

      “Hello, Wolfie,” Jovita said.

      Regardless of the fact they’d expected their contact to be a genetic mix, seeing the evidence in front of her was shocking. All that was visible on the screen was his head and shoulders. The basic physical structure was like a feline/human mix, but his nose and mouth protruded more, with a canine snout, pale-pink nose, and dark whiskers. His fur was a yellowish-ginger color, and he retained the tall ears of a coyote—or a dingo, she corrected herself, remembering the Aussie origin. While his eyes held a glint of gold, they were mostly dark-brown and reminded her of Cairo and Elektra. Taliya blinked slowly, trying to avoid gaping. Kano whuffed, probably assessing this new creature the same way.

      “Taliya and Kano are here, as you can see,” Jovita said, “so we’ve accomplished the easiest step in the process.”

      “No doubt,” Wolfie said. “Next leg gets mucky. Long flight from yer capital to Brisbane. Wow, look at ya.” He tilted his head and leaned closer to the screen. “Never seen a real tigran in person before. A might bigger than Jovita, there. Especially you, Kano my man.”

      “Nice to meet you, Wolfie,” Kano said with a smile.

      “Yes,” Taliya choked out. “Nice to meet you.” Wolfie was a lot to take in, and his accent reminded her of that loud, wild-eyed guy she’d seen in historical videos who liked to jump on crocodiles and always seemed to be handling some wild animal he probably shouldn’t. If Wolfie said “Crikey!” there was no way she was going to avoid laughing hysterically. “Thank you for helping out on your end with this rescue.”

      “No worries,” Wolfie said, seemingly oblivious to Taliya’s discomfort, for which she was grateful. “Once ya arrive, I’ll grab ya up at the airport, and we’ll do all that touristy stuff first. Australia Zoo is right keen for yer visit.”

      A zoo wasn’t top on Taliya’s list of places to go, ever, but this particular zoo was in on the rescue operation. It would be rude to say no.

      A loud bing rang through the room, and Jovita checked her communicator. “They’re here,” she said and turned toward the elevator.

      General Carl Thompson, in full dress uniform with bars, ribbons, and medals on his chest, and Reynaldo, wearing a simple navy tunic and slacks with open-toe sandals, strode across the room toward them.

      “Holy smokes,” Wolfie said, his jaw hanging open.

      Taliya and Kano rose to greet their friends with hugs and smiles.

      “You look ready to impress,” Taliya whispered to Carl, adjusting his lapel and brushing off some orange fur she’d left behind as she stepped away from him.

      “Shock and awe,” he said with a smirk. “Shock and awe, whenever possible.”

      President Nakobi stood back until the reunion was complete. Jovita looked overwhelmed by the whole scene and hadn’t even risen from her chair. Taliya imagined this was quite a lot of creatures and important people to have gathered in her highly classified lab. Reynaldo acknowledged both Padme and Jovita with a nod of his head, but Carl saluted the president formally, his face suddenly the picture of a serious military officer.

      “General Thompson,” the president said. “I’m so grateful you will be joining this operation.”

      “It is an honor, Commander.”

      “Yes, yes, at ease,” Padme said with a grin. “I think this little group is long past so many formalities.” She motioned for everyone to sit down.

      Since there were no introductions—and Padme would never overlook that—Taliya assumed Jovita had met Carl and Rey before. That brought a sea of questions to mind. Carl removed his beret, and the group sat back across from the monitor.

      From the other side of the world, Wolfie watched them all intently through the video feed. Taliya noticed he was panting and stifled a laugh. Canine mannerisms from a part-human creature were going to take some getting used to.

      “Wolfie,” Padme said, “I’d like you to meet Reynaldo and General Carl Thompson. Rey was the head trainer in the pterodragons program at the Canadian refugee camp, and Carl will be leading this rescue effort.”

      “Nice to meet ya, mates,” Wolfie said with wide dark eyes, his ears tall and alert. “Never met a black panthran either. Jovita, you look like a kit next to those big boys. And girl.” He winked an apology at Taliya.

      “Feel like one too,” Jovita said with a laugh.

      Padme gave a head wobble. “You get used to it.” The president was only five foot four and petite. Not that it hindered her from commanding every room she entered, tigran at her side or not.

      Carl was six foot five and solid muscle. As tall as Taliya, he held his own with Rey and Kano. Today, he was all business, a general in charge of a mission.

      “We need to head to the airport soon,” Carl said, pulling out his com and tapping on some files to send them out, “so let’s review the plan quickly.”

      The team ran through everything from their arrival, tour of the zoo and the city with multiple photo ops, to the meet-up with a team in Brisbane to head into the Outback to rescue the dragons. It would all take place in a matter of days, and Taliya’s head spun a bit as she mulled through it.

      “There won’t be much more communication that involves the actual rescue once you leave this secure site,” Jovita warned. “Only a few coded messages to General Thompson.”

      “But the rest of it will be public knowledge, right?” Kano asked.

      “Yes,” Reynaldo said. “We will be super-public about the tourist stuff. Lots of social media postings and stories.”

      “Then we will load up in the dark of night,” Carl added, “and head out into the bush.”

      “Very cloak-and-dagger,” Padme said with a chuckle. “Hopefully, it all works as planned.”

      “But what happens after that?” Taliya asked. “Once we rescue the dragons, where are they going? How are we going to transport them?”

      “Ah,” Wolfie said with a smile, “that’s where the four of ya are vital. Yer gonna fly them away.”

      The room was silent for several seconds.

      “That’s the plan?” Taliya bristled her whiskers. “To just hop on animals who haven’t seen us for years and fly away into the desert?”

      “We can’t exactly drive huge cages out to them,” Reynaldo said. “There’s sure to be some security in place, and definitely nowhere to hide.”

      “All four of us have flown on the dragons and know what to do,” Carl added. “That seems the easiest part of the job.”

      Taliya sat back in her chair and let the idea process. It certainly made the necessity of Kano’s and her presence clearer. They were not just going to rescue the animals, they were going to ride on them in the air. What if the dragons didn’t agree?

      “Worst case scenario,” Carl said, “we take over the facility and then transport the animals at a later date, but I think the main plan will go off without a hitch.”

      “The kidnapper blokes have been lettin’ ’em fly some,” Wolfie added from his end. “But we haven’t spotted any ridin’ ’em.”

      Kano nodded. “At least that means they should be strong enough to fly with us on their backs.”

      Taliya shook her head. Any one of them was a hefty load if the animals had been neglected at all. She met Kano’s eyes and wondered how he was feeling about the flying part. In her early dragon-wrangler days, he had not been a fan, but he’d thoroughly enjoyed his one flight on Bunny. He’d even shown off and scared Taliya, thinking the dragon was acting up. Now he chuffed to assure her all was well.

      “If flying them out is what needs to happen,” Kano said, “that’s what we’ll do.”

      “For the sake of time,” Padme suggested, “let’s go with flying away on those amazing animals. Where are they flying to?”

      “Aw, that’s the easy part,” Wolfie said. “Australia Zoo Trust has thousands of acres of nature reserve about six hours away from where the dragons are bein’ held. You’ll just fly ’em there. Already have some buildings that’ll work well for temporary housin’ until we can get ’em to the zoo.”

      That was part of the deal. Aussie cooperation in exchange for exhibiting the dragons for a while. Getting them to a permanent home was a battle for another day. Just knowing Bunny and the other three dragons would be at a safe, regulated facility made her heart happy.

      “What else do you need from us, Wolfie?” Carl asked.

      “Just need yer infamous selves to get on the plane and head our way.”
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