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Dedication
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Clare.
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me, and for a troubled world.

—Austin Aslan

To baby deux, this story is for you.
As you embark on the grand adventure of life,
I hope it inspires you and reminds you of the power that
you have to change the world. Never forget that there is
always hope for the future, my little angel.
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Chapter One

WANGARI

(Phataginus tetradactyla)

Bahia Azul, Panama

Wangari, an African black-bellied pangolin, emerged from the jungle and spied the ruins.

“I have a visual,” she reported through her headset.

The armor-plated mammal was not in her native woodland habitat. This was a Central American jungle, lush and humid, chock-full of exotic snack foods like New World leaf-cutter ants and target beetles. The ruins along the edge of the swamp were built by ancient Panamanians and later retrofitted into a fortress by European settlers. Recently, the old structures had been made into a textile plant, where fabrics were dyed and sewn into clothes.

It was evening. The sun was low on the horizon, setting the wispy clouds ablaze over the nearby Caribbean Sea. The last of the factory workers were trickling past the crumbling wall at the forest edge toward their scattered bicycles and cars.

“I’ll be all clear any minute.”

“Copy that,” Arief answered into Wan’s earpiece. The orangutan’s steady voice was always reassuring at the start of a tactical deployment. “We’re standing by to extract you.”

“Murdock, you’re my eyes on this, right? Lead the way!”

“Uh, still hacking into the building schematics. I’ll let you know what I find out. Meanwhile, proceed as planned, over.”

Wan grumbled. But even if Murdock had detailed layouts at the ready, she would still need to trust her instincts tonight. Murdock was an arctic narwhal—a type of whale. His knack for the interiors of buildings was limited mostly to what he’d seen on television.

The factory workers finished shuffling out for the evening. Aside from the ever-present trilling of beetles and frogs, all was quiet.

“Time to make tracks,” Wangari told herself.

She climbed the factory’s outer stone wall. Finding plenty of grooves to grip with her powerful claws, she pulled herself up the centuries-old blocks with the ease of a lizard. Detecting a trip wire running the length of the wall top, she carefully sidestepped it. Wan crouched low and scanned the courtyard beyond.

The factory compounds rose three and four stories tall, matching the height of the jungle. The architecture was a mix of old and new, with windows and balconies on the upper floors. Vines clung to the rock faces. Cameras were affixed to all corners and motion-activated floodlights were perched along the rooftops. Guard dogs—a trio of rottweilers—roamed free, sniffing at the air and the grasses for a whiff of strangers. Human security officers were posted in places, relaxed but attentive.

At first glance, the guards could easily mistake Wan for a native coati or kinkajou or anteater, or something more domestic like a house cat. But over her armor of thick scales she wore a utility vest bulging with spy gadgetry. And her head was crowned with a formfitting night vision unit. If a sentry got a clean look at her, the operation could fall apart.

The dogs roamed out of sight into another courtyard around the corner. Wan tucked into a plated ball, rolled into the ferns, and uncurled, moving quickly toward the nearest building. Zigging and zagging across the open lawn, she dove to her belly when a man’s voice rose nearby.

Her heartbeat picked up for a moment. If the guard spied her in the open, the mission would fail before it ever got going!

The human’s voice turned against the breeze. Now! Wan thought. She lashed out her tongue. The tip wrapped around a woody branch of the vines clinging to the building’s face. She half leaped, half reeled her way up onto the factory’s exterior wall and began to scamper higher.

Her eyes targeted a curtain flapping through an open balcony window two stories above.

Something passed overhead. Wan gazed nervously toward the bulky movement, worried a large raptor might be on the hunt. But it was just a big seagull soaring by.

The dogs trotted back into view. Wan picked up the pace, latching her powerful digging claws into the old stone.

The canine sentries grew excited, sniffing the grasses far below. The first rottweiler loosened a bark as Wan reached the window and slipped inside, her utility harness catching momentarily against the sill.

I’m in, and not a moment too soon! she thought with a sigh of relief. Now the fun begins.

Wan had entered what looked to her like an expensive hotel suite, dimly lit only by the window. This wing of the factory must be where visiting corporate bigwigs, famous fashion designers and models, and high-dollar investors stayed over.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” she summoned to the dark.

But her mission objective was probably deeper in the labyrinth ahead.

The pangolin abandoned the guest quarters, jumping up to open the door. The long corridor beyond was dark and empty. Fearing the presence of hidden cameras and infrared laser trip sensors, she pulled her night vision goggles down over her eyes and scanned the hallway again. Finding nothing out of the ordinary, she hurried farther into the palace interior.

She glanced into an open room and viewed a bank of computer monitors flicking through live images from throughout the compound. “Murdock, I’m at a security station,” Wan whispered. A coffee mug vented steam along the countertop, but the chairs were vacant. “It’s empty. But it won’t be for long.”

“Nice work. Find the master server and plug in the USB drive I gave you,” the narwhal replied excitedly.

Someone would review tonight’s recordings later once it became clear that a break-in had occurred. A bit of hard drive scrubbing was part of the plan—or images of a gymnast pangolin wearing a utility harness might end up all over the internet.

Wan rushed into the room and inserted the USB stick into a port. In addition to hacking the drives, they now had full backdoor access to the compound’s security features. They could easily nab the schematics they were looking for too.

“I’m past the firewall with full system access!” Murdock announced. “You can skedaddle, Wan. Stay alert for laser sensors. . . . I can’t disable them without triggering a diagnostic sweep,” he reminded her. “A warning alarm will go off.”

“Copy that,” Wangari answered.

She reached the grand staircase leading down to the lobby, and sure enough, her goggles revealed lasers crisscrossing every step in a sparkling green web. How do I bypass that? she thought, and then she saw a way. She sprang onto the railing and got down on her belly. Leaning her weight forward, nose-first, she bodyboarded down the curved banister, using her long tail as a brake.

“Stop!” Murdock barked over the comm.

Wan dug her tail into the railing and halted her descent. “What is it now?” she whispered.

“My video tracking indicates two bogies at the bottom of the staircase. Upper management, on account of their slick business suits.”

“Thanks,” she whispered. She took a deep breath, her heart still pounding in her chest, as she inched her way down the final few meters of the banister to avoid catching human eyes. When she reached the bottom, she dropped onto the cold hard tile and slunk around a large potted plant into another corridor.

“Nice job,” Murdock said. “Now keep going about twenty yards and shoot left into the glass atrium between buildings. It’s worth checking. There’s a regular patrol in the area, so you only have about forty-five seconds before they come back around that corner.”

Wan bounded down the hallway. She reached the atrium door, but it was locked. She could hear footsteps just around the corner. “A little help?”

“I’m working on it,” replied Murdock.

“Well, work faster.” Wan glanced over her shoulder and saw the leg of a security guard appear around the corner.

“Gotcha!” the narwhal trumpeted in her ear. The lock turned green, and Wan slipped through just in time.

From the looks of it, this area had once been outdoors, between buildings. But now a high, glass-paneled ceiling, held up by towering glass walls, enclosed the space. Like an enormous greenhouse, the air inside was hot and humid, reminding Wan of Arief’s jungle hab back at the Ark.

Wan crept up behind one of numerous potted rain forest ferns, scanning the enclosed courtyard. Natural light, now twilight-tinged and growing darker, filtered through the high glass ceiling. String lights draped between tall potted trees blinked on, illuminating the large, open area with an enchanting glow. Multiple security cameras were mounted along the atrium walls. “You reading this, Murdock?” Wan said.

“I got you covered. I’ll put the security cameras on a ten-minute loop. No guards at the moment, so you’re clear to move freely.”

Block steps, in steep rows, ascended from the longer sides of a rectangular stone-tiled floor. Wan had wandered to the edge of a stone ballcourt, she realized, part of the original ruins built here by a culture from hundreds of years ago.

At the far end of the court was an animal enclosure, similar to the kind found in a zoo.

Now we’re getting somewhere, she thought.

She spotted it: Bradypus pygmaeus.

A pygmy three-toed sloth.

It was small and all alone in the large enclosure, hugging a tree trunk about six feet off the ground. Sloths are nature’s ultimate tree huggers, after all. With a stunted puppy-dog snout, its eyes were patterned with black fur like long streaks of eye mascara. Its shaggy hair was tinted green with algae—nothing unusual or unhealthy for its kind.

Wan stared across the distance with a growing half grin.

“Target acquired,” she declared.




Chapter Two

WANGARI

(Phataginus tetradactyla)

Wan rolled her neck and stepped forward onto the stone ballcourt floor.

Fewer than a couple hundred pygmy three-toed sloths existed in the wild. They lived mostly on Escudo Island, a small Caribbean atoll about ten miles off the coast from the factory. Pygmy three-toed sloths can swim, but that’s not how this little fellow had gotten away from his home. He had been kidnapped by the owners of the textile plant.

The reasons why weren’t clear to Wan or her team.

But when they’d learned that the critically endangered sloth had been imprisoned here, they knew they had to act—and fast. If the shaggy animal became too saturated by the smell of humans, the others of his kind might reject him, and with such a small population, losing even one individual from the gene pool could be catastrophic.

Wan felt her hind paw brush against something. She had forgotten caution, absently walking upright toward the target. She glanced down just in time to stop her foot from activating a trigger in the floor. A few feet to her left was a jungle rat, keeled over and motionless, its eyes wide open staring at her, a poison dart sticking out of its neck. The floor’s boobytrapped! Wan gulped hard.

“Murdock, why didn’t you warn me?”

“These traps aren’t on the schematics. It’s a rodent minefield! Activated after hours. These people aren’t messing around. Be careful!”

“Great advice. Thanks,” Wan joked.

Now that she knew to look for them, she detected other weight-sensitive plates disguised in the floor. She tip-clawed her way forward and arrived at the sloth’s enclosure without depressing any.

Slowly, the sloth turned his head.

“Hey, buddy, I’m here to rescue you,” Wan told the sloth.

“I’m going to sleep,” the pigmy animal, a little smaller than Wan, eventually replied. “It’s nighttime.” The animal spoke in simple terms, and he understood Wan only in the way that all animals could understand each other.

“I have a better idea. Why don’t you climb down?”

“Already?” The sloth yawned. “You just got here.”

The pangolin rolled her eyes but took a deep breath. Wan and the other Endangereds were hyper intelligent. They could reason and plan. The sloth, on the other hand, was just an ordinary mammal. “Fine, I’ll come to you.”

The only door into the cage was along the side, with the wall of the stone ballcourt backing the enclosure. The door was padlocked. Wan patted her vest down, found her wire clippers, and moved toward the mesh, then thought better of it.

What if the fencing is electrified?

Wan inspected the structural supports framing the cage. She could see no obvious housing for a battery unit, no wrap-around insulators, no ground wiring. Wincing with anticipation, she tapped the mesh with the metal tip of her clippers, just in case.

No spark.

Wan shrugged. Using both of her front paws, she muscled the clippers shut and snapped through the first links.

A deafening alarm squelched to life, accompanied by flashing strobe lights.

“Deer droppings,” Wan muttered. “I should have known better!”

“What is that?” managed the sloth after another yawn.

“No time to explain,” Wan warned.

“There’s always time,” the sloth said.

Wan squirmed through the opening she had made by unlacing a few more links in the cables and then hustled up to the animal. “Hop on. Get a good grip.”

The sloth obeyed. He was even relatively quick about it, transferring himself onto Wangari’s back and latching on to the shoulder straps of Wan’s harness with his hooklike claws.

Wan could feel a stampede of approaching human footsteps in the hallways beyond the atrium doors. Determined not to be captured, or even seen, she galloped across the length of the ancient ballcourt, fleeing back the way she had come. There was no time to be careful or to avoid the booby traps. Poison darts shot from the walls. But Wan was too fast. The darts missed their marks, each whooshing behind her as she bounded forward.

Wan reached the patio that edged the interior courtyard just as two security guards barreled into the atrium from the north side. Wan skidded into hiding behind a giant slab of carved stone chiseled with ancient pictograms. Two more guards rushed into the atrium from the south. One of them flipped a switch on the wall, disengaging the poison dart system, and all four humans marched onto the ballcourt toward the sloth’s enclosure.

At the same time, the steel double doors between the atrium and the hallway beyond began to swing shut. “We’ll be trapped in here!” Wan cried. “Murdock, can you override?”

“Working on it . . . Best I can do is slow it down.”

More security guards had entered from the southern corridor and were sweeping the atrium.

“Run for it!” yelled Murdock.

Wan broke her cover and bolted for the closing doors. She dove headfirst across the shiny tiles. The sloth cried out with delight.

Wangari made it! But the sloth lost his grip and tumbled off Wan’s back. Wan flicked her tail and grabbed one of the sloth’s arms and yanked him through. The doors slammed shut just as the sloth’s hind legs were dragged to safety.

The animal’s eyes were wide. “You’re fast.”

“We’re not out of this yet,” Wan promised.

“You can say that again,” piped in Murdock. “Security guards are bearing down from both ends of the corridor. I’m shutting down the lights to buy you some time. There’s an air conditioning shaft right above you. . . .”

“Copy that.” With her night vision goggles activated, she glanced up at the AC panel and fidgeted blindly for a tool on her harness. The doors at the end of the corridor flew open, and two dogs rushed through. For one brief moment, Wan locked green-tinted eyes with the angry canines.

She unholstered her suction cup launcher, fired it, and whirled toward the ceiling. The dogs suddenly found themselves snapping at thin air.

[image: image]

With a quick thrust of her shoulder, the AC panel opened, and Wan and the sloth were safely inside. The dogs snarled and grunted, pacing. Their claws against the tile sounded like meat cleavers to Wan’s ears.

“Orange leader, do you read?”

“Copy,” Arief answered immediately. It was an enormous relief to hear the wise orangutan’s voice. “What’s your status?”

“Critically endangered,” Wan quipped. “On the verge of extinction, as a matter of fact. Requesting emergency extraction.”

“The main building’s eastern courtyard has the most clearance. If you can make it there, we’ll drop you a line, over.”

“Copy that.”

The sloth saddled up, and Wan was off at a gallop through the air-conditioning conduit. Within moments, however, they’d hit the end of the duct.

“Where to now?”

“You’ll have to drop down into the main lobby below. Hurry,” advised Murdock.

Wan opened the nearest grating and descended from her cup launcher like a spider.

As she and the sloth turned the next corner, three rottweilers burst through the lobby doors, all teeth and pink gums and clacking claws.

Wan instinctively pivoted through the nearest doorway. The light on the lock switched from green to red as Murdock remotely sealed the door.

Wangari exhaled a deep sigh of relief.

“Look. Isn’t that a sloth?” noted the sloth, pointing a long claw up at the wall.

He was indicating an event invitation pinned to the office’s bulletin board, featuring a picture of a three-toed sloth. Wan only caught the heading:

FASHION MASQUERADE BALL

CELEBRATE SCENIC TRAILS’S NEW LINE OF CHILDREN’S OUTDOOR CLOTHING

FEATURING BRI-LEN AS EMCEE!

“I think that’s you,” Wan said. Underneath the sloth’s picture was a caption reading:

HAVE YOUR PHOTO TAKEN HOLDING AN EXTREMELY RARE AND IRRESISTIBLE PYGMY SLOTH.
PROCEEDS TO HELP CONSERVATION EFFORTS.

Wangari growled menacingly. “Conservation efforts my scaly butt.” She tore the invitation from the board, folded it, and pocketed it for later inspection. “These animals need to be left alone on their island where they can try to thrive on their own terms.”

“What was that? I didn’t copy,” chimed in Nukilik the polar bear over the airwaves.

Wan forgot that she had been transmitting. “Nothing. I’ll fill you in later.” She turned to the sloth. “Hop on. Those dogs will be back.”

“That’s not all. Security is swarming out from the atrium in your direction,” reported Murdock. “Nearest extraction point is due west down the hallway, take your second left, get through the factory floor, then head down the eastern corridor to a window and you’re home free.”

“I’m following what you’re seeing from my dashboard,” said Nukilik. “We’ll hover nearby until you reach the exit. We’re airborne. ETA two minutes.”

In the background of the transmission, Wan could hear the whirr of Red Tail, the team’s tilt-rotor aircraft, which could fly like a plane but take off and land like a helicopter.

She made a break for the corridor, her progress and speed slowed by her live cargo.

Wan entered a warehouse filled with machines. A few sewing units were going, run by a woman wearing noise-canceling headphones. She watched a bank of spools feed fibers into one of several forty-foot-long looms. The threads were woven into patterned bolts of fabric. The clanking, grinding machinery was deafening.

“Any ideas?”

“Take exit number five,” Murdock instructed.

Wan found the enormous sewing contraption marked with a black 5 and hurried through the door beside it.

The new hallway was as long as the previous one, ending in the distance at a closed window looking out upon the night.

A dog bark pierced the machine noises behind her.

Wan didn’t glance back. She bounded toward the dead end on all fours.

She reached the closed window and sprang up on the narrow sill. The latch was loose, but the window was too heavy for Wan to lift on her own.

The dogs were half the distance to their goal and licking their chops as they ran.

Wan plucked her glass cutter from her vest, gave it a hard look, and then simply used it to smash the windowpane.

“Wait! Wan! Don’t—” Murdock’s warning came too late.

A new alarm roared. Floodlights lit up the exterior grounds.

“See what I mean?” Murdock complained.

The dogs snarled victoriously, approaching their cornered prey.

“I’m out of time,” Wan urged. She leaned forward toward the night but hesitated at the threshold. The ground below was rocky. Diving out the window wasn’t an option, especially with a critically endangered hitchhiker strapped to her back.

And then a rope ladder dangled into view. Wangari smiled.

“We’re in position,” came Arief’s welcome voice.

“Hang on tight,” Wan told the sloth as a dog leaped for the pangolin, jaws wide open.

“I always do.”

The rottweiler reached out the window and grasped at the air.

“Too slow!” Wan teased it, leaping for the ladder at the same moment. She clasped on to the lowest rung. She and the sloth were immediately yanked upward, spinning like a lopsided yo-yo at the end of a rocking string. The acceleration was intense as Red Tail rose and banked toward the sea, but both animals held fast.

“Too slow is right!” The tiny sloth cheered. He cried out with a wild thrill of pure delight, gulping back the salty wind while hollering, “Faster! Go faster!”




Chapter Three

ARIEF

(Pongo abelii)

Isla Escudo de Veraguas, Panama

Red Tail touched down on a bit of high ground in a small clearing among the mangroves. Escudo Island was only a couple square miles is size, not much bigger than New York City’s Central Park. It was ten miles offshore from the textile plant and was not supposed to have human inhabitants. On the books, the isle belonged to the pygmy sloths, but humans were known to come to the island to cut down trees and plant crops and fish the waters.

And so it went with the humans—all over the globe. Time and again. Too little, too late. Arief knew the pattern well, from decades of painful experience and personal traumas.

An image of his mother and older brother getting brutally beaten by a band of armed men flashed in front of his eyes. He pushed the memory back.

Even when the humans tried to be responsible—and to their credit they sometimes did—they often fell short, or their efforts were undermined by other humans. Arief understood why local humans sometimes used the land the way they did, and it had everything to do with the fact that people didn’t seem to like to share with other people. Humans needed to feed their families. Too often, many had no choice but to take what they could from the land just to survive, even when they understood the damage their actions would have on the environment over the long haul.

The tilt-rotor’s propellers slowed to a halt, and the wildlife of the mangrove swamp resumed its chirping and buzzing and trilling. Arief opened the aircraft’s main hatch with a push of a button and removed his headset. “We shouldn’t linger here long,” he told everyone on board. “It’ll take us all night to reach the Arctic by morning.”

The team’s next objective was already lined up: find out the status of Nukilik’s mother, and if she was indeed alive, reunite the two.

“Our search must begin after daybreak,” the polar bear reminded them. “My mother will be most active then and easier to spot against the landscape while her shadow is long.”

“I’m more worried about our refueling window!” Murdock insisted from his water tank at the rear of Red Tail’s cargo hold. “The filling station in Nova Scotia is only automated at night. Otherwise a human attendant will be snooping around, wanting to talk to our hairy pilot and verify our bank routing number.”

“I’ll be brief,” Wangari promised, escorting the pygmy three-toed sloth down the ramp while holding his hand.

The pangolin turned to face her new friend when they reached the ground. “You know where you are? How to find home from here?”

Unhurriedly, the sloth turned his neck almost fully around like an owl to scan the jungle clearing. “I know this spot. I used to hang out with some buddies right over there.” He slowly raised an arm and pointed a claw toward a forest wall where the branches blended in with the canopy of other trees.

A rather large bird flushed into the air from the dark hollows along the forest edge, as if the sloth had spooked it by pointing at it. With powerful wing flaps, it vanished into the dark.

“Do you mind if we keep tabs on you?” Wangari asked. But she wasn’t really offering a choice. She had already produced a tiny tracking device and was moving to affix it onto the sloth’s back, where it would remain hidden beneath his fur. “This’ll help us monitor your progress after we leave. It’ll pinch at first.”

“That’s fine . . . ow . . . with me,” the sloth replied too late.

Wangari patted his new friend on the shoulder. “Be safe. Try to avoid the humans from now on. Hide as best you can when they come around.”

“If you’re ever in trouble,” Arief said from the rampway, “we’ve made it our calling to protect any threatened or endangered animal or species that’s in need. If you have a problem, if no one else can help . . . you can count on the Endangereds.”

The tiny sloth gave Arief a slightly confused look but offered him a grateful nod anyway as he slowly turned and disappeared into the jungle.

“All right, slowpokes!” Murdock insisted. “Round ’em up! Move ’em out!”

“Should I take the first shift at the helm? Or do you want it?” Nukilik asked Arief.

“You choose,” he answered.

“Wait!” cried Murdock. “You can’t let her decide. Don’t you know better? Nukilik always choses wrong.”

“Don’t start with that!” Nukilik complained.

“It’s true!” Murdock pressed on. “Weirdest thing: I’ve never seen her win a coin toss. We started tossing for chores a while back. It’s getting to be eerie.”

“No one can always get a coin flip wrong,” Wan scolded. “It’s statistically impossible.”

“Try it,” Murdock dared.

Wan took the bait. She scooped up a coin from the center console tray and flicked it in the air. “Call it, Nuk!”

“Heads,” she said, sighing heavily.

The coin landed on tails.

Intrigued, Wan repeated the experiment four more times. Nukilik was dead wrong with each flip.

“All right, enough,” Arief said. “I’m taking first shift, okay? Let’s strap in already.”

A moment later, Arief donned his headset and executed the preflight checklist. Nukilik was bent over the dash displays, double-checking the destination coordinates she had already quadruple-checked earlier. She plugged a few updated numbers into the autopilot.

“Buckle in, Wan,” the great ape instructed. “Better take your seasickness meds, Murdock.”

“I don’t get seasick!” complained Murdock from his tank. “I get airsick. There’s a difference.”

“It all looks the same coming up,” Nukilik pointed out.

The narwhal blubbered in offense, retreating toward the back of his tight saltwater quarters.

Wangari settled into her seat behind the orangutan and tapped him on the shoulder with something. “I found this in one of the offices downstairs,” she explained. “Thought you might like a look.”

Arief glanced back and took the piece of paper she was holding. It was made of thick card stock, decorated with fancy silver designs along the borders, and had a close-up mug shot of a pygmy three-toed sloth, possibly the same individual they had just rescued, though he couldn’t be sure.

Arief took a moment to read through the fashion gala invitation. “This is a joke,” he said, thrusting the note back at Wan. “Raising money? What they’re doing is the opposite of conservation!”

“Those were my sentiments exactly,” Wan told him.

“If we had more time, I would’ve liked to do more recon out here,” Arief mentioned. “Clearly these humans are up to something. The fashion industry is a huge culprit when it comes to polluting the environment and causing climate change.”

Murdock barked a chuckle from his tank. “We’re fashion police now?”

“I’m really glad we were successful tonight.” Arief allowed himself a rare smile. “Getting that poor animal safely home was the real victory. But it’s a nice bonus, knowing we’ve rained on the parade of these corporate hyenas.”

Red Tail, painted all black except for a distinctive red stripe slanting down the tilt-rotor’s aft vertical stabilizers, lifted off like a helicopter and disappeared into the night sky.




Chapter Four

NUKILIK

(Ursus maritimus)

Baffin Bay, Greenland

“Arriving at your destination,” the autopilot’s monotone voice announced.

Nuk had dozed off some time ago, but now she shot up in her seat and put her paws around the aircraft’s secondary controls.

Finally, I’m home! she thought with a thrill. The realization was accompanied by a nervous churning of her gut. Mother . . .

“Steady, gal. I got her,” said Arief from the captain’s chair beside her. The orangutan was wide awake. He was already gripping the primary controls with his hands, guiding Red Tail through a patch of turbulence.

Although the sun hadn’t risen yet, the sky ahead wasn’t dark anymore. The atmosphere contained a familiar pastel hue that Nukilik had missed since leaving the Great Realm. Down near the world’s equator, where the Endangereds’ HQ was located, the sun rose and set quickly, remaining high overhead for most of each day. It blazed against a washed-out sky. At the poles, however, the sun tended to linger low, sliding along the horizon for hours and hours. In the Arctic summertime, the sun never quite set. And in the dead of polar winter, it never actually rose but would hide shyly behind the mountains and glaciers for an hour or two before retreating fully back beneath the world.

During the present time of year, the Arctic sun wanted it both ways, rising and setting with great patience. The beautiful pastels of dawn persisted in the sky for hours. The soft pinks filled Nukilik with warm anticipation.

“You let me fall asleep,” Nuk chided. “I told you not to.”

“You needed the rest,” Arief said. “Today’s a big day.”

“What about you?” Nukilik asked.

“I don’t sleep well, anyway,” the ape admitted. “It’s okay, Nuk.”

The polar bear stretched herself awake as much as possible while sitting in her cramped seat. She studied her copilot closely. She wasn’t really familiar with Arief’s sleeping habits. They kept to their own habitats during the nighttime at the Ark, the glass dome on the Galápagos Islands the Endangereds called home.

The original idea of the Ark was that it was supposed to be a place for threatened animals to remain wild until their native habitats were safe for them to return home. A lack of humans was an essential part of the Ark’s purpose: no wild animal would become too accustomed to people. This clever design element made it far easier for the hyperintelligent Endangereds to come and go as they pleased.

“Rerouting,” the autopilot proclaimed. Red Tail banked heavily to the left.

“Stop that.” With a grunt, Arief took full control of the aircraft.

“Who voices these robotic guides?” Murdock wondered behind them, his head and long tusk poking above the water’s surface of his tank. “‘Rerouting.’ Very patronizing. Like what they’re really saying is ‘You missed your turn, idiot.’”

“We haven’t missed our turn,” Arief pointed out. “Our destination is a pretty big area. No telling where exactly we’ll find Nuk’s mom. But this is where you last saw her, correct?”

No telling if we’ll find her at all. That knot in Nuk’s gut tightened another turn.

Nuk leaned forward in her seat for a better view out of the cockpit windows. The coast appeared as Arief gently circled the sky. “Yes,” she said with confidence. She spotted the distinctive rocky formation that jutted out into the sea. It had taken her ages of searching the computers back at the Ark to find these coordinates. “This is definitely where I grew up.”

That nervous energy in her stomach ballooned. Nuk wanted to blame the turbulence for upsetting her insides. But the sinking feeling had nothing to do with the flight. The last time Nukilik had been with her mother, they were swimming and exhausted, and became separated by a large human ship that passed by. Nuk never saw her mother again.

She grabbed for a bone to chew.

Arief must have read her thoughts. “She’s down there,” he assured her. “And remember: if we don’t find her immediately, that doesn’t necessarily mean the worst.”

Nukilik gave her bone a turn and ground her jaws into it.

“Look at those waters!” Murdock beamed. “I can’t wait to go for a swim.”

“It’s beautiful,” Arief said.

“The Great Realm,” declared Nukilik. “There’s nothing prettier on the planet, especially when the green ribbons
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