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			To the National Geographic Researcher/Explorer Allison Skidmore, and National Geographic Writer Dina Fine Maron, for their bravery in reporting the story of Amur Tigers and their fight for survival. Thank you for your courage, in the face of adversity, to bring the truth about illegal hunting of Amur Tigers to the world!

		

	
		
			Dear Reader,

			In my continuing chronicles of Ituria’s Alliance, I am relaying a story that started as a cry for help that wakes Sara, a young girl living in a small town in the countryside. The continuing calls compel Sara to slip out of her home to find the source. She doesn’t realize it was not a call she heard with her ears, but with her mind—a mother tiger is calling out for help to save her cubs!
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			But to save them, Sara must first find the cubs, and then hide them away from the poachers seeking to trap them. She must rely on her wits and courage to see it through; there is no turning back once she starts on her mission. Can she rescue the baby tigers, get them to safety, and get back home without anyone noticing she is gone? Can she stay one step ahead of the poachers? 

			Sincerely,

			Knocker,

			First Guard to Ituria

		

	
		
			Chapter One 

			Voice in the Night

			[image: ]

			Sara could stay still no longer. She slipped out of the house and ran through the moonlit yard, heading in the direction of the forest. The voice she heard was frantic—her children were in danger, and she couldn’t get to them! Following an abandoned logging road, she ran to the forest edge. The trees here were all new growth trees, the trunks slender and tall; most of the old trees were cut down on the orders of the logging company years ago. Soft moonlight allowed her to see the dirt road, but it did not provide enough light through the leaves to see what might lie in the forest beyond.

			She stopped before entering the forest, trying to determine the direction of the voice. Should she go further down or was this the right place? She couldn’t tell anymore! The sound of running footsteps on the road heading in her direction grabbed her attention, and she slipped quickly into the darkness of the nearest group of trees hoping she hadn’t been seen. 

			Local officials were extremely strict about the commoners being out at night—it was not allowed! They claimed it was for the protection of the people; however, Sara knew it was to let the poachers roam free in the forest at night, hunting whatever they could kill under cover of darkness.

			Waiting until she no longer heard the footsteps, she turned her focus back to the voice. It was still calling to her, and she listened carefully to the words she heard.

			“Please rescue my babies! I cannot get to them; they need someone to help them, or they will die!” The voice was desperate; however, Sara realized it was not loud. It sounded more like an echo—surrounding Sara, swirling around her; she could not put a direction on where it was coming from. She turned anxiously in one direction, then the next—she didn’t know which way to go!

			Suddenly, a boy appeared beside her; someone she had never seen before. He was tall, but looked only a few years older than her, 14 years old or so. In the dark, she could see he held a large bag with a strap over his shoulder. It was hard to see much else, but as his eyes caught the moonlight, they were bright green, almost glowing! 

			“What are you doing out?” he whispered urgently. “You know the rules!”

			“Did you hear it too?” she whispered back with equal urgency. “I heard a call for help, a mother is searching for her children to rescue them, but she can’t get to them! I must help her!” 

			“You shouldn’t be out here; they will find you!” the boy replied, looking quickly down the road in both directions, then back at her. “You can’t be out here tonight!”

			“What are you doing out here then?” Sara asked defiantly.

			“I heard gunshots, and then a loud cry—someone calling for help!” the boy said. “What did you hear?”

			Sara paused for a moment, and then softly and slowly spoke the words she was still hearing all around her. “Please rescue my babies! I cannot get to them; they need help, or they will die!” There was no longer an urgency in the voice, now only a deep sadness. 

			“Can’t you hear her?” Sara asked him, wondering why she could still hear it if he could not.

			“Where is it coming from?” the boy asked, watching Sara’s face in the moonlight. Her face looked frightened, her eyes wide as she looked fearfully around her, looking past his face to make sure there was no one on the road. Yet he could hear the determination in her voice; she needed to help whoever was calling to her.

			“That’s the problem!” she whispered frantically. “I can’t tell any longer, it’s surrounding me, everywhere and nowhere at the same time!” She turned and looked back into his eyes, searching for something to confirm he was hearing it too. 

			“Is it the voice of someone you know in the area?” he asked quietly. “Do you recognize who it could be?”

			“No, I don’t know who it is, just a voice calling to me. Do you hear it? Or is it only me? I don’t understand!” Sara’s voice got louder as she started to panic.

			“Shhhh … keep your voice down!” he said quietly, trying to keep her calm. “We will figure it out. I believe you because I heard something earlier … but I don’t hear anything now.” He paused for a few seconds, then continued as he put his hands on her shoulders, his green eyes looking directly into her eyes. “You can still hear it, right?”

			“Yes, I do, a mother calling for someone to help her children!” Sara replied, looking into his eyes, searching for a logical explanation. Without thinking, she reached up and grasped the necklace her father gave her several weeks ago. She had come to use it as a calming spirit in her crazy world. When she held it in her hand, it gave her the sense that things would be okay.

			“What are you holding in your hand?” the boy asked as he noticed her actions.

			His question put her back into panic mode, and she immediately let go of the necklace, quickly hiding it underneath her sweater. She remembered her father’s dire warning to her when he gave it to her, “Don’t let anyone know you have this! Keep it hidden and it will protect you!” She understood the warning, it was a tiger’s claw he found when cutting logs, illegal to own unless you were a poacher who would sell it and split the money with the border guards.

			“It’s nothing … a gift from my father,” she said in a strained tone. “Nothing to worry about.”

			But the boy continued with his questions, “Maybe this necklace is the reason you can still hear the voice … it is possible.” He was silent for a few moments, thinking to himself. Then he asked softly, “Can I see the necklace?”
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			Chapter Two

			Tiger Eyes
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			“What do you mean?” Sara asked anxiously. “It’s just a necklace, nothing more, just a family thing.”

			“No, it is more, I can tell,” he said softly, intrigued by what he had seen when she held the necklace in her hand. “It does something to your eyes when you hold it, don’t you feel it?” 

			Sara backed up quickly and the boy’s hands slipped from her shoulders. She didn’t like where this was going. Yes, it was true, she was aware holding the claw changed her emotionally, she could feel it helping her to calm down, but what was he talking about, what did he see? 

			“I have to get home!” she said nervously as she turned away.

			“No, wait!” he replied, gently calling her back. “I mean you no harm, please believe me! And I won’t be turning you in if the necklace is something you think you shouldn’t have, okay?”

			Sara looked back at him, then clasped the necklace in her fingers again. The calm feeling returned, and she could hear a soft voice talking to her in her mind. “It’s okay, you can trust this one.”

			“It happened again,” the boy said softly. “Whatever that necklace is, when you hold it, your eyes change color, from deep brown to glowing gold, almost like tiger eyes.” The complete calmness in his voice as he revealed what he saw caught Sara off guard.

			“What are you talking about
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