
  [image: cover]


“Should we continue to look upwards? Is the light we can see in the sky one of those which will presently be extinguished? The ideal is terrifying to behold, lost as it is in the depths, small, isolated, a pin-point, brilliant but threatened on all sides by the dark forces that surround it: nevertheless, no more in danger than a star in the jaws of the clouds.”

—Victor Hugo, “Les Miserables”

“All animals are equal

but some animals are more equal than others.”

—George Orwell, “Animal Farm”


Common and Precious

by Tim Susman


Introduction

The humans guard their few remaining records jealously, but there are nonetheless traces, cultural fossils, which show points in the development of “huminals,” animals given human form and intelligence. A public video from the twenty-fourth century shows a circus performer who may be a converted monkey; earlier still photographs show creatures who might be orangutans or gorillas. Certainly, primates were the first subjects, designed for immunity to the plagues that were ravaging the human world, and for their endurance and willingness to do the work that increasingly fewer humans were available to do.

In video footage from the twenty-fifth century, one sees increasing numbers of converted dogs, wolves, bears, and lions. None rise above the sub-classes of workers, entertainers, or slaves. None, at least while the cameras are on them, seem to resent this.

In the twenty-sixth century—the 2540s, to be precise—nature surged ahead in the race with science, dealing the human race a crippling blow via an airborne plague spread by bacteria which fed on pollutants in the air. Some huminals were affected, but their species were so diverse that the plague could not take hold in their individual populations. In desperation, humans turned their attention skyward, for a cleaner planet where their race could flourish again.

The development of a faster-than-light drive came at the cost of many lives—but not human lives. Wolves, apes, dogs, raccoons, and countless others were sent to fiery deaths in the atmosphere, or cold floating coffins. Once the drive was perfected, it was the huminals, again, who ventured out to look for places for their masters to live.

But when the first explorers returned, hundreds of time-dilated years later, they found that the humans were masters no longer. Outnumbered now by their creations, who sensed weakness with unerring instinct, the human race was vulnerable to a fire that could be ignited with a single spark. In the now-famous riots at Lagos and Seoul, the revolution caught. In the time it took to return from Alpha Centauri, it had spread to the seven continents. In the time it took to return from Tau Ceti, it was over.

Whatever the initial reasons, most of Earth’s mammal species had been subject to conversion. Perhaps the humans were seeking a certain body type, or a certain immunological resistance, or a certain type of companionship, or perhaps they were just bored. One old video suggests another motive: a human states confidently that the “huminals” will never unite against humanity because there were so few of each species, and so many different species that they would never agree on anything. He was wrong only once, but that was enough.

As the New People took over their world, setting their old name aside, they promised each other a better society than the one that had created them. But good intentions can only triumph over the pressure of custom on a personal level, not a societal one, and the New People had only one model on which to base their utopia. And so, slowly, they fell into very human patterns of behavior, both good and bad. They cared for each other, and took advantage of each other’s misfortunes. They healed the sick and killed the weak. And they continued to explore space.

Here, their varied body types proved a great advantage. On hot, arid, desert worlds, fennec foxes and kangaroo rats built sprawling, thriving cities. On low-gravity worlds, elephants and hippos frolicked and multiplied. And on the icy world of New Tibet, arctic foxes, wolves, and Siberian tigers shivered only a little as they worked with other cold-weather species to extract valuable minerals from a planet reluctant to give up its heart.


Prologue

The snow had come early. During the longer days of summer, it usually held off until nightfall, but as Shamil glanced out the window in the midst of her afternoon rounds, she saw white flakes drifting past. Wolf help us, she thought. It’s going to be a cold night. The roof had broken again, and when she turned to look inside the room, she saw snow drifting down to the floor inside the room as well. She started to catalog the things she’d need in her head: prefab panels they could get, or at least pieces of them. Nails were harder, but they had enough. Once her rounds were finished, she could get to work on that.

“Excuse me?” The lemming she was attending to interrupted her thoughts, staring meaningfully at the cup of pills and the cup of water she was holding. She shook her head and handed them to him with a brief apology. “My leg’s killing me,” he grumbled. “Only two pills today?” He tossed back the pills and water and handed her the empty cups without even a “thank you.”

“This is all we have,” she said. “I told you we wouldn’t have three every day.”

“Two’s about as good as a napkin in a blizzard.” He curled up, turning pointedly away from her, leaving the splinted leg stretched out straight on the bed.

The wolf moved down three beds, to a silent rabbit whose broken arm, from a transport wreck, was nearly healed. One of the lucky few. She hated walking by the patients who hadn’t made it on the list for that day’s rounds, but she couldn’t look away from them, even if all she could give them was a smile. Every time one of their few recoveries left, another patient came through the door.

Just as she handed over the rabbit’s prescription, the ward’s door swung open with a creak. The breeze blew the scent to her as she turned and saw the familiar black shape in the doorway, grinning at her.

“Jeff!” She set down her tray and walked to meet him.

He threw his arms around her, pressing her to his muscular frame and lowering his muzzle to rub against hers. “Hi, sweetie,” he said.

She pulled back to meet his eyes. “You’re home early.”

He nodded, and whispered into her perked triangular ear, “It’s set. Next Tuesday.”

“Already?”

“Has to be,” he whispered. He caressed her muzzle with a gentle paw and kissed her nose.

She closed her eyes and opened them again, wishing he didn’t look quite so eager. “Can you fix the roof while I finish rounds? We’ve got prefab scraps in the basement and there should be some nails in the supply closet, top shelf near the back. Use them up if you need to. I think Farley tried to save some last time he fixed it.”

Disappointment flitted across his features; he wanted to talk about the plan. He glanced at the hole. “All right. I’ll go get the ladder and the tools.” She stood watching him as he walked out the door and down the stairs, until the lemming in the next bed coughed to get her attention.

They shared the prefab two-bedroom house with a rabbit couple, but Farley was at the hospital and Marsha wouldn’t be home from work until later. Shamil closed the door behind her and breathed in the familiar air of home: rabbit, wolf, the smell of disinfectant that always crept in from the hospital, and the ubiquitous fish smell that had accreted from years of fish dinners. She put her bag down on the threadbare couch. Jeff had come home after fixing the roof, and since he wasn’t here, he must be upstairs.

He was, sitting on the bed cross-legged, his three knives and armored vest spread out in front of him. He smiled when he saw her, but his tail didn’t wag, remaining still against the bed.

She leaned against the doorframe. “Tuesday? That’s only five days. Jac won’t be ready.”

“He’s ready now,” Jeff said. “I had to do it today. We lost Olly.”

Shamil pictured the small brown wolf and squeezed her eyes shut. “How?”

Jeff growled softly. “They didn’t replace the safety valve on the press. It overheated…exploded while he was running it. He took a shard of metal in the shoulder and steam in the muzzle. He died before they could get him to the hospital.”

“Oh, Wolf.” She said a short prayer under her breath.

“And that prick Jura just acted like…well, you know.” He took a breath. “So I blew up at him. Stormed out and took my complaints to Barda’s office. I know, I know,” he said, rubbing a paw through his head fur and giving her the sheepish smile he reserved for when he wanted her to forgive him. “But at least I remembered the plan. I got the secretary out of there and got Barda’s schedule. It’ll have to be Tuesday. Thursday might work, but it’s not as good. Tuesday they’re going to the theater. That’s what we’d planned on.”

“But not now. In a month or two, when we were ready…”

“We’re as ready as we’ll ever be,” Jeff said, standing and walking towards her, playing with one of his knives and giving her a mock-ferocious smile.

Shamil shook her head, smiling despite herself. “Jeff, don’t.”

“Second thoughts?” His eyes dared her as his voice never would.

“About what? Putting us all in danger for a promise I made years ago?”

“It’s more than that. You want to do this.”

He knew her that well, at least. She wondered if he also knew why. She wondered if she knew why. “I have to.”

“And the money doesn’t hurt. Don’t forget that.”

Shamil flicked her ears. “I think about it every day. No, it’s not what we’re doing. Just the way we’re doing it.”

He set the knife on the dresser and took her paws in his. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m the only one doing anything dangerous.”

She squeezed his paws back, unable to shake the impression that he liked it that way, that having Olly to watch his back would have diminished the thrill. “What do you think I’m worried about? The rest of it is safe, more or less. Relatively.”

“That came out wrong.” He gestured toward the vest, his expression serious. “I’ve got protection. I’ve got years of practice. I can take on anyone in hand-to-hand, as long as they’re not Family. And…” He kissed her on the muzzle. “I’ve got the best reason in the world to be careful.”

“You’d better be. I couldn’t run this hospital without you.” She nuzzled him back and slid her arms around his reassuringly solid body, choosing to believe the emotion behind the familiar disingenuous platitude.

“Now, I know that’s a lie.”

She felt his smile, the brush of his tail against her thigh. Her ears flicked. “Don’t pull any more surprises like this. I only have three days to assemble everyone now.”

“Better to get it over with.” He kissed her again. “Then when it’s done, we’ll all be happy.”

“Happy?” She arched an eyebrow.

“Well…happier.”

“That’s not hard, for most of us.”

He held her cheeks and smiled. “That’s why I married you. For your bright and sunny nature.”

“Don’t change the subject.” She couldn’t keep from returning his smile. Damn him.

“That’s better.” He slid away from her, grabbed the knife, and spun into an attack crouch. “Now let’s go hunt some tigers.”


1: The President of TeraMine

From the offices of the President and chief executive of TeraMine, on the penultimate floor of the third highest tower in the city of New Tibet, the view is breathtaking. Facing the large desk—itself a breathtaking sight, made of real chirrupine wood from Astaria and brought to this planet at great expense; you can smell the chirrupine in the air from anywhere in the room and see the glimmering phosphors in the grain—one could turn to the left and see the crowded, industrial city, thrusting desperately upward into the clouded sky. Beyond the city, the densely packed residential area huddles against the cold, row upon row of identical rooftops covering identical houses, mass-produced and brought here to house the colonists who work in the mines and offices. Towering above the houses stands the imposing mass of Mount Arken, site of 83% of TeraMine’s operations. TeraMine and other companies have been burrowing and excavating the mountain for hundreds of years, ever since the first colonists landed, but no scars are visible on the peak’s silvery sides. It is difficult to leave a mark on the sheer bulk of the mountain, and the regular snowfall covers the completed mining operations as if they had never been.

At the base of the mountain, aloof from the masses, sits a group of buildings large enough to be called a city unto itself. Even from the distance of the TeraMine offices, this city stands apart from the rest of the buildings on New Tibet, sprawled lazily out. Large houses wear the snow as a blanket, showing peaks of obsidian and vermilion through the white. Five hundred buildings compose the city of the Shivers, stretching over an area that would hold five times that many row houses.

To the right, the vast and stormy sea dominates the horizon. Clouds and wind combine to create a grey expanse broken by whitecaps, stretching from the edge of the mountain to the farthest edge of the window, which stops just short of showing the refineries and factories that lie southeast of the city.

Also hidden are the vast slums west of the city. Fully half the island is covered in the same mass-produced housing, built on a tropical world and not very well suited to the perpetual arctic climate. Well-off workers can afford to live close to the city; free public transports trundling through the ice-covered streets at all hours take hours to get to the farthest houses, in the areas known as the Reaches.

As enticing as these views are, however, rare is the visitor to TeraMine’s highest office who ponders them for very long, for to do so is to ignore the tiger who sits behind the desk. And Tiger Barda does not take well to being ignored.

On this day, his seven-foot frame was elegantly sheathed in a tailored dark blue vest with gold trim, a formal white shirt left open at the neck, and dark blue pants to match the vest. His face was sleek, like most of the Bengali tribe, without the prominent cheek ruffs of other tribes, and he wore gold-rimmed eyeglasses that sat on the bridge of his nose without any other visible means of support. Given the icy glare that was Barda’s favorite expression, perhaps his eyeglasses dared not fall.

The object of his glare, a younger tiger dressed only in a formal yellow shirt and beige pants, kept looking from Barda to the tiger on his right, a Siberian who was wearing an outfit similar to Barda’s, without the gold trim. The Siberian kept his expression respectful and impassive, watching whoever was speaking.

Barda’s massive paw rested on a single page, alone in the center of his desk. The other pages had been pushed to one side. He raised one extended claw and tapped the page.

The younger tiger’s gaze flicked down to the desk, then back up as Barda spoke. “Resho Jura,” he said in a velvety bass voice, “why has this report ended up on my desk?”

Jura leaned forward eagerly. “It’s that wolf, Jefferson. He’s after my job, sir.”

“Is it true?”

“It has to be, sir. It’s the only reason he would have filed this directly with your office: to make me look bad.”

Barda’s eyes narrowed, slightly. He tapped the page for emphasis. “Is this true?”

Jura swallowed. “Sir, I assure you that everything detailed in that report is well within company guidelines.”

“I know the company guidelines. I wrote the company guidelines.” Barda spaced his words out for emphasis. “Is. This. True?”

Jura shrank back in his chair. “Yes, sir,” he whispered.

“All right, then.” Barda’s voice became more pleasant. Jura relaxed, but failed to notice the older tiger’s response, beside him. The Siberian stiffened, and curled his tail under his chair.

“Since you are so familiar with the company guidelines,” Barda continued, “I’m certain you can report to me some violation of them that this Jefferson has committed. Just file that with—”

“No, sir,” Jura interrupted. “He’s always stayed within company policy, never tried to organize the workers, just pushes for better conditions for them. He…uh…” Jura looked to his right, where the Siberian had closed his eyes and bowed his head as if in prayer. Barda was staring at the youngster, but not out of interest or even with his usual glare; he was staring with a hunter’s intensity.

Jura froze, then looked down at his lap and folded his paws and ears down. Barda continued to stare at the young tiger until he was sure Jura was about to soil himself. “I am sure,” he said slowly, “that you can report to me some violation of company policy sufficient for his dismissal.”

The young tiger worked his throat, but no sound came out. He nodded.

“I expect the report on Passa Nerrim’s desk tomorrow morning.”

This time, Jura managed a scratchy, “Yes, sir.”

Barda waved a paw. “Dismissed. Nerrim, you stay.”

The Siberian remained in his seat while Jura nearly fell out of his chair and bowed clumsily to Barda, then walked quickly out of the room.

Barda waited for several minutes after the door had closed to speak again, while Nerrim waited patiently. “Nerrim,” he said conversationally, “if I ever accede to Resho Kenari’s request to hire one of his incompetent, bumbling, ill-favored relations again for anything other than pulling mine carts or fetching refreshments, please do me the favor of whispering the name “Jura” to me so that I may instantly rescind my decision.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Once you receive his report tomorrow, he is to be terminated.” Barda turned his chair slightly, ice blue eyes staring out at the grey sky and sea. “I cannot abide incompetence in my company. Do you have someone fit to take his place?”

“I can find someone, sir.” Nerrim kept his posture straight and his expression carefully neutral, but his tail uncurled slowly.

“Good.” It was the right answer, the one he expected from Nerrim, who rarely disappointed him. Barda stroked his whiskers thoughtfully. He leaned back in his chair and crumpled the report on his desk into one huge paw. Nerrim waited patiently while Barda batted the ball of paper back and forth on his desk, his eyes fixed on a point out in the sea. Finally, he swept the paper into the trash and turned back to Nerrim. “I think it would be good for Resho Jura to learn another lesson. On his way home, he would benefit greatly from a meeting with some of the despicable lowlifes who skulk through our lovely streets here.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I think a broken jaw will teach him not to interrupt.” Barda smiled.

“Yes, sir,” Nerrim said. “The wolf, too?”

Barda considered that, and then shook his head. “He’s not worth the trouble. I’ll take care of blacklisting him. Don’t want an agitator like that working for any of our friends, do we?”

“No, sir,” Nerrim said, and waited to be dismissed. When Barda waved his paw, the Siberian rose and bowed with fluid grace, and padded to the door.

“Passa Nerrim?” Barda’s light growl made the Siberian’s tail curl apprehensively. He turned around to face his boss. “I have a good deal of faith in your abilities, you know.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“I don’t believe I need to be involved in incidents like this. Do you?”

“No, sir.”

“Good. I don’t expect to be involved again.” He turned back to the sea, staring thoughtfully out at it, but his ears caught Nerrim’s “No, sir,” as the Siberian turned and left the office.

When the door had closed, Barda turned slowly in his chair, letting his gaze sweep from the uneven sea to the icy shores and then to the city and the buildings beyond. Ignoring the city of the Shivers, he looked down at the residential areas and let a smile curve along his lips. The little people scurried about far below him, occupied with affairs that had no import, while up in his office, he pulled strings and directed their lives, mostly without their knowledge.

Once in a while, though, he liked to have a direct impact. He brushed a switch on his desk, listening as the small hydraulics brought his terminal up smoothly. Casually, he tapped the screen and brought up TeraMine’s personnel files.

Deloup, Jefferson. Seemed that half the wolves on the planet had the Deloup surname. Damned inbred things. He studied the black-furred muzzle and small triangular ears, rotating the image. He looked fierce in the picture, but it was probably just an affectation. Most wolves he knew were craven at their core—except for the few trusted lieutenants of the Shivers, over working for the large tiger Tyrrrix. Those had a hardness inside them that Barda respected.

Wife, no children. No connections to the Shivers, so no reason to protect him. The little wolf had forgotten how insignificant he was. Barda sent his file to the Blacklist, an informal program set up by one of the other New Tibet CEOs. Jefferson’s file would be sent to the hiring managers at all the major companies, and wherever he applied, he would be turned away.

Soon he would even be gone from TeraMine’s files. Barda’s paw twitched, wanting to delete the wolf himself, but Passa Perfit always complained when he did that. It caused problems for TeraMine’s HR records. Ah, well. He’d gotten some satisfaction, anyway.

After a moment’s reflection, he called up Jura’s profile as well. It wouldn’t do any good to blacklist him, as his family had connections and Barda wished to remain on moderately good terms with them. He could, however, enter a cause for termination that would stick with the tiger. He typed, “Terminated for incompetence and insubordination” in the Notes, saved it, and then checked his correspondence. He was waiting for replies from a couple distributors on the new Hydroan colony, but nothing had come in yet, only an update from the local theater listing their shows for the next two months.

He had two box seats there for every performance, but even though he usually accompanied his daughter, he spent most of the time sleeping or thinking about work. The drama he immersed himself in every day at work, guiding his company through intersystem laws and negotiating the relationships with other companies, was far more real than the people dressed garishly on the stage. But because Melinda loved it, Barda sat patiently through every show.

Her birthday was coming up, too. He tapped a note to himself to remember to arrange the party. Maybe some of her favorite actors could make an appearance again. She’d loved that last year, and he thought she had some new favorites now. He would have to pay attention at next week’s show.

He tapped two buttons on his desk and heard his personal assistant’s voice. “Yes, sir?” Kara said crisply.

He told her about the firings, that he’d already taken care of them, and ended with, “Please get two tickets for the theater for next week. There’s a new show starting, and Meli likes to be there for opening night.”

“Already done, sir.” There was a pause. “Raja Garro requested you call him at your earliest convenience. I suspect it involves Resho Jura’s termination.”

“Yes, I suppose. Get him on the phone, I’ll take it in here.” He leaned back and waited for the signature beeps.

“Hello, Garro.”

“Barda. I got a note just now that Resho Jura’s been terminated.”

“Yes. He was in here complaining about some wolf he couldn’t control. He showed a distinct lack of management capability and he interrupted me.” He let his gaze wander out to the sky and the white flakes drifting slowly down.

Garro sighed audibly. “I don’t mean to question your judgment,” he said carefully. “But Resho Kenari is going to be in here complaining to me because he doesn’t dare come in and face you, and I’m going to have to sort him out. I’ll need more than ‘he interrupted’.”

“Without respect, he might as well be working in the mines.”

“I’ll be sure to suggest that,” Garro said dryly. “I’m sure it will help.”

“Oh, just check his file,” Barda said. “There were numerous complaints filed against him. He wasn’t able to keep his people in line.”

“I’ll work with that,” Garro said. “But if you could possibly give me a little warning next time, I would—oh, Father’s Teeth, that’s Kenari. I’ll see you for dinner tomorrow?”

“Yes. Tell Kenari to come see me if he really makes a fuss.”

Garro laughed. “It’d be worth it to see his whiskers go limp. No, I can handle it. I know you hate to be bothered.” He paused. “You said this was about a wolf?”

“Yes. I’ve taken care of him.”

“All right.” His subordinate’s voice was wary. “So he wasn’t…”

“No, he wasn’t Family. I checked.”

“Good.” But Garro’s voice didn’t hold much relief. “Since the Hajida deal…”

“The Hajida deal,” Barda said sharply, “is not an issue.”

Now he could hear the other tiger’s voice lose its tension. “I know. Sorry, sir.”

“Thanks, Garro.” He tapped the button and shut off the phone.

After another scan of his mail, he shut down his terminal and turned to watch the darkening streets below him as the machine sank back into the desk.


2: Outside the Window

The top-grade glass of the penthouse apartments had been imported from some sand planet in the Dimera system where all they did was make glass. One pane cost more than a month of fancy dinners, and would probably feed one of the figures passing under the street lights, far below, for a year. The glass was so clear that it looked as though the clouds could just drift right inside, except for the panes just above the ledge where young Tiger Melinda liked to sit and watch the world below.

As her eyes followed the figures and traced the lines of the clouds, her paw etched patterns into the glass. Her father had replaced the panes twice and then given up, letting the whorls and lines remain and grow. She traced circles within circles, tightly wound spirals that came undone into cloverleaf flowers, and smaller circles like bubbles trickling around the other lines, absently wearing down the glass as she gazed out the window, tail lashing slowly back and forth.









She should be catching up on her schoolwork, writing letters back to her friends on other planets, picking out what she was going to wear for the visit from Passa Gerrar tomorrow, checking on the servants in the kitchen, or doing any one of a hundred other small tasks that comprised her life. Instead, she watched the movements of figures she had never met: wolves and foxes and lemmings and hares, raccoons and leopards and weasels and bears.

She knew the world of New Tibet better than she knew its people; by contrast, she remembered the people of Old Earth, her childhood friends, better than the world. Hazy memories of a world with sunlight and greenery floated to the surface of her mind occasionally, but she couldn’t say whether they were real or just reflections of the stories her mother had told her.

Her mother, a plump tiger with a warm hug who smelled of jasmine and wore plain clothes and a sad smile, had sat in this same spot. Meli used to climb up and sit in her lap, marveling at the view while her mother stroked gently between her ears. Sometimes, after an hour of staring down at the world, her mother got up and left the apartment, telling Meli, “I have to go.” When she’d left, Meli ran back to the glass and looked down, at first trying to see her mother leaving, and then straining to see what had caught her attention, what could have drawn her out of the warm apartment.

Some nights, her mother stayed out so late she missed dinner. Those nights, Meli ate with a glowering father and kept as quiet as whoever was unfortunate enough to be their cook at that time. Sometimes she heard her parents fighting when her mother came home late. To miss dinner, she’d thought, to go through all that, there must be something wonderful out there.

Eight years ago, her mother hadn’t come back.

Meli hadn’t smelled the jasmine for years, but the view remained the same, strangely compelling. Just at this moment, she was trying to write a poem about it, and searching a word to rhyme with ‘snow’ that she hadn’t already used in her last poem. One would think there would be more rhymes, but her mind kept wandering away, and her concentration fled altogether when her father strolled into the room. He walked over to her and planted a kiss on the top of her head. “Evening, Melinda,” he rumbled. “How is dinner coming?”

“Fine,” she said, giving him a brief smile and then turning back to the window.

“Did Susanne get the kefli sauce right this time?”

“I guess,” Meli said.

“Mmm.” Barda put a large paw on her shoulder. “She does much better when you watch her, you know that.”

“She does fine.”

“Fine is not good enough for this household. If all she can do is fine, I will find someone else to cook. There is no shortage of cooks on this planet. All I have to do is—”

“Don’t get rid of Susanne, Father. I like her pies.”

“You shouldn’t eat so many pies,” he said, but his voice had a happy rumble to it.

“I won’t get fat,” she replied. “I exercise.”

“Did you work out today?”

“No. Tomorrow I will. Dura Coffa had to go with her mother to a ceremony downtown.” She looked out the window. “She invited me.”

Barda sighed. “If you’d said something, I could have arranged for a bodyguard.”

“I don’t want to go with bodyguards.”

“You’re not going without them.”

“I’ll be eighteen in two months. I can take care of myself.”

He squeezed her shoulder. “Melinda, you don’t know what kind of wretched people are out there. Lowlifes with nothing to lose. They’re not fit to lay a paw on us, but they’d do it anyway. I won’t permit you to go out alone.” Always unspoken was the shadow of that phrase, like your mother did.

“What about when I’m eighteen? When I’m of age?”

“Age doesn’t matter to them.”

“It matters to me.”

“We’ll discuss it then.”

She knew the conversation would come around to this familiar dismissal, and greeted it with a “hmph.” It is most aggravating, she thought, to speak to open eyes and closed ears.

Her father tried to change the subject. “You know that Passa Gerrar is coming around again tomorrow.”

She affected boredom. “Yes, Father.”

“I like him. He’s a handsome young fellow, don’t you think?”

“I suppose.”

“I saw his father today. Some unpleasantness over in the mining sectors. I had to dismiss a manager and a miner.”

Meli didn’t react, and after a moment, her father went on. “Nerrim, though, he’s good. One of the best. And his son takes after him.” She still said nothing. “Do you like him?”

“He’s fine.” She said the word deliberately.

“It would be a good marriage. But there are others, too. Fos Marsin, for one.”

Meli stirred irritably. “Marsin is an idiot.”

“You like Gerrar better?”

“Of course.”

“Good. I’m glad to hear it. Come to dinner, dear?”

“All right.” She didn’t move from the window, though, even when her father tugged gently on her shoulder. He lifted his paw a moment later and walked slowly into the dining room.

Meli pressed her short muzzle to the chilly glass of the window and frowned, nettled that her father had gotten her to say she liked Gerrar. Honestly, she found nothing objectionable about him other than the fact that her father wanted her to marry him. She was certain that the only reason he was interested in her was to get an executive job at TeraMine; the only reason she was at all interested in him was that, unlike most of the other candidates her father had hand-picked, he at least groomed himself, remembered her name, and understood what the theater was, even if he didn’t appreciate it.

Of course, she didn’t find anything particularly attractive about him, either. Looking forward to a life with him was not substantially different than looking forward to her next hour, or her next day, without him. They would be married, he would work at TeraMine during the day and come home to her at night, and she would never leave the apartment. Her friends on other worlds climbed mountains, journeyed to exotic places, met interesting people. The stories she read, real and fictional, excited her more than Passa Gerrar did. She read more than ever these days, because her father never let her do anything.

She sighed, placed her pawpad to the etched patterns in the glass, and stood up slowly, unfolding her tall, lithe frame from the window seat. Both paws smoothed out the blue Piarrean silk of her dress as she took one last look out the window. Snow was beginning to fall, gentle white flakes that drifted past the window and then disappeared to the world below. Meli watched their downward journey and wished, not for the first time, that her mother had taken her with her when she left.

The kefli sauce was all wrong again; Susanne had forgotten the salt and, Meli guessed, had left it boiling too long. It was a local steak, thankfully, and not an imported one that the offending sauce was pooled around. Beside it sat a bowl of salad, some cooked potatoes and greens, and a citrus sauce for the vegetables that, although much better than the kefli, was entirely inappropriate for the steak. On the other small table, a loaf of bread slowly cooled, along with some kind of new spread, also local, which Meli had forgotten the name of. Except for the kefli, the dinner was quite acceptable, even by her father’s standards.

Meli always sat facing the only window, which took up the entire wall across from her. Snow drifted down outside, a white film across the dark night. To her right, across the beautiful carpet that shimmered with blue and gold, she knew Susanne was fretting in the kitchen about the sauce. Meli glanced at her father as she took a bite of steak and made a show of enjoying it, and though she could tell her father wasn’t fooled, at least he didn’t say anything about it.

“I got the theater schedule for next season,” he said. “It looks good.”

Her ears perked up at that. “What’s playing? Janika says ‘The Water of Life’ is really good, and Moraldo thought they might put that on.”

He nodded. “That was one of the shows. Who’s Janika again?”

“Tima Janika, from Old Earth. Her grandmother and I were classmates, remember?”

“Oh, yes.” He took another bite of the steak, scraping the sauce off it. “Tima Mathilda was a good friend of…ours.”

By “ours,” Meli knew, he meant, “your mother’s.” She nodded. “Tima Mathilda passed away, but the family is doing well. Janika’s father had another paper published on the AcNet.”

“What does he study again?”

“Humans. He’s applying for a permit to travel to the Old Earth reservation to study them. Janika says if he gets it, he’ll be the first non-human allowed in there in fifty years.”

“Mmm.” Barda took another bite, chewed methodically, and swallowed. “When we lived there, they were more open.”

“Really?” Meli moved on to her salad. Despite her pretension, she couldn’t swallow much more of the bland sauce.

Her father nodded. “There was a massacre shortly after we left. Some minks attacked and killed a few hundred humans.”

“What’s a mink?”

“Like a weasel.” He tapped a couple buttons to one side of his plate, and a screen on the far wall glimmered to life. Barda glanced at it while typing on the keypad and soon a picture of a thin, brown-furred person with a short muzzle and venomous eyes appeared. “There.”

“They look horrible.”

“They are.” He pushed his steak away. “None of the lesser races have any nobility, but mink don’t even have common decency. All of them are in prison, or should be.”

Meli shuddered. “I’m glad there aren’t any here.”

“One of the reasons I chose this lovely planet, darling.” Barda beamed and beckoned Susanne into the room. The cowering lemming brought two pies to the table and rushed out. “The lower species know their place here.”

“Mm-hmm.” Meli crunched some of the greens. At least it appeared Susanne would stay around a little longer. If her father intended to fire her, he would have done it before the end of the meal. She was glad. Besides the pies, she liked the little lemming, and if she’d remembered about the kefli sauce, she never would have let dinner go unsupervised.

After the meal, she retired to her room, telling her father she wanted to prepare for Gerrar’s visit. When she reached her room, she closed the door and summoned Sashi, the lemur who’d been her mother’s personal attendant and now was hers.

“Sashi, Passa Gerrar is visiting tomorrow. Pick me a suitable outfit. I want to look good, but not…not really good. You know?”

“Yes, mem.” The old lemur nodded. “So, not the pink frilly thing.”

“Heavens, no.” Meli smiled. “I want to be able to keep him off me.”

“Indeed.” Sashi slid her closet doors aside and perused the outfits. Meli walked to the other side of the room and checked the mail on her terminal, then slid it out of view and looked at herself in the vanity mirror. For a tiger of seventeen, she thought she looked young, with wide green eyes and short stripes that were barely visible around her cheek ruffs when she looked at herself head on. She wished she had the bold black stripes of her father, but Sashi had told her many times that she favored her mother, from the thicker fur to the wider ears. She hoped she wouldn’t grow fat like her mother, and ran paws down her trim sides at the usual small flutter of guilt over the thought.

“Susanne won’t be fired, Sashi,” she said.

“She was most distressed over the kefli, mem.”

“I know. I should’ve stayed to watch her.”

Sashi didn’t say anything for a moment, and when she did, it was to change the topic. “Sea green, mem?”

Meli looked up in the mirror at the dress Sashi was holding, a soft green thing she vaguely remembered had come from a local place. “Yes, fine. Why do they call it that? The sea isn’t green.”

“On Old Earth it is, sometimes, mem.”

Meli tried to imagine the roiling sea in that shade of green. “I thought it was blue.”

“It is, mem, but in some places it can be green. From your grandparents’ villa you could see the lagoon in beautiful shades of blue and green.”

Rarely did Meli look at pictures of Old Earth. They were not hard to find, but she didn’t seek them out, and only when her friends there sent her photos did she see what the planet looked like. She held with her father’s view that New Tibet was their home now and there was no use looking back.

She didn’t respond to Sashi, instead reaching out to the small console to her left and turning on a melancholy string melody. While it played, she pushed the bottles on her vanity back and forth, trying to remember the scent each one held without having to open it, weighing each against the others for the impression it would make.

Sashi was showing her an ankle bracelet and wrist bracelet, and Meli nodded distractedly. “Yes, yes, those are fine. Oh, Sashi, I don’t know which scent to wear.”

The lemur put a gentle paw on her shoulder. “Just be yourself, mem. That’s always the best course.”

“That doesn’t help,” Meli retorted. “None of these scents are me.” Her fingers lingered, as they often did, over the jasmine, and then moved on. Sashi didn’t respond, and after a moment Meli selected the Blue Shavra Blossom scent and put it aside.

“Does this outfit suit, mem?” Sashi showed her the combination of dress, jewelry, and ribbons all together.

Meli made a show of appraising it. “Yes, it looks lovely.”

“Will there be anything else?”

“Not tonight. Good night, Sashi.”

“Good night, mem.” Sashi left quietly, closing the door behind her.

Meli sat up for a little longer after that, trying to compose a poem that likened her boredom to the white haze of falling snow. She couldn’t get the rhymes to come out right, but when she grew too sleepy to think any more, she sent the poem to Janika anyway. Janika was taking a poetry class—lucky tiger, with a hundred schools on her planet better than the best one on New Tibet—and was happy to read Meli’s poems for her.

She’d written plenty of poems about boredom, the only time she complained to anyone but herself. There were distractions for sure, like the theater or the orchestra, but those were once a week, if that, and her lessons hadn’t taken up more than three days a week since she’d turned fourteen. In the long afternoons and evenings, she cast her mind back to her mother’s frequent absences. Meli had been not yet ten, and with the tutor all day; of course her mother must have been bored too. But she was allowed to go out and find something else to do.

It must have been something more interesting than her daughter, she thought sometimes in the dark recesses of the night, in moments of self-pity that made her ashamed. In the light of day, she told herself that of course her mother had had an accident. She was almost grown up now, and she could accept that. The world was dangerous, as her father had always told her. She wondered if he knew what had happened to her mother; he was no more willing to talk than Sashi was. Recalling the fights she’d heard, she thought of the stories she’d read about abusive husbands, but her father was nothing but loving to her. He did press a little too hard to get her to accept Passa Gerrar, but she could live with that. After all, she would have to marry someone eventually. Her father was just trying to make sure she had the best husband on New Tibet. He wasn’t cruel.

Passa Gerrar’s visit went as smoothly as could be desired. The tall, lanky tiger managed to be mildly entertaining for most of the evening, and remembered to include her in the conversation even when her father was present. He didn’t embarrass himself at dinner, and by the time he was getting ready to leave, Meli had decided that he wasn’t so bad after all. If she were destined to spend the rest of her life in a penthouse, it might as well be in his company. She even invited him to attend the theater with her the following week. Though he showed a polite and sincere interest, he had to decline due to a previous engagement.

Later, she would often wonder how things would have turned out had he accepted.


3: The Walk to the Theater

Meli spent so much time indoors that she was always shocked by the cold when she stepped out. Her nose and ears stung until she pulled the hood up over her head to shield it from the wind and adjusted her scarf.

The little retinue waited while she adjusted her garments. Her father, who wore nothing on his head and left his heavy coat open at the front, met her eyes when she looked up. “Ready?” he said, and at her nod, they walked on down the snow-covered street.

Whirling snow obscured anything further away than half a block. She could see her father and his two bodyguards, Shan Sharti, the large tiger, and the grey wolf, Anderson something. She could never remember his last name.

To her left, between her and the street, walked her bodyguard, an arctic fox who’d introduced himself as Burgoyne. When she commented that he was a little small for a bodyguard, he showed a cracked tooth in his grin and told her it was lucky she was such a lovely lady, because the last fellow to say that had a lot of trouble walking and eating for a couple weeks afterwards. She was impressed by his confidence and by his deceptively firm musculature, which she’d contrived to feel by stumbling against him as they left the TeraMine building.

She knew the way to the theater well, even in the heavy snow. Meli cherished the clear nights when they came, but accepted them as the rare gifts they were. Her father grumbled every time about building an indoor walkway to the theater, but Meli enjoyed the novelty of being out in the cold for a brief time.

A transport rumbled past them in the opposite direction. She saw Burgoyne tense and follow it with his eyes until it was gone, then relax again. He checked back to her and smiled when he saw her watching him. “Never know where a threat might be, m’lady,” he said, and puffed up his tail behind him proudly.

“Indeed.” Meli smiled. “I hope you will not assault Vili Tamara if she approaches me during the intermission.”

“Only if m’lady wishes me to,” Burgoyne said grandly.

“Don’t talk to her,” her father growled gruffly back, and Anderson shot back a warning look at the little fox. He bowed his head, but when the other had looked ahead, stuck his tongue out and grinned at Meli.

“Streets are deserted this time of night, and anyway, I can look and listen just as well when I talk,” he whispered to her. “Comes from being raised in a home with five siblings.”

“Five?” she whispered, and hung back a little so her father and the other guards wouldn’t interrupt.

“Five,” he nodded. “Mother and father were long-tenured at one of your competitors, but don’t hold that against me.” His blue eyes sparkled.

Meli giggled, and then covered her mouth as her father turned his head. Burgoyne had slowed his pace still more, sniffing the air, and held her back with a paw as her father and his guards rounded the corner. “Something…hang on.”

She looked at his intense expression, more amused than alarmed. As if anyone would want to hurt her.

From around the corner, she heard a muffled thud. Burgoyne’s ears shot forward.

Meli took a step forward, but he held her back. “Stay here,” he snapped.

“My father!”

“I’m to protect you, m’lady,” he said grimly. “If you go rushing into trouble, that makes it harder.”

“I have to see!” She broke free of him and ran for the corner. She heard him swear behind her and run after her, but he didn’t catch her until she had come around the corner.

Shan Sharti lay on the ground in a crumpled heap. She registered a bright red patch of snow by his neck before her attention was caught by the sight of a black shape standing up over the body of Anderson, whose neck fur was sprouting a similarly red blossom as she watched. Her father, unharmed, had turned to face the shape and was standing in a ready crouch. His eyes flicked to her, then to Burgoyne, who had caught her.

“Get her out of here,” he growled quickly.

Burgoyne pulled on her arm. “Come on,” he said. Meli stared fixedly at the black form. It was thin, with a fluffy tail, but too large to be a fox. In her mind, she saw again the savage features of the mink, and she lurched forwards. “Daddy!”

“Go!” he barked. “I’ll take care of this.”

“Melinda!” snapped Burgoyne, and at the sound of her name, she turned to face him. “Come on. Run,” he insisted. “Follow me.”

He grabbed her arm and pulled, and she nearly fell. As she stumbled away, she heard the crack of a gunshot. “Daddy!” she called again.

“Your father has a gun,” Burgoyne said grimly. “He’ll follow us later. We have to go now!”

She took one last look back and then ran after the fox, blindly through the snow. He kept checking to make sure she was okay, keeping hold of her paw, and dodged down a street she didn’t know. “Where…” she panted.

“Can’t go back to TeraMine yet,” he said. “Need to get somewhere where I can scope it out. Assassins like that don’t work alone. Here!”

A transport had been parked on the street and its door left open. Burgoyne led her to it and urged her inside. She paused, lifting her nose to the myriad smells inside, but he looked back down the street and said, “Hurry!” and so she jumped in without another thought.

The inside was dark and surprisingly empty. She was just counting the different people she could smell and wondering where everyone would sit when unseen arms grabbed her and held her tightly, facing her towards the rear of the transport. She struggled, vaguely aware of Burgoyne stepping into the transport and closing the door.

“Relax, m’lady,” he said, stepping in front of her and leaning against the back. “You’re safe now.”

“Safe?” She struggled harder, and additional arms held her. She twisted her head to try to see her assailants. “What’s happening? Let me go!”

“She’s having trouble relaxing,” Burgoyne said. “Shamil?”

Shamil? Meli thought. What kind of word is that? But a moment later, a paw was clamped over her nose and mouth, pressing a cloth there that was soaked in something sharp that made her head swim. She struggled harder, but only for a moment.

“Not too much,” she heard a female voice behind her say. Another paw took the cloth away from her muzzle. She sagged backwards into a chair, dizzy. Ropes were wrapped around her ankles and wrists, and looped around her waist and neck.

“Why not?” another female voice behind her argued.

“Because it’s not necessary,” the first voice replied calmly. “She can’t see where we’re going, and we won’t be able to hide from her forever. And ether is dangerous.”

“This whole thing is dangerous,” Burgoyne pointed out with a tight grin.

“This whole world is dangerous,” a high-pitched voice answered lightly. Meli thought it was a male voice, but it spoke from the front of the transport and she couldn’t catch a scent to associate with it, not with all the other scents in the confined space.

The second female voice ignored him. “You put patients under all the time.”

“And I don’t have the equipment here to help her if something goes wrong.”

“We barely have the equipment there,” a male voice grumbled.

“And that’s what we’re hoping to change,” said the first voice again, stepping around Meli so the tiger could see her, finally.

The owner of the calm voice was a short female wolf, grey over her muzzle and head, dirty white at her throat. Her black-tipped ears cupped forward over light blue eyes, gently scolding, as though this whole mess were Meli’s fault. Her dress—no, robe, Meli realized—had probably been white at one time, but now appeared in the dim light to be dingy grey with several darker smears on it. She raised a paw to brace herself on the ceiling of the transport; the other was in her pocket, from which the scent of ether rose as she passed by. “Hello, Melinda. My name is Shamil.”

As Meli’s head cleared, the reality of her situation crept into her awareness. She was being kidnapped, probably to be held for ransom. Her father was rich and the rest of the planet was poor. She’d read enough stories to be aware of the possibility. At least that meant she probably wasn’t in any danger of being raped or killed, not if the leader of the group was this female wolf. She would have to maintain her dignity, like Kalinda Karmel had in “For a King’s Ransom,” and like Kalinda, she would be rescued soon enough. She mustered her most scornful look and said, “Why should I care what your name is?”

Shamil shrugged. “You’ve no reason to.” She looked at Burgoyne. “How much longer should we wait for Jeff?”

He looked towards the transport door, his grin gone. “We can wait a little longer.”

“Don’t be a fool,” the female voice behind Meli said. “The sooner we’re out of here the better.”

“He should have been here by now,” the male voice agreed. Meli caught a strong scent of rabbit—one or both of those unseen voices were lapine. “I’m sorry, Shamil.”

Burgoyne lifted a paw to the wolf’s shoulder. “He’s cautious. He probably just took a roundabout route back.”

Meli slowly pieced together that they were talking about the figure who’d killed her father’s bodyguards. She stared at Burgoyne. “You’re in league with him.” He didn’t answer. “My father shot him,” she said spitefully.

The news didn’t produce the effect she’d hoped. Burgoyne looked at her as though she were an annoying insect. “He was wearing body armor,” he said. “The shot didn’t hurt him.”

“My father’s an excellent shot,” Melinda retorted, but got no reaction.

Shamil was looking at Burgoyne, and the fox dropped his paw from her shoulder. She looked around the transport and at the window beyond which there was nothing but snow. “Let’s go,” she said. “Is everybody in place?”

“Just waitin’ for the word,” said the high-pitched voice cheerfully, and the transport roared to life. “If I see Jeff in the street, Shamil, I’ll do m’best not to run him over, okay?”

“Thank you, Cab,” Shamil said with the faintest trace of a smile.

“My father won’t leave him alive,” Meli said, trying not to think of the two bodyguards on the ground. “And then he’ll come after the rest of you.”

“Don’t you worry about us,” Burgoyne said. “We can take care of ourselves.”

The transport lurched, and Meli heard a thump and an oath behind her. Shamil and Burgoyne kept their feet as the vehicle picked up speed down the street. “Hey, Cab,” the male voice said from near the floor, “give us some warning, eh?”

“Hold on,” said the high-pitched voice. “It might get a bit bumpy.”

“Thanks,” the other replied dryly.

Distracted by the motion, Meli missed the first part of a quiet exchange between Shamil and Burgoyne, but when the transport settled down, she heard the wolf say, “He tried to fight him, the idiot.”

“Jeff can take care of himself,” the fox replied, and when he saw Meli was watching, he said, “And Barda, if he has to.”

Meli felt a cold chill down her back, and said defiantly, “No lower-class trash could best my father.”

“Give me a knife against a defenseless tiger, and I could best one,” Burgoyne said pleasantly, a snarl on his muzzle.

Shamil brushed his arm. “Don’t.”

“Sorry.” His ears folded down and he looked away, then up at her. “I’m sure he’s fine,” he repeated. “He’ll probably be waiting at the hospital when we get there.”

Shamil nodded, but Meli could see that she wasn’t convinced. She started to dread seeing this mysterious Jeff, because if she did, she felt that would mean he had killed her father.


4: Savage Instinct

Barda heard the first thump behind him, and by the time he’d turned, Shan Sharti was slumped on the ground and a black shape was lunging at Anderson. The grey wolf was ready a moment too late, swiping at the black shape as the other ducked, and swung something Barda couldn’t see. It was clearly a rope of some kind, which caught Anderson’s legs and yanked them from under him. The wolf caught himself with one hand, and Barda made a mental note to dismiss Anderson for having gone down so easily. The mental note proved to be unnecessary. The black shape leaped at Anderson and straightened up a moment later, standing over the motionless body of the grey wolf.

Melinda appeared around the corner, with that new bodyguard trying to get her out of the way. Barda’s heart skipped. This was aimed at him, no doubt, but he absolutely did not want Melinda injured. “Get her out of here,” he roared to the fox.

“Daddy!” she yelled. He kept his eyes fixed on the black shape and the dripping blade it was holding. He could handle this.

“Go,” he said. He couldn’t afford her distracting him, either. This assassin was pretty good. “I’ll take care of this.” If he couldn’t, he didn’t want her anywhere around when it was over.

The fox pulled her away, and Barda relaxed slightly. He wanted the assassin to move closer, just a little bit. His right paw eased under his heavy coat and gripped the handle of his gun. Only the Shivers seemed to be able to get their paws on whatever guns they wanted; even his normal channels wouldn’t bring guns to the planet. Tyrrrix had made him a present of this one, part of the complex exchange of gifts and favors that bound the two of them.

He hadn’t practiced much with it, but it was preferable to closing with the assassin and his knife. The black shape waited for him to move, holding the blade at the ready, and finally Barda tired of waiting. He drew his gun in a fluid motion, aimed at the shape’s chest, and shot.

The report smacked his ears and died immediately in the wind. The black shape staggered backwards and fell into the snow, over the body of the grey wolf.

Barda waited to see if any police would appear, but they had apparently all gone home for the night. Snow collected on the black shape as he watched. Curious, he moved closer, standing over the body.

It was a black wolf, wearing black clothes. The sight stirred a memory, and he bent down to look closer. The face was familiar. He took hold of the nose and turned it, and to his surprise, felt warm breath on his fur.

The wolf’s eyes flew open. The paw holding the knife slashed across his body and tore open Barda’s right arm. He yowled in pain and dropped the gun, staggering back. In a moment, the wolf was flying at him, blade sweeping down. Barda saw the paws stumble over the grey wolf’s body, and the knife scored a gash through his coat, digging into his ribs, but no more. He swung reflexively with his left hand, and the knife flew through the air and vanished when it hit the snow.

If the wolf hadn’t tripped…He crouched, and grinned. No gun. No knife. “Claws and teeth,” he said. “Come on, then.”

The wolf growled in reply, turned, and ran. Barda took one step after him, and memory clicked into place. “Jefferson Deloup,” Barda yelled.

The wolf stopped at the corner. Through the falling snow, Barda could see his ears flick back. “Yes, I know you. We fired you. How’s your wife?” he spat. “I’m looking forward to meeting her.”

Deloup took one more step around the corner, then swung around and ran at Barda. With time to anticipate, Barda was ready for him. He swatted the wolf aside, sending him sprawling to the ground. The wolf caught himself, but before he could stand again, Barda fell on him, trying to pin him. He grabbed at the wolf’s muzzle with his left paw and got a hard bite, tried again and missed as he shifted to keep the wolf’s claws from his stomach, felt teeth sink into his ear and growled, knocking the wolf’s head into the pavement with his muzzle. He sank his teeth into the exposed throat and then yowled again as dozens of needles pierced his gums. A collar!

The wolf took advantage of his distress to push him clear and turn the tables, fastening his jaws around Barda’s throat. The tiger wore no defensive collar, and he felt the wolf’s teeth sink into his fur and flesh, felt the inexorable pressure closing his windpipe. He gasped for breath, smacking at the wolf’s head and flailing about with his one good paw. He got in a couple blows, but the wolf just dug in tighter.

Blackness started to creep into his vision, gobbling up the white snowflakes. No, he thought, it can’t end like this on a filthy street on this backwater planet. But the more he turned to try to get on top of the wolf again, the more the wolf turned with him and continued to crush his throat. Desperate, Barda flung his left paw out for support and found a loose, jagged edge.

Gulping, gasping, he grabbed it and swung it at the wolf’s head. He heard a loud thud and swung the rock again, and this time the wolf let go. Cold, blessed air seared Barda’s lungs. He got to his feet and stumbled backwards, sucking in air. If the wolf had attacked him again, it would have been all over, but Deloup was also standing uncertainly, clutching his head and listing to one side.

Barda took another breath, filling his lungs with icy daggers, and then charged. He bore Deloup to the ground and pinned his neck with one knee, ignoring the stabs of pain. His left paw ripped at the wolf’s clothing, exposing a heavy piece of body armor. That explained how he’d survived the gunshot. Barda growled, pulled at it and heard a fastening snap. He pulled again and felt another snap, and the armor bent back, exposing the black fur of the wolf’s stomach underneath.

The wolf was the one flailing now, trying to gain any sort of leverage. He grabbed Barda’s tail and brought it to his muzzle, biting down hard, but the tiger didn’t allow the pain to distract him. Even when the wolf lifted his legs to kick Barda in the head, the blow was not strong enough to unseat him. He extended his claws and brought them down hard into the wolf’s now-unprotected soft belly.

The wolf yelped. Barda saw the blood on his paws and felt a surge of fierce bloodlust. He ripped again, smelling blood, seeing it spatter into the snow. Strong, ancient passions stirred inside him, the thrill of a creature helpless beneath him, the need to immerse himself in the kill. He bent over and ripped at the torn flesh with his powerful jaws, coming away with a mouthful of fur and blood that he spit into the snow. Claws tore at his legs, more frantic now, and the body bucked and twisted underneath him, but his weight and leverage were too much for the smaller wolf. He bent his head again and closed his jaws around other things, things that came away with a wet slurping noise when he pulled at them, that made the wolf shriek underneath him.

He kept biting and tearing long after the body lay still.

When he stopped, the body was no longer warm, and the blood was congealing on his fur. He coughed once and stood up, looking down at the ruin he’d made of Jefferson Deloup. “Come back from that, you bastard,” he challenged thickly, looking at the glazed eyes staring through the snowfall, the rictus of pain frozen on the black muzzle. His blurred mind took in the other two bodies in the snow, and slowly he realized that he had no protection, that he was out here alone. He couldn’t even find his gun or the wolf’s knife.

Automatically, he lurched back the way they’d come, but he’d only gone half a block before he realized that the reek of blood he couldn’t seem to escape was coming from him. He plunged his paws into the snow and rubbed, trying to get clean, but all he accomplished was to make his wound sting. He rubbed his muzzle, and judging by the bloody pawfuls of snow he discarded, he was getting some of it off, but he couldn’t tell how much. He would just have to go home and get to his chambers as soon as he could. His servant would take care of him. He just had to avoid frightening Melinda.

He staggered back to the TeraMine building, stopping every few yards to catch his breath. He was dimly aware of a pain in his side when he breathed, and when he looked back the way he’d come, he saw a dark trail being slowly covered by the snow. Blood pooled in the snow beneath him when he stood still, but he couldn’t quite tell where it was coming from. He lifted an arm and blood dripped from it, but it didn’t hurt. Blood dripped from the other arm as well. He stared at them, befuddled, until he sorted out that the one arm had been cradling the other and was dripping with the blood from that wound. The taste and smell of it was all over; he could feel it oozing into his mouth from the needle punctures too.

Mustn’t frighten Melinda, he told himself. She’d be wondering where he was. He lurched forward another few steps and got to the entrance. His paw left a maroon smear on the door as he pushed it open.

The raccoon sitting at the security desk looked up, his bored expression turned to shock in a heartbeat as he registered who had come in. “Sir…Mr. Tiger…”

“I…was…attacked…” Barda rasped. Each word burned as he said it. He held an arm to his side. It was such a relief to be out of the howling wind.

“Where are your bodyguards? Where’s your daughter?”

“Melinda…upstairs.” He gestured to the elevators, not fully realizing the implications of the guard’s question.

“Hello. I need Dr. Ponzi down here immediately.”

Barda blinked at the guard, who was holding a phone. “No, no,” he said. “Fine. Just…got to…” He tried to remember what he had to do. The warm air was making it hard for him to think. His ears prickled with needles as the cold seeped out of them. “Don’t…frighten…Melinda,” he said. He’d kept her safe.

“It’s a Class One.”

Barda’s ears swiveled painfully. Class One had something to do with him.

“Hello, Doctor,” the raccoon said moments later. “Yes, in the private lobby. He’s in a bad way. Seems disoriented and…and he’s covered in blood. Says he was attacked.” He listened. “Yes, all right.”

Barda didn’t remember lying down, but he was on his back staring up at the bright, bright ceiling. So many lights. He tried to shield his eyes. Some liquid in the back of his throat made him cough. It was thick and syrupy, not at all like the wines he usually drank, but it did appear to have made his mouth numb. He smelled blood, strongly, and tried to remember why there was blood in his mouth. The memory skittered away from him.

The raccoon was beside him, paws gently turning his head to one side. He felt his muzzle dripping onto the carpet. How dare this lower species lay a paw on him! He pushed the raccoon, with enough strength to send him toppling backwards, but the motion sent pain slicing through his arm and made him even more dizzy. He saw the raccoon come towards him again through a haze.

“Just pay mill,” the raccoon said, and Barda stared at him. That didn’t make sense. He’d paid the mill…the till…just yesterday. But before he could say anything, he felt himself sliding backwards. Black fog swirled across his eyes and dragged him into unconsciousness.


5: The Journey

Meli had no idea how long they’d been moving. She’d pushed aside the thought of her father being dead and had decided to stop baiting her captors. If she listened, she might get useful information about them that would allow her to escape, or at least something that would help her (and her father) track them down later.

Unfortunately, Burgoyne and Shamil kept their conversation low, and none of the others ventured into her line of sight. She heard the two behind her muttering, and caught phrases like “…worth the risk…” and “…she’s in over her head…” that made her perk her ears back, but more often the pair talked about what they were going to eat that night.

Twice she nodded off, and was jolted awake each time when the transport bucked over a disturbance in the road. The second time, she caught Shamil looking at her. “My arms hurt,” she said, “and my back hurts. How far are you taking me?”

The wolf’s neutral expression didn’t change. “We’re almost there,” she said, looking past Meli to the front of the transport. “I’m sorry for the discomfort.”

“I’m sure you are,” Meli said, as acidly as she could manage, but she was tired and the words didn’t come out quite right.

“Believe me,” Shamil said, “I want to make this as pleasant for you as possible.”

“Then you can turn around and take me back to my father,” Meli said.

Burgoyne, who appeared to be sleeping sitting up against the back of the transport while his paws fiddled with a white length of gauze, cracked an eye open and said, “We also want to make it pleasant for us.”

“That’s no concern of mine,” Meli retorted.

“Naturally.” He closed his eye again. “That’s why we’re driving the transport and you’re just the passenger.”

“If this is about money, I can make it worth your while to take me back now.”

Shamil just smiled at her, but Burgoyne responded. “I doubt that. Your father—your family isn’t the forgiving type.”

She saw Shamil’s smile falter at the mention of her father, but ignored it. “Really. I can get you money. You won’t be punished. I’ll work it all out with my…father.” She found herself hesitant to say it. What if he were dead? She pushed the thought away again.

“Let us take care of the planning,” the fox said with a yawn. “If we need fashion advice, we’ll be sure to consult you. Milady.”

“Jac,” Shamil said reprovingly. Meli didn’t register the different name. Her cheeks were burning.

“You arrogant lowlife,” she snarled, and at that Burgoyne opened both eyes.

“Better a lowlife than a useless aristocrat,” he said.

“At least I was able to live my life without hurting other people.”

“You were born to a life of privilege,” he retorted. “You haven’t worked for a thing in your whole pointless existence. If all goes as we planned, your ransom will bring enough to our facility that we might be able to save a few lives. You should be thanking us for giving your life at least that much meaning.”

“Save a few…” she stared at him. “You think I care about some disease-ridden lower-class vermin?”

“No,” he said levelly. “I don’t.”

“My life has plenty of meaning. Plenty!”

“Like what?” The female voice from behind her piped up, reminding her of their presence.

“Nothing any of you would understand,” she said.

Burgoyne closed his eyes again. “Then you’ll forgive me if I don’t waste my time trying,” he said.

Meli was about to respond when the high-pitched voice called out behind her. “Full stop, coming up. Hold on to your tails and val’bles.”

Shamil braced herself. The transport lurched and then slowed dramatically, sending them all reeling forwards and then back again. Meli felt the vehicle trundle forward a little longer and then roll to a slow stop amidst the crunching of ice.

“Soon-to-be-Renovated Hospital, end of the line, everybody off.” The driver’s cheerful sing-song echoed through the transport.

Shamil reached down to tap Burgoyne. “Give us a hand with her,” she said.

He nodded, yawned again, and got up. “Just carry the chair in?”

“Unless you trust her enough to untie her.”

He shook his head. “Farley, you got the bolts?”

Meli heard snaps all around her on the floor, and the male voice said, “Got ‘em.”

“All right, then. Now, m’lady, are you going to be good, or do we have to gag you?” The fox produced a strip of cloth. “Shamil doesn’t want to, but we don’t want you yelling in the short time you’re outside.”

“I won’t yell.” Meli eyed the filthy piece of cloth and shuddered inwardly at the thought of it being forced into her muzzle. “I don’t even know where I am. Why would anyone out here come to my rescue anyway?”

“Good.” Burgoyne put the gag away and moved around behind her, and a moment later she was lifted from the floor. Shamil opened the door, and they followed the wolf out into the snowy night.

“Put my hood up!” Meli said as the wind and snow lashed her muzzle. She closed her eyes and turned her head.

Shamil turned and reached back, but Burgoyne panted, “Just…get her…inside.”

The wolf nodded and walked quickly ahead of them. Meli blinked quickly, trying to protect her eyes from the snow and still see where they were taking her. All she could see was a large grey building looming in front of her, with a large door that the white-robed wolf was standing in front of. Snow blew almost horizontally across her line of vision; when she turned away from it, she could see down a featureless street of small buildings: all alike, but none as large as the building directly in front of her. She kept her head turned away from the wind, even though she couldn’t see where she was going.

She hit the pavement with a jolt. “Sorry about that,” Burgoyne said without much sincerity. He remained behind her while the other two walked on ahead, and a moment later Meli was rolling across the sidewalk towards the door as Shamil pushed it open. She looked up long enough to see “HOSPITAL” written on the door, and a diagonal red stripe underneath it, and then she was inside and out of the wind.

The dim light of a single flickering ceiling panel showed her the two who’d remained hidden behind her the whole ride. The pair of white-furred hares stood talking quietly to Shamil, their conversation inaudible over the steady wind until Burgoyne shut the door behind her.

“—third floor is the only one with space.”

“We’ll go there.” Shamil’s ears were down, and her eyes kept searching the dark corners of the room.

“Why not just toss her in the basement?”

“I don’t want nurses stumbling across her if they’re looking for supplies,” Shamil said, distractedly. “We can keep the other nurses off the third floor. Just tell them we’ve another case of pox.”

“But in the ward, the other patients…”

“Third floor it is,” Burgoyne said loudly, cutting through the argument. The hares turned to look, and Meli got a good look at them both. The taller of the two was the female; she’d been the one who suggested leaving Meli in the basement. Meli made a note to remember that. Both her paws were pushed into the pockets of her black jacket as she swayed back and forth. She had a narrow face, compared to other hares Meli had seen, and dark eyes that narrowed slightly as she looked at the fox behind Meli.

“Just because Shamil says something doesn’t mean it’s decided.”

“Want to put it to a vote?” Burgoyne said.

“Maybe.” She looked at her companion. The male hare shifted from hindpaw to large hindpaw, rubbing his paws down the dingy white robe he wore as though trying to clean them off. His robe looked a lot like Shamil’s, except that it was dingier and had red trim around the cuffs and collar. “Farley?”

Now he looked at her. “What?”

“Do you think we should go to the third floor ward?”

“I don’t know,” he said.

The female threw up her paws. “Fine.”

Meli heard the creak of the door opening and felt the chill wind on her shoulders. She didn’t miss Shamil’s quick turn of the head, eyes bright until she saw who it was. Her ears folded back down and she said, “All right, we’re all here. Let’s get going. If that’s okay, Marsha.”

The female rabbit shrugged, but her ears were twitching. “Sure.”

A small, lithe shape slid in front of Meli and turned to face her just as she felt Burgoyne’s paws take her chair. She stared at the little weasel as he doffed a ragged blue cap and bowed. “We haven’t been properly introduced,” he said. “Name’s Montecito. Cab to my friends. Hope you enjoyed the ride this evening.” He straightened up, showing off his blue jacket and the white shirt underneath.

“I didn’t,” she said, “and I don’t care what your name is.”

Cab looked back at Burgoyne and grinned. “See?” he said. “No luck with the ladies.”

“Lucky thing you prefer gents,” the fox replied.

“Ah, is it luck, or design? These are the perplexing questions of the universe. Were all these elements aligned just so that I could get laid often? Or am I the beneficiary of a roll of uncaring dice?” He grinned at Meli, nearly at her eye level even though he was standing and she seated. “Either way, luck or design have conspired to bring us together tonight, so I thought it polite to make your acquaintance officially. I know that our relative positions place a strain on any conversation, so I won’t force the issue.”

“Good,” Meli said. “I have no interest in conversing with the lower class.”

“Class?” Cab grinned, more widely, keeping pace as Burgoyne started to wheel Meli to the back of the room, where the rabbits were waiting by an elevator. “Oh, I meant the relative positions of kidnapper and kidnappee. Never a comfortable situation, though if truth be told, this is only my second kidnapping, and the first doesn’t really count, as I was rescuing my brother from a very dangerous situation. I’m just speaking hypothetically here.”

At the elevator, Shamil said softly to Burgoyne, “Can you take charge? I’m going to wait here. Just for a bit.”

“Sure,” he said, just as softly. “Stay as long as you like.”

The elevator in TeraMine tower was brightly lit, spacious, and smooth. The hospital elevator was none of these things. Meli found herself with Cab practically in her lap and the two rabbits squeezed on either side of her. The weasel continued to chatter until Meli turned her head away and said, “Oh, leave me alone!”

“Good Circle,” he said, feigning dismay. “I even bathed today and everything.”

“What was the occasion?” Burgoyne said.

“Well, a chap wants to look his best for a kidnapping, right? I mean, I don’t want the young lady running back to her family saying, ‘I was kidnapped by a bunch of ragged, filthy, ne’er-do-wells.’ We want her to think she’s been kidnapped by an elite criminal team, so that when she’s relaxing in her cozy penthouse with her imported drinks and perfumes being serenaded by a chorus of workers’ children, she’ll look back on this experience and say, ‘At least I was kidnapped by the best. And how I wish that handsome weasel were here with me right now.’”

Burgoyne laughed, but quietly, and the male rabbit grinned. Marsha rolled her eyes. “The only time someone wishes that, Cab, is when they feel the silence is more than they can bear.”

“And I’m only too happy to banish it,” the weasel said.

The elevator shuddered to a halt. Burgoyne rolled back a creaking metal door, forcing it the last few inches, and rolled Meli out into a darkened hallway. “Now, you’ll be in a ward with other patients. They’re asleep right now,” he said. “None of them are tigers, of course, so that doesn’t matter to you, but none of them are your kidnappers, so you’ve nothing to gain by waking them. Trust me, nobody can hear you from here.”

She ignored his comment about tigers. “I hope the beds are comfortable, at least. I’m very tired.” She was not, but the antiseptic scent of the hospital and the scent of dirt and disease that it barely covered were driving home the reality of her plight. The possibility of rescue now seemed remote, at least for tonight, and her bravado was becoming harder to maintain. She wanted them to leave her alone.

If she’d thought the smell was bad outside, that was nothing to what greeted her as Cab opened the doors and Burgoyne pushed her through. The antiseptic was stronger, but so were the smells of infection and putrefaction. She gagged, coughed, and breathed through her mouth, because she couldn’t bring her paws up to cover her muzzle.

As she looked around, she noticed four long windows on the right hand side of the large room, with shades pulled down. City light crept in around the edges, not enough to illuminate anything more than the edges of the windows. Her whiskers gave her a sense of the space of the room, and she could dimly see a row of lighter shadowy shapes that she assumed were beds, five or six on the side nearest the windows. Probably another set on the other side.

Burgoyne had no trouble navigating her chair down the aisle. Over the creak of the wheels, she could hear raspy breathing on either side of her. She shuddered, gathering her strength to ask to be taken back to the hallway when Burgoyne turned her and stopped next to the bed furthest from the door. He spoke in a low voice. “Now, we can either leave you in the chair all night, or you can cooperate and get to sleep lying down.”

Meli would have glared at him if she’d been facing him. She settled for making her voice icy. “I make no promises.”

The male rabbit—she’d already forgotten his name, and cursed herself; her father would want a precise accounting of her ordeal—said, “Wouldn’t it be easier just to leave her in the chair?”

The white fox walked around her and leaned against the window, looking down into her eyes. He was just a silhouette, unreadable. “I’d prefer not to,” he said.

“Whyever not?” Marsha snapped.

“Shamil wouldn’t like it,” Cab said behind them. “We have nothing against this lady. She is understandably distraught at having been brought here against her will, and we should show her some understanding and courtesy.”

“She wouldn’t have the same consideration for us.”

I wouldn’t kidnap anyone, Meli wanted to say, but being the center of another argument was bringing her perilously close to tears, and she didn’t trust her speaking voice.

“Courtesy,” Cab said, “is not determined by the standards we hold others to, only those to which we hold ourselves.”

Burgoyne smiled. “Well said.”

Marsha rolled her eyes. “I’m really getting tired of you.”

Meli could hear the weasel’s grin in his reply. “We’re all tired tonight, and the sooner we get this lady into her bed, the sooner we can get ourselves all into ours.”

“No, I mean…”

“He knows what you mean,” Burgoyne said. “Farley, can you help me here?”

“Sure.” The male rabbit walked around, and Meli committed his name to memory.

Marsha threw up her paws. “I’m going to bed. You can all waste your energy if you like.”

The fox spared her a glance, then pointed to the bindings on Meli’s paws. “If we do these one at a time, I think we can get her up onto the bed.”

Farley stood with his paws on his hips, stared down at her, then looked up at Burgoyne. “I don’t think she’ll go anywhere.”

The fox shrugged. “I don’t either. But I’d rather not take the chance, and we left the ether down in the transport.”

The rabbit considered this for a while. “I reckon you’re right,” he said finally. “So how we goin’ to do this?”

They did it very carefully, taking her coat off in the process, methodically enough that Meli stopped looking for an opportunity to escape after several minutes. After untying her left paw from the chair and forcing her coat sleeve off, Burgoyne tied it firmly to the edge of the bed. They untied her ankles and tied them to each other, then untied her other arm and let her climb up onto the bed, lying on her back. As Burgoyne tied her right paw to the opposite side of the bed, he said, without much remorse, “Sorry, but we need to get our sleep too.”

She ignored him. The straps anchored her wrists to the solid iron bedframe with little slack. She had no choice but to lie on her back, and even if she could free herself, where would she run to? She was lost in the middle of New Tibet, hours from home by transport, which made it impossible on foot, and nobody out here would be likely to help her. She would have to wait for her father to come get her, and then he would untie her. She imagined him striking down the smirking fox, throwing the weasel across the room, scattering the rabbits as he made his way to her bedside and looked down at her with that broad smile, saying, “I’ll stay here, you all get some sleep.”

She blinked. It was the weasel who’d spoken, intruding on her daydream. The mirage of her father melted into darkness.

“Thanks,” Burgoyne said, his whispered voice rough. “I’ll go make sure Shamil’s okay. We’ll be…”

“I’ll find you,” Cab said. “Won’t be difficult finding the healthy people in this place.”

The fox and the rabbit shuffled off, quickly lost in the darkness. Cab remained by her side, a shifting shadow on the periphery of her vision and a musky scent in the unpleasant miasma of odors of the room. He sat on the chair they’d brought her in, next to the window; she saw him looking at her and turned her head in the other direction.

Eyeshine appeared from the next bed over. “Don’t worry, luv. They take good care of you here,” she heard in a raspy feminine whisper.

She turned quickly back to the weasel, who was still watching her. “She only means well,” the weasel said softly. She saw the shine of white on his teeth as he smiled. “Nobody here wants to hurt you, despite the admittedly non-consensual manner of your arrival here. Really, you would do best to consider this a part of your education. You see, there’s a magnificent world outside of your sterile tower, and we’re just making sure you get to see your share of it, mingle with the common people, so you can go back to your rarefied atmosphere with a greater appreciation of the things you have. So why not pursue your education with a little enthusiasm? Engage her in conversation. But keep your mind sharp. Remember that this is a learning experience.”

“I don’t want to talk to her,” Meli hissed. “She smells like…”

“Gangrene? Or is it cancer?”

“I don’t care. I don’t want to talk to her.”

“There’s really nothing you should worry about. She—”

Meli growled softly. “I don’t want to talk to you either.”

Cab was quiet in the darkness, and then she heard a slight movement and saw him shrug. “You had only to say so, lady.”

She rested her head back on the uncomfortable pillow, glad she couldn’t see the ceiling, and closed her eyes. Maybe she would wake up in her bed and this would all be a bad dream.


6: Lullaby

Soft sounds coaxed Meli from slumber. The room was still dark, but Cab was gone; the chair sat empty. On the windowsill beside it, Shamil the wolf sat with the shade half-raised, white moonlight spilling into the ward. The wolf was crooning softly under her breath, staring out at a sight Meli could not see but knew all too well: the snow drifting through the sky. She wanted to make a mocking remark, but the familiarity of the position arrested her comment before it was fully formed. She lay still, watching the wolf’s eyes, listening to the words of the lullaby.

When the knife-wind cuts deep

And the mountains are lost

Just listen for Wolf’s song

In the cold blizzard tossed

For the cloud is his coat

And the mist is his breath

If you don’t know your way

He’ll still find you in death

You can see their tracks in the sky

Wolf and his pack as they go by

Once they walked the same streets

And they wore the same names

Back when they were just cubs

They all played the same games

Now they’re dead and they’re gone

To Wolf’s pack in the night

Where all spirits must go

When they give up life’s light

You can see their tracks in the sky

Wolf and his pack as they go by

So remember the ones

Who have gone to Wolf’s pack

Though you can’t go there yet

And no one can come back

Shamil’s voice faltered on the last line, and she stopped singing. The two moons caught the dampness in the fur below her eyes as she closed them and bowed her head. Meli’s words died again on her tongue. She found it difficult to look at Shamil, so she shifted her gaze out to the gently falling snow in the night.

If she focused on the snow instead of the dingy window frame, the cloying stench, or the rough fabric against her fur, then she could almost pretend she were at home. The snow was the same everywhere, falling here just as it did on her father’s penthouse, and on her father

on her father’s body, lying still in the street

No! She shuddered against that vision, squeezing her eyes shut. Her father was relaxing in his dining room—no, he was directing the search for her, barking out crisp orders. He’d sworn not to sleep until she was found. She only had to wait and be strong until rescue arrived. Can you be strong for me, Meli?

She could. She opened her eyes and saw Shamil looking at her. With the light from the window behind her, Meli couldn’t read the wolf’s eyes. She looked back steadily until Shamil said, “You know what I’m singing about, Melinda.”

“What?” she said, startled.

“You may not know you do, but you do. People leave holes in our lives, don’t they? Jagged holes with weird shapes, all the things they did with you that you now have to do by yourself. Sometimes I think we only really know someone by the shape of the hole they leave when they’re gone.”

Panic gripped her. Had they gotten news of her father while she slept? She snarled, “I don’t know anything about what you’re feeling. I hope your husband is dead and bleeding in the gutter where he belongs.”

Her panic eased somewhat with the satisfaction of seeing Shamil flinch. The wolf glanced back out into the snow and said, “I wish things had turned out differently for you.” With those enigmatic words, she turned deliberately to the window.

“What does that mean?” Meli’s brief moment of satisfaction slipped away. “Things turned out fine for me until you kidnapped me!”

“Try to think of it as a story.” Shamil’s voice remained steady but lost some softness. “Your very own adventure.”

“If it’s my adventure, I’ll look forward to being rescued and seeing all of you thrown in jail. Or executed. My father might have you killed.”

“He might,” Shamil said. “Or we might be the clever kind of villains, who get away.”

“You don’t seem all that clever.”

“Then maybe we’ll be the lucky kind of villains.”

Meli snorted, and looked deliberately toward the window. “It doesn’t look that way right now, does it?”

Shamil turned to her. “I know you’re scared and hurt, and I’m sorry for that. But rather than lashing out at others, you should take this chance to learn something. Don’t all stories teach their heroine a lesson?”

“Me? I’m not the one kidnapping innocent heiresses for ransom. I don’t think I need to learn a lesson here.”

The wolf looked off into the darkness of the ward. “The funny thing is,” she said, “the older you get, the more you know how much you’ve yet to learn.”

“I’ve had the finest schooling on the planet,” Meli said. “I’m smarter than you.” And then, because Shamil didn’t say anything, she added a defiant, “I’m not afraid of you.”

At that, the wolf tilted her muzzle, and Meli had no difficulty this time seeing her expression. She was serious, intent. “You shouldn’t be afraid of me. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“I can take care of myself,” Meli snapped, then regretted it immediately, thinking how ridiculous it must sound coming from someone bound to a filthy hospital bed. Nearly as ridiculous as a wolf taking care of a tiger.

Shamil didn’t respond, so Meli bit her tongue. She would just store this away, like everything else. All the debts would be repaid, in time.


7: The Blue Dress

For a moment, as the light hit her eyes, she thought that Sashi had forgotten to draw the curtain before leaving. She stretched out her paw to find the automated control, or tried to; a leather strap restrained her. Then she remembered where she was, opened her eyes, and looked around.

The moonlight hadn’t done the room justice. It had concealed the stains on the walls, the rusty splotches on the ceiling, broken up by several patches where boards had been affixed over the plaster, and the dull grey color of the linens that made her want to throw up when she saw them lying on top of her. Looking away from the window where Shamil sat, apparently asleep, she saw the patient who’d spoken to her the previous night.

She was an arctic fox, and even though her form was softened by the sheet, Meli could tell that she was wasting away. Her pillow and muzzle bore similar rust-colored stains, with one brighter spot just under her nose. Though her fur was yellowish and matted, her blue eyes were clear and bright. She had leaned her head back so that the clouds in the sky were reflected in those blue eyes, but she must have felt Meli’s gaze on her, because she turned her head slowly, wincing as she did so. “Hello, luv,” she rasped. “You’re a pretty one to be in here.”

The unkempt fur was an affront to Meli, who groomed herself with religious passion. “Don’t you have a brush?” she said.

“No point,” the fox said, and now that Meli was looking, she saw loose fur on the pillow and sheets, and her skin crawled. She pulled against the restraints as she had not done since they brought her in, but they held her in place. She closed her eyes. Charity for the sick, yes, of course, she had arranged for donations to some of the downtown hospitals, but her fur crawled to be so close to such a visible disease herself.

“Don’t feel sorry for me, luv,” the fox said. “It doesn’t hurt much. And it’ll be over soon.” She coughed, harshly. “What’s the matter with you?”

Meli squeezed her eyes shut and willed herself to wake up in her own bed, with Sashi bending solicitously over her. She pictured the soft blue walls, the vanity she adored with all the little bottles of perfume arranged on its top, and the small console where she selected music. Desperately, she tried to recall her favorite melody, but she only remembered a snatch of it before the silence in the room swallowed it up.

Beside her, the fox spoke again. “Don’t be afraid to talk about it. It can’t be worse than what I got. You look much healthier.” She coughed again, and this time didn’t stop.

“Quiet, Carria. Don’t try to talk,” Shamil said. Meli heard her get down and walk around the bed.

“I just want to talk to someone…” The vixen coughed again, and Meli wished she could close her ears as easily as her eyes.

“Just rest,” Shamil said. “When Jac gets here, I’ll get your medicine.”

“Don’t waste it on me,” Carria managed before coughing again.

“Quiet,” Shamil ordered, and the vixen obeyed.

“You can give me her medicine if she doesn’t want it,” another voice, a sour male one, called from further down.

Shamil ignored the call, shuffling around the vixen’s bed before returning to the window seat. Meli listened to silence engulf the room again, until the effort of keeping her eyes closed became too much, and she let them slide open.

The wolf was looking at her again, so Meli looked deliberately away, up to the wall at the end of the room. The paint had faded and peeled in parts, but in thick blue letters across the top of the wall, she could make out the words:

LIFE IS COMMON

LIFE IS PRECIOUS

For a moment, she stared at the words, trying to make sense of them, and then she realized that her father had said much the same thing to her often, dividing the lesser species from the greater. So there was some sense to this place, after all. She let her eyes wander over the patched ceiling, to the wall across from her, which she had to lift her head to see.

No windows broke the monotony of the dingy grey paint on that side, and only half the number of beds that were on the windowed side lay against that bleak wall. All the ones she could see were full, though she couldn’t distinguish species across the room; they had the look of some white, dingy creatures. Ermine, perhaps, or hares, or foxes like the one slowly decaying in the bed next to her.

It was not the appearance of the room, grim and dilapidated though it was, that most offended her senses, nor was it the raspy sound of labored breathing. It was the smell, that sickening combination of illness and medicine that she had not acclimated to even after an entire night immersed in it. Never in her life had she encountered this smell, and it was loathsome, making her want to spit and bury her nose in something flowery and sweet. The only thing within reach, unfortunately, was her pillow, which had a sickly sweet smell of detergent about it and had made her even more nauseous when she’d tried to press her nose into it the previous night.

The indignity of being confined in this grubby place ate at her, and returned her gaze to Shamil. She studied the wolf in the light for the first time. Such a small, weak thing she was, her fur grey and dirty, the claws that rested on the windowsill chipped and cracked. Her tail hung below her seat, ragged and unkempt, with fur sticking out every which way. The eyes that had glowed in the night now looked ordinary, a dull brown. Meli scorned her for being so weak, and hated that someone so weak had any power over her.

“Does it surprise you that we can’t give Carria her medicine every day?” Shamil said before Meli could speak. “I’ve run this hospital for twelve years, and never had all the supplies we needed, nor enough people to take care of the patients. Look at her, look how sick she is.”

Meli stared fixedly at the ceiling. “My father runs a successful business without any problem. It can’t be that hard.”

“If you knew the help your father gets,” Shamil said, but didn’t complete the sentence.

Curiosity prickled her fur, but Meli didn’t want to beg this wolf for information. “At least I know my father doesn’t have to kidnap anyone to get money for his business.”

“We all do what we have to,” Shamil said. “All these patients are under my care. I’ve promised to do whatever I can for them. Wolf knows, if there’d been another way…” She turned back towards the window and put a paw gently against the glass. “Doesn’t Tiger tell you to care for the sick?”

“I follow the Circle. And I have donated money to hospitals.”

“A pinch of salt.”

“I can assure you, the money I donated bought much more than a pinch of salt.”

Shamil shook her head. “It’s no more than a pinch of salt on an icy street, is what that means. I forget you never had to worry about walking on ice.”

“I don’t really care what you think of me,” Meli said. “However, for my own comfort, I would like to wash this morning. I hope you have enough money to allow your patients to do that, at least.”

“Of course. As soon as Jac gets here, I’ll take you to the lavatory.”

Meli hadn’t realized how badly she had to go until she heard those words. “Take me right now,” she said.

“When Jac gets here. He’ll be here in a minute.” Shamil glanced up at the door and then back out the window, where Meli saw the snow had stopped falling, at least for now.

“I have to go now.” Meli tried to keep her voice steady. “You have to take me now.”

Shamil looked directly at her, then. “I don’t have to do anything.”

“It’s written right there on your wall.” Meli’s voice rose despite herself. “I’m one of the precious ones.”

“Is that what you think?” the wolf said softly.

“Why else would you be getting a ransom for me? Now untie me and take me to the lavatory. I demand it.” She tugged against her bonds, but they were no looser than they’d been when the fox had first tied them.

“Be patient,” Shamil said. “I know how hard it must be for you. He’ll be here soon.”

Meli struggled more, throwing her weight into it. The bed scraped back and forth across the floor. “I don’t need your pity,” she said. “Just let me out of here.”

The wolf didn’t respond, just watched as Meli’s struggles created a good deal of noise with little effect. She continued anyway, because she thought the noise would annoy Shamil, but before long it grated on her own ears, as well as being tiring, so she stopped and set herself to thinking of another strategy.

The arrival of the arctic fox forestalled her planning. His claws clicked along the floor, alerting her to his presence before he strode into her view. She noted the downward cant of his ears and the slowing of his steps as he approached the window where Shamil sat. “You oughta go get some rest,” he said, ignoring Meli. “I’ll take care of the ward.”

The wolf smiled, standing to meet him. Meli was surprised to see that even though Shamil was small, for a wolf, she stood an inch taller than the fox. Burgoyne, as she still thought of him, felt larger to her, his presence more forceful and imposing. Her anger at him was different from her anger at being subjected to the authority of the weak female wolf; his was a betrayal of loyalty more than of the natural order of things. He and the rabbits deferred to the wolf, as was proper, but she, Meli, should be above all of them.

“You don’t know the dosages,” Shamil said. “I can handle it.”

“Farley gave me the chart,” Burgoyne said. “You need to get some rest. Cab’ll be up soon too.”

“Oh, let her sit up and wait for her husband some more,” Meli spat. “Maybe my father will bring his worthless pelt along as a trophy when he comes to rescue me.”

The room fell silent. She watched the small wolf deflate, ears flattening and muzzle dipping. There was little time for Meli to enjoy the moment, though; when she looked at the fox, Burgoyne’s eyes blazed until she had to turn away. Even though she told herself she’d done nothing wrong, she was not in the habit of hurting people. The silence she had created became uncomfortable, then heavy.

The wolf was the first to speak, her voice halting. “I’ll take her to the lavatory.”

“I don’t want to go with you,” Meli said. “I want Burgoyne to take me.”

Shamil started to argue, but Burgoyne set down the tray of medications and moved to Meli’s bedside. “You want to come with me, princess? All right. Let’s see how much you like getting what you want.”

“Jac, I’ll take her,” Shamil said, but the fox shook his head as he bent to untie Meli’s wrists.

“Please, Shamil. Go to sleep.” The bonds fell away from Meli’s left wrist.

She lifted the paw in the air, curling the arm and wrist, and then crying out as the muscles prickled with pain at the movement. Burgoyne walked around the bed and untied her right wrist. “My name is Jac,” he said. “Don’t call me Burgoyne.” He wrapped the cords around his own wrist and then unwrapped them, as if to show her what a small thing it was that had restrained her. “And don’t give me any trouble. Shamil may think you’re worth something more than the ransom, but I don’t.”

She sat up in bed and looked pointedly at her ankles, which were still bound. Burgoyne—or Jac—followed her gaze and shrugged. “They’re loose enough that you can get around. If you really have to go, let’s go.”

“Jac,” Shamil said with tired reproach.

“Don’t defend her,” Jac said. “You think she cares about you?”

“Please untie her legs. Making her suffer won’t make things better.”

The fox hesitated, then marched to the end of the bed and grabbed Meli’s bonded ankles roughly, undoing the knots and pulling the ropes free. “Come on,” he said, standing and waiting for her to get down from the bed.

She savored this moment of power, minor as it was, and took a moment to rub her wrists, both of which were tingling painfully now. Jac waited patiently, opened his muzzle to say something, then looked back at Shamil and closed it again. He played with the rope from her ankles, pulling it taut and winding and unwinding it from his paws.

Meli deliberately looked down at her paws, spreading the fingers and rubbing the pads together. Without her moisturizer, they were becoming dry, and the disgusting air in this place was not helping. They wouldn’t have her special cream in this place, but they might have something that would help. She weighed the need against the humiliation of asking and found it wanting.

“If you don’t want to go now,” Jac said, “I’ll be done with rounds in two hours. You can wait until then.”

Necessity overcame her enjoyment of making the fox wait. She slid off the bed, lifted her muzzle, and said, “I will go now,” as if it were entirely her choice.

“Walk ahead of me,” Jac said. “I’ll tell you where to go, and don’t go anywhere else.”

She replied only with a small “hmph,” walking towards the exit of the room as quickly as she could, striding with her long legs to make him trot behind her. She could hear the cadence of his toes clicking quickly, but didn’t turn to look. She, of course, kept her claws sheathed and padded silently over the floor—another thing the lesser species were unable to do.

“Straight ahead,” the fox said as she pushed open the doors to the ward. She paused for a moment, standing at the head of a staircase whose only light came from a grimy window set near the ceiling. To her right, she saw the elevator she’d come up in, and straight ahead of her, a lightless hallway yawned.

She felt the fox’s paw on her back, and before he had a chance to push, she strode away from it into the hallway, snarling, “Don’t touch me.”

“Sorry about the light,” he said blandly as she walked into the darkness. “It’s ahead and to the left.”

The darkness grew slowly lighter as her eyes adjusted. She saw a thin line of dim light to her right, but nothing to her left. In front of her, the darkness resolved into a wall, and she stopped, confused.

Jac slammed into her from behind, crushing her against the wall. Before she could react, his paw was around her throat, and his voice hissed harshly behind her. “Listen to me, and listen carefully,” he said. “Don’t you ever mention Jefferson again in Shamil’s presence. If I hear your filthy mouth cause her pain that way one more time, I will tear your throat out, reward or no reward. I can do it and I will, do you understand me?”

His fingers pressed on her windpipe, his strength pinning her against the wall. It occurred to her that she could die here, in this stinking hole in the middle of the vermin of the lower city, at the paws of this fox, and nobody would know. Shamil’s guarantee of protection from the previous night was apparently as worthless as one might expect from a wolf with only the illusion of power. The precarious nature of her situation overwhelmed Meli; her eyes filled with tears and she felt the hot splash of urine as her full bladder released before she could stop it.

“I said, do you understand?” Jac growled. “She has enough pain without you adding to it.”

“Yes, yes!” Meli cried.

The fox released her. She heard him sniffing the air as he stepped back and knew he could smell her urine.

“Sorry,” he said. “Go ahead and clean up. I’ll find you something to wear.”

His apology only incensed her further, now that he’d released her. She turned and swiped at him with her claws, catching the side of his muzzle. “Don’t you ever touch me again!” she hissed.

He stared back at her in the darkness and lifted a paw to his muzzle. “If your claws become a problem, we can remove them,” he said, and then inclined his muzzle towards the dim line of light. “Bathroom’s there. Now it really is to your left. Go clean up.”

She stared at him and then pushed the flimsy door open and stepped through into a small dank room. Of course, there was no light, other than what filtered through a skylight a foot square, covered with snow from the look of it. Next to the small sink, a dispenser of sterile towels sat on a small table next to a soap dispenser and a plastic container with some sort of sticker on it and a small hole in the top.

Across from the door was the toilet, which she squatted on gratefully until the cold ceramic registered through her fur. She had to discard her undergarment in the trash can under the sink, but fortunately her dress didn’t seem to have been much stained by the fox’s manhandling of her. She cleaned her paws as best she could with the soap and paper towels. The medicinal smell of the soap made her slightly ill, but it was better than the revolting smells outside.

Even though there was hardly room for her to take a full stride in the chilly bathroom, she lingered, leaning against the wall between a list of rules for hospital staff and a small portrait of Mount Arken. In here, they couldn’t get at her to threaten her, torment her, abuse her, or confuse her with false promises of safety. She hugged her paws to her chest and basked in the silence and solitude.

Miraculously, Jac let her have as much time as she wanted. She washed her face and her paws again, and hesitated before leaving her underthings in the garbage. Part of her wanted to take them and demand that the fox have them cleaned, but she was afraid of him—not so much that he would hurt her as that he would laugh at her and refuse. No, she would leave them here, even though they cost more than all the clothes any of these people wore put together.

Jac was leaning against the wall in the hallway when she left the bathroom. He stood as she walked out and gestured for her to precede him, which she did as though he were still her servant. She heard him close the bathroom door, which she’d left open, and then hurry after her.

When she got back to her bed, she got into it and sat up. “I’d like my breakfast now,” she said to Shamil, who was still sitting by the window.

“You can eat once Jac is done with the rounds,” Shamil said, and got down from her chair. She started to walk around Meli’s bed, but stopped at the foot of it. Her nose wrinkled as she looked sharply at Jac.

The fox’s ears swiveled down. He twisted the bindings from one paw to the other, acting abashed, but Meli was sure she caught the corners of a smile at his muzzle. “I’m afraid she didn’t quite make it. My fault. I stopped her to have a little talk. Didn’t realize she had to go that bad.”

Shamil sighed. “Jac…”

“He threatened me!” Meli said.

She expected Shamil to rebuke the fox, but instead the wolf just shook her head. “This isn’t how I’d hoped things would go.”

“She’s a spoiled brat. What did you expect?”

The wolf nodded. “I know. Just try to be more tolerant.”

“I can tolerate most things,” the fox said, looking at Meli. He started to wrap one of the bindings around her ankle, but to her surprise, Shamil stopped him before Meli had a chance to protest.

“Leave her untied. She’s not going anywhere.”

Jac paused. “That just means one of us will have to watch her at all times. Can we afford that?”

“She’s got nowhere to run to,” Shamil replied. “We don’t need to humiliate her.”

Jac’s eyes disagreed, but he dropped the bindings without another word and said, “All right.”

Shamil walked around the bed and set a paw on Jac’s shoulder. His ears perked up. “I’m leaving her in your care. Don’t forget to feed her.”

As if she were some sort of caged pet! Meli tried to compose some sort of scathing reply, but before she could think of something that didn’t involve the wolf’s husband, Shamil had left.

She sat back in her bed and reviewed what she knew. Escape must be possible somehow; she just had to find the right way. One she’d escaped, even in the middle of nowhere, she should be able to convince some other people to transport her back to the city.

The trick would be getting out of the building, which she was not at all sure she could do. She could definitely get out of the ward, and down the stairs, but what then? They knew the area much better than she did. Probably they’d posted a guard downstairs, although Shamil had complained about not having enough people to manage the hospital. Was it worth the risk? If she tried to escape and failed, Jac would insist she be tied up again. She rubbed her wrists, looking sourly at the fox as he handed out medicine to the patients, acting so solicitous. Dissembling, concealing their true nature: another mark of the lower species. She had seen his true nature, and she would not forget.

Of course she did not expect a breakfast even remotely close to what she was accustomed to, but it was even worse than she’d feared. Jac pushed a creaky wheeled cart missing one wheel along the ward, handing out bowls of what looked like lumpy paste, the kind she’d made paper collages with when she was five. Until he reached her bedside, she held out faint hope that he’d brought something else for her, even as she told herself how ridiculous that was.

“I can’t eat this,” she said as Jac handed it to her. The arctic fox looked bemused, and then shrugged.

“So don’t,” he said. “But if you’re not going to, give it back and I’ll give it to one of the others. We don’t have a lot of food here.”

He waited for her decision, and she handed the bowl back to him. “I’ll wait for lunch,” she said.

He took the bowl from her, but didn’t go immediately back to his cart. “Lunch isn’t going to be much better, princess.”

She wasn’t hungry enough to be desperate yet. “Is it at least recognizable?”

Jac laughed, a short bark that echoed in the ward. Meli saw some of the patients’ heads turn, and Cab, checking on one of them, turned to look as well. She hadn’t seen him come in. He waved cheerfully and grinned at Meli when he saw her looking his way before turning back to his patient.

“I suppose,” Jac said, drawing her attention back to him. “Lunch is usually some kind of watery fish soup with a slice of bread.”

“That’s all?” She noticed the sick vixen in the next bed watching her. “I mean, I should get more than…”

“More than who? Her?” Jac gestured to her, then to the next beds over. “Him? Or him? How about the lemming who lost a leg in your family’s mine, across the way there? Why don’t you ask one of them if they’d like to give up their lunch for you, princess?”

“She can have mine,” the vixen said raspily.

“Sh, Carria,” Jac said. “Don’t talk.”

“There, you see?” Meli said. “I’ll have her ration.”

“You’d take food from a sick person’s mouth?” Jac stared at her, and Meli felt, below her satisfaction, the uneasy stirrings of guilt. Still, the vixen was a lower species, and she had offered, besides, so why shouldn’t Meli take the food? She didn’t quite know how to put that into words, and Carria spoke again before she could.

“I’m not hungry much any more,” she coughed.

“Carria,” Jac said, and then stopped. “All right. I’ll give her your ration.” The look he gave Meli was filled with scorn, so much so that she wanted to jump out of the bed and confront him. How dare he judge her that way? After he’d kidnapped her and brought her here! She was only demanding what she deserved, and as a healthy person, she obviously had a better appetite.

But he was already halfway to the door, and she’d gotten what she wanted, so she sat back in the bed and allowed herself a moment of enjoyment. That she’d gained her victory with the help of the vixen next to her did not escape her thoughts for long. After a moment, she turned.

Carria was still watching her, whether because she wanted to or because she was too weak to move her head, Meli couldn’t tell. Fresh blood dotted the pillowcase and her muzzle, even though Jac had cleaned her earlier in the morning. “I appreciate your understanding,” Meli said. The vixen managed a smile and flicked her ear in response.

Cab took over from Jac for the rest of the morning. Any hope Meli had that he would respect her and remain quiet was dashed when he chirped, “Isn’t it the most lovely morning you’ve ever seen?” before even sitting down on the chair beside the window. He sat for a moment and then perched on the back of the chair to look out the window, returning to a seated position as though he were liquid poured over the frame of the chair, only to climb back atop it a moment later.

“Please be quiet,” she tried, but he just grinned at her.

“Ah, lady, in the night your pleas for peace were perfectly placed, but here in the sunlight, the day demands that we match her bright radiance with as much delight as we can muster. Can’t you feel the warmth of her gaze, or the light caress of her breath?”

“The window’s closed, you dolt,” Meli said, “and there’s not a break in the clouds that I can see.”

“Then you must learn to see with more than your eyes, fair lady,” Cab said, climbing up the chair and perching on the windowsill. “‘The world is only beautiful to those who see it so, and those who turn from sunlight shall see nothing but shadow.’“ He spread his arms and overbalanced, but before Meli had even registered the triumphant feeling that this tiresome chatterbox would fall, he’d caught himself on the back of the chair, landing on its seat just as his weight started to tip it. He bore it back down to the ground and stood on the seat, posing with his paws thrust skyward as though he’d just won a contest.

“Oh, for the love of the Circle.” What was that supposed to mean? That if she’d visualize herself being rescued, it would magically come to pass? Exasperated, she turned the other way, leaning on one elbow to survey the rest of the ward. She heard him chuckling behind her, and then he starting talking again.

She was almost relieved to see the arctic fox return, if only for the distraction. His eyes met hers as he strode through the ward, a folded bluish cloth draped over one arm. She couldn’t tell what it was until he was at her bedside, and then she remembered his promise to find her some clothes.

Certainly, the dress he held up for her was not hospital issue. It looked to be cotton, light blue with a pattern of small white snowflakes and lacy white trim. It was something her mother’s servants would have thrown out rather than wear, and he was holding it up with…was it an apologetic look? No, it was smug satisfaction, but he was concealing his smile better this time. “I found this downstairs,” he said. “It’s clean. It belonged to a snow leopard. It’s the only thing in your size.”

“I wouldn’t wear that thing if it were the last piece of clothing on the planet and I were naked in a snowstorm,” she snapped.

The words just came out before she had a chance to think about what she’d said. When she did process it, she snapped her mouth shut. The last thing she wanted was to give her captors—the ones who were present were both male, she realized—any ideas.

Jac just grinned at her; whether because the images in her words or the words themselves, she couldn’t tell. “Suit yourself,” he said. “If you’d rather walk around with piss-stains, go right ahead.”

She wouldn’t, but she couldn’t picture herself wearing the blue dress, either. It wasn’t just the ugly pattern; it was Jac’s offhanded remark that the dress had belonged to someone else. Even if they’d cleaned it, someone else had worn it, someone sick. Meli imagined blood on the flowers, the snow leopard coming into the hospital coughing like Carria the vixen. She shuddered. “I can’t,” she said to no one in particular.

“Ah, Jac,” the weasel behind her said, “p’raps the lady would like you run down to the dressmakers and order her up somethin’ in a nice mauve shade, to set off her fur. You know, somethin’ that hasn’t been worn before.”

“No doubt she would,” the fox said. “This is all we got. She doesn’t like it, that’s her problem.” He turned to leave.

“Oh, Jac,” the weasel called, “leave the dress, mate?”

Turning, the fox arched an eyebrow. “It’s not your size,” he said.

“Nor my style,” Cab rejoined, chuckling. “But just leave it. In case the lady changes her mind.”

“I won’t,” Meli said, but Jac paid no attention to her. He draped the dress over the end of the bed, shrugging, and left.

“Now, don’t be so certain, my lady,” Cab said. “It is, after all, the prerogative of the female to be driven by her whim, to disregard reason and sense and follow her feelings. ‘She walks a path that only she can fathom; it has no end nor start. The light that guides, no simple male can follow; it shines bright from her heart.’” The last verse was obviously declaimed.

She turned to look at him. He’d perched himself on the windowsill and was watching her with bright eyes. “That’s terrible poetry, and what do you know of women anyway?”

“Only my mother and sister, but I play at bein’ one now and again, as the situation warrants. So I have a fool’s understanding, you might say, but still more than your average male.”

“All men are fools,” she said, repeating something one of her girlfriends had said.

His grin widened. “But not all fools are men.” She stared at him, at a loss. “Let me tell you a story, lady,” he said, his little tail switching against the windowsill.

“Do I have a choice?” The prospect irritated her less than she would have thought. The terror of her rescue and imprisonment had subsided to a muted anxiety, and her thoughts of escape had progressed to such wild fantasies as jumping out of a third story window hanging onto the bedsheets. When she considered that a story would direct the weasel’s chatter to a purpose while at the same time providing a diversion from her plight, she couldn’t think of a reason to object.

“Of course you do.”

She flexed her claws against the sheets, snagging and releasing them. “I suppose you may as well tell your story,” she said.

He flowed from the sill and was on the chair almost before she realized it. “I drive for the hospital,” he began, “so if there’s someone who needs help an’ can’t get to the hospital themselves, I pick ‘em up. Well, it was maybe half a year ago or so, though I can’t be sure, I was sent out for a pickup about an hour away from here. Usually it should be the—one of the other hospitals, when it’s that far away, but if we have space and they don’t, we exchange favors. Doesn’t matter who takes care of them as long as they get cared for, ay? Anyway, I reach the house and I find this snow leopard couple, the wife frantic, the husband sick. He couldn’t eat, wasn’t much more than bones and fur. I lifted him into the transport myself, that should give you an idea. I’m not exactly Jac or…I’m not that strong.” His expression flickered for just a moment.

“I tell the wife to stay there, because I know what this is soon as I see him. You ever hear of tiyama?”

“No,” Meli said.

“It’s a drug. Happy pills, make the world seem cheerier and brighter, and Circle knows we need that now and again, don’t we? But some, they climb for a while and then fall lower’n they started from, and this place makes it so hard to climb back up again. With tiyama, it happens to leopards especially, and nobody really knows why, but once they get past a certain point, well, we just can’t help them.

“This one was far gone, and there’s no point in the wife coming along, but before I know it, she climbs into the cab with me, staring straight ahead. Sometimes when I show up, the family thinks I’m gonna save the patient, and their eyes light up, but it’s just on the surface. Deep down, they know that this is it, they’re just taking a little climb on hope, like a dose of a drug, to keep one more day between them and falling back down to reality.

“Not this one. She knew, all right. Didn’t say a word the whole way to the hospital, and even you, lady, were not wholly able to resist my conversational charms.” He grinned at her snort and went on. “She brought some clothes with her and stayed at the hospital. We wanted badly to feed her, but we could not, so she went out every day and got one meal, and stayed by her husband’s side for three weeks. And in all those three weeks, my lady, she spoke only to her husband, never to any of us, like she didn’t want to admit where she was.

“One morning, Shamil came in and found them both in bed together, having passed on to the Circle in the night. In the wife’s paw, she found a small packet, empty, whose label read ‘two doses tiyama.’”

Meli felt a sick twinge at her heart. “But she wasn’t sick,” she said. “She didn’t die of the drug, did she?”

Cab shook his head. “She died because she no longer wanted to live, see? She gave up, turned herself to the shadow. This is a terrible place, lady, but it does no good to stare away from the light, eh?”

The tigress pressed her eyes closed for a moment. “What was the point of telling me that story?”

“Only to reassure you that that dress was not worn by someone sick.”

She opened her eyes and saw his smile. “That dress was hers?”

“She was wearing it when I first met her. And she wasn’t wearing it when she died, so you needn’t worry about that. I was thinking that perhaps you could give the dress a bit more life than she did. It looks like it was happy, once.”

Meli shook her head. “I definitely can’t wear it now.”

“Why not? It’s just cloth and dye. There’s no bad luck in it, nor disease, nor even sadness.”

She looked at the blue cloth, the white pattern. “It’s hideous, for one thing.”

He leaned back in the chair and folded his arms. “And who are you planning to look good for?”

“My father, when he comes,” she said tartly.

“My lady, when your father sees you again, he will be so delighted that you could be wearing a muslin wrap and stinking of month-old fish and he would never notice.”

The thought of her father’s reaction if she met him stinking of fish was so ridiculous that she couldn’t help a startled laugh. Her paw flew immediately to her muzzle, amazed that she could still produce a laugh in her circumstances. Cab was grinning at her, making her scowl. “What is so funny?”

“There’s the ray of sunshine on my cloudy day,” he said cheerfully, clambering back to the window ledge. “I do think the dress would look nice on you. Not as nice as something in lavender or mauve, but you certainly won’t look hideous, and you might even feel better.”

She fingered the fabric of her dress. It was only her third-best theater dress, but it came from Tirenia, at great expense. True, it was soiled now, and it had no special attachment for her. Only her desire to cling to something familiar in this place was keeping her wearing it. But oh, the blue dress was so terrible.

“I’ll put on the dress,” she said slowly, “but only until you can have this one cleaned and returned to me.”

“If it’s within my power, lady, sure, I’ll have it cleaned.”

She sighed. “All right. Do you need to accompany me to the necessary?”

“It’s probably best.” He slid off the windowsill and bowed. “I promise to be a perfect gentleman. At least, as perfect as I know how, which is likely well short of the mark, but you can rest assured I’ve no impure intentions towards your lovely form anyway.”

“Why? Oh.” She recalled something from the previous night. She felt safer with him than with the fox anyway; Cab was about half Jac’s bulk and a good foot shorter, and he would never be able to manhandle her.

He didn’t even try, merely stood in the hallway whistling while she changed. She thought briefly about taking him hostage, but there was nobody else around to demand anything from, and she wasn’t sure she could keep a grip on him, the way he moved.

The blue dress felt nice against her fur and pads, but she found two small patches and an unmended rip when she put it on. For a moment, she considered removing it and donning her own dress again, but here in the bathroom, the smell of her urine still hung in the air from her discarded underwear, and the blue dress did smell cleaner, at least. As Cab had said, who did she have to look good for?

She handed Cab her dress as they left the hallway, and on their way through the elevator lobby, he opened a small panel in the wall and pushed the dress through. The panel snapped back so quickly that by the time she turned to look at him, he was standing with one paw on the closed panel, and she only knew what he’d done because her dress was gone.

“What is that?” she demanded, outraged.

He gave her a reassuring smile. “You said you wanted the dress cleaned, lady, and there it goes, off to be cleaned, and that’s all the power I have to make sure it happens.”

“But…” she forgot for a moment that she was a kidnapping victim. “That’s the laundry chute!”

Now he looked puzzled. “Well, I had thought about throwing it in the elevator, but we so rarely get hot water in there any more…where would it be cleaned, if not in the laundry?”

“In the laundry…with all the other filthy clothes…” She felt this the ultimate violation, that that last piece of her dignity, which she’d surrendered in good faith, had been tossed onto a foul heap of infected, grimy fabric, no doubt crawling with vermin and pestilence. Her third-best theater dress, the one Coffa had said made her look at least two years older, the one her father had brought home from a business meeting unexpectedly, the one she’d been wearing when she’d seen “Cold Night” and cried, the one she’d still been wearing when writing out her message to Janika about it. Her paws stroked the soft cotton of the blue dress, which now felt coarse and confining. One claw hooked the dress, tearing a hole in it, and Cab’s ears pricked up at the sound.

“Careful!” he said. “That’s the only dress you’ve got, now! Don’t want to ruin it.” He grabbed at her paw to pull it away, but she snatched it back.

“Don’t touch me! Oh, how could you? After you promised!” Tears were beginning to form in her eyes, even though she’d not cried through this whole ordeal, except when the fox attacked her. And almost, just before she’d gone to sleep. And almost, when she’d been worried about her father.

She saw a white shape on the stairwell, coming up, and for a moment feared that it was the fox, but it was Farley, the hare. “What’s going on?” he said.

Cab glanced at him and then back at Meli. “The lady just started crying,” he said. “I think she doesn’t like the idea of her dress being cleaned with the rest of the laundry.”

“I could wash it separate before I go,” Farley said. “It’s not that much trouble. Shamil did say to make her comfortable, I guess.”

“Would that be okay?” Cab asked, for all the world as though she were a guest and not completely in their power.

She felt sick at heart, but the little weasel was so earnestly trying to please that she was put in mind of Susanne, and so she sniffled and said, “That would be nice.”

Jac, predictably, was furious when he found out, storming into the ward and confronting Cab. “Shamil said to make her comfortable, not wait on her paw and foot,” he fumed.

“Farley said it was no trouble,” Cab protested. “And it meant so much to the lady. Look, she put on your dress after all.”

“Farley has better things to do,” Jac snapped. “You know him, he’d cut his foot off if someone wanted him to and say it was no trouble. Shamil’s with him now, and she’ll come relieve you when she’s done the rounds on the second floor. We’ve got a pickup for you, down in the 81st.”

Cab gave Meli a swift glance, and Jac’s ears flattened and then came back up. “It doesn’t matter. She’ll never figure out what that means enough to find this place again.” He turned and padded off, his thick white tail lashing behind him.

“Sorry I got you in trouble,” Meli said, but privately she was delighted. Maybe she could play them off against each other.

Cab settled back. He’d perched up on the window again, and now let one leg dangle lazily below the sill. “Oh, you’re too kind, lady,” he said. “I’m not in trouble. Our friend the fox has quite a bit on his mind, and I made the mistake of addin’ to it, not the mistake of tryin’ to accommodate a lady placed into uncomfortable circumstances. Fear not, I’d do it again, if I had to, but I don’t think I’ll have to.”

“What’s that mean?”

He grinned. “Our hope is you’ll be quit of our company within the week, and we hope you’ll be gracious enough not to seek us out again afterwards unless it’s purely a social call. You understand how these things work. Two snowflakes drift together for a time and then land apart, never again to meet.”

If we drifted apart tonight, it wouldn’t be too soon, Meli thought, but she felt too drained and, oddly, too well-disposed towards the weasel to voice the thought aloud.


8: The Black Demon

She wasn’t sure what had woken her. Next to her, in the moonlight, Shamil was looking out the window again and didn’t appear to have noticed anything unusual; as Meli stirred, though, she looked at the tigress with a smile.

It came again, a scraping on the roof, and this time Shamil heard it too. She and Meli reached the same conclusion at the same time, Meli sitting bolt upright in bed and Shamil jumping from the chair and barking “Jac!” loudly.

In the moonlight, the ceiling was an eerie landscape of craters, cracks, and boards, and just as Shamil shouted, “Jac!” for a second time, two things happened in unison: the boards Meli was staring at gave way with a loud crash, and a black shape dropped into the room; and the doors to the ward burst open as Jac came running into the room.

He was wearing nothing but a pair of shorts, so white that Meli thought at first that he was naked. He skidded to a stop some five feet short of Shamil, who’d turned to look at the black shape as it straightened up in the middle of the floor, dust and snow drifting down around it and swirling in the chill outside wind. Meli shivered, because there was something truly supernatural about the shadow limned in silver as it turned, revealing the unmistakable profile of a wolf. A large one, too, and pitch black.

In the wake of the crash, some of the patients in the room were stirring, but Meli clearly heard Shamil’s choked whisper, “Jeff?” Her fur prickled; she prayed that the coldly gleaming eye in the shadow that now transfixed her did not belong to Jeff.

“Found you,” the shadow said in a gleeful voice that was deep and rough. “Easier than I thought.”

Shamil gave a choked cry, but Meli ignored it, her heart leaping. This wasn’t Jeff; he must be an agent sent by her father. She couldn’t form words, just nodded excitedly and smiled.

“Who are you?” Jac said, and if Meli thought she’d been happy before, the quaver in the fox’s voice made her ecstatic. To see her tormentors afraid, to have the tables turned on them—she clutched the sheets to her in delight.

“I am the blackest part of the night. Fear is my shadow and death is my footprint.” The words chilled the room, more so even than the draft from the ceiling. Even Meli’s delight at her rescue wavered in the face of this grim silhouette. He looked like nobody in her father’s employ, and a thought struck her: what if this wolf was the one she had seen that night? What if he’d killed Jeff and then killed her father, and now was coming for her?

The moonlight caught the white edges of his teeth, set in a cruel smile, and flashed silver into her eyes from near his left paw. She recognized the sharp edge of a blade, and now her doubt vanished as if cut free. She pulled the sheets more tightly to her and whimpered, frozen in place.

Neither Jac nor Shamil moved, either. Next to her, she heard a rustle of bedclothes and Carria’s hoarse whisper, “The black demon!”

The silhouette moved slowly towards her, keeping an eye on the fox and wolf. A cold black paw gripped her wrist, making her moan in fear. “Don’t worry,” the voice said, “you’ll be beyond their power and safe soon enough. Just come with me.”

Up close, he was even more terrifying, a hulking, muscular brute who was, like Jac, shirtless. He wore pants of some sleek black fabric, and the arm closest to her was circled with an armband on which arcane symbols were scrawled, black in the moonlight, but Meli knew without knowing how that they were red as blood. She didn’t believe in demons, but the wall of her reasonable world was already under assault from the kidnapping, and this black creature was horrifying enough to be supernatural. She tried to pull away from his grip, but it was like cold iron, and she moaned again.









“Let her go,” Shamil said. Her voice was strong, but her ears were pasted flat to her skull and she didn’t move.

“Oh, no,” the thing said, pulling Meli out of the bed. “I’m not giving up my reward for this one. Not for you or your little bodyguard there.”

Reward? Meli could only imagine that he meant her soul. She struggled harder, but he forced her out of bed and to the floor. From somewhere, he produced a coil of steel rope, as cold as the night, and bound her wrists with it as she lay on her side on the floor, holding her in place with one foot and a menacing growl. “Don’t give me any more trouble, you, or it’ll go badly for you. They’ll take you in pieces as well as alive.”

Her wrists were going numb. He pulled her up, but she could not move; her body hung like dead weight from his paws. “Up,” he snarled, and the point of his knife tore her dress below the right breast, sliding silently against her fur, pricking her skin.

The pain barely registered, but his dark gaze bored into her head. She struggled to get to her feet, her balance shaky with her arms behind her. His paws were indistinguishable from the steel cable around her wrists, pulling her inexorably towards the cold draft and the snow. She mewled, trying to resist, but he forced her to take staggering steps around the end of the bed. Snow swirled in front of her face, each individual crystal visible to her. They moved not of their own volition but at the whim of the wind, cold, preserved, and isolated, preceding her towards the door as the wolf brought her to his side, then stepped behind her.

He moved the knife to the small of her back and pushed her toward the exit, toward the arctic fox and the wolf in their path. They stood as if frozen, but Jac’s fists were clenched and she could see him straining to move. Both stared at the wolf over her shoulder, and she grew more and more uneasy, feeling sure that he had become more menacing, more demonic, when she couldn’t see him. She turned.

Black eyes met hers, shining out of a preternaturally black muzzle. Teeth gleamed, as white as the muzzle was black. “Just move along,” he growled. “Easier it is for me, the easier it’ll be for you.” His eyes flicked past her. “Hey,” he growled sharply, releasing her wrists and lifting his knife. “I said, stay back.”

She couldn’t see whether he was addressing Jac or Shamil, but his attention was away from her for a moment and she took advantage of that to try to run back towards the bed, with a vague idea that she could at least jump out of the window and escape him. He caught at her arm as she moved, just enough to disrupt her balance and send her crashing to the floor. Her feet slid between his and she lay there on her side, panting, shivering all over as she looked up at his looming form. The black shape, again a silhouette against the falling snow, dropped to a crouch and kept an eye on Jac and Shamil while pointing to her. “Get up,” it rasped, “now.”

Meli had never in her life struck another living thing, but panic and instinct took hold of her, seizing control of her body and issuing orders. Without thinking, she pulled her leg back and kicked hard, striking on the inside of his knee.

Her foot met solid flesh, shoving him away with a strength she didn’t know she had. He tottered back and then went down under a white blur.

White and black growled and struggled, rolling away from her and then back, a writhing tangle of limbs and tails. The deathly quiet in the room was broken only by the grunts and thuds as heads and bodies smacked into the floor. Meli saw the knife flash, and a moment later the smell of blood hit her, but she could not tell from the constantly shifting tangle of bodies who had been wounded.

The black shape kicked out. Jac fell away from him, landing heavily on his back, and lay still. In a moment, the wolf was on him, snarling, and Meli saw the knife flash again as the black arm rose into the moonlight. Before it could descend, she saw a white leg hook over the wolf’s, throwing him abruptly to the side. Positions reversed, the fox now leaped on the fallen wolf, and this time held him down. The deep voice of the wolf uttered increasingly desperate moans, while black limbs thrashed ineffectually, and then both the moans and the struggles ceased.

Jac stood slowly, panting, and looked up at Shamil. As he turned, Meli saw a trail of black below his ribcage, dripping slowly down his fur. He placed a paw to the wound, only then looking at her. “This was no rescuer,” he said.

Meli could see Shamil now, approaching slowly, eyes fixed on the fallen wolf. “Is he…?”

“He’s unconscious. We should get him tied up.”

The smaller wolf looked at Meli. “Use the rope he used on her.”

Jac nodded and walked over to Meli, and for once she didn’t flinch from his touch. “Hold still,” he said, his paws exploring the steel cable and then deftly releasing it.

As soon as she was free, she scooted back against the wall, unable to look away from the black wolf. Snow from the hole in the ceiling was drifting down through the room like dust, settling on his body and shining softly in the silver light, giving him even more of a ghostly appearance. Only when Shamil said, “…her father?” did she look up, to the wolf’s worried expression.

“No,” Jac said. “I know all of them, and none of them could fight like this. He’s with the Shivers.”

“Oh.” Shamil looked back down. “They found us so fast.” The shine in her eyes came from more than just the moons. “Do you think…do you think Jeff…”

“No,” Jac said, but he was not looking towards her as he wound the steel cable around his paws and took it over to the wolf. He knelt down with his back to Meli and worked busily.

The door to the ward squeaked again, and although Meli couldn’t see who had come in, she soon heard him. “What happened?” Cab said. “I heard fightin’ and…” His footsteps stopped. “What in the Circle?”

“Shiver,” Shamil said. “Jac…took care of him.”

“Why’s he tying him up then?” Cab said. “He’s no demon, to come back from the dead.”

“The black demon,” Carria moaned again.

Cab’s voice took on his more familiar lilt. “Ah, don’t you know the black demon was called back to the hell he sprang from, his mission here complete? There’s no more supernatural creature here on New Tibet to trouble us poor mortals.”

“Even if that were true,” Jac said from the floor. “what about the Vishons’ pet ghost? Friend of mine saw him appear and vanish one night.”

“Ah, my cousin says he’s left this world as well, to haunt another. He heard it on good authority from his friend, who knows the lemming that drove him away with the price of his soul.”

“You’ll have to tell us that story sometime, Cab,” Jac said, standing. “I don’t believe I’ve heard it. First, help me get him onto that bed.”

“Don’t you want to just take him downstairs?”

“He’s not dead,” Jac said.

Cab stepped forward. “That’s a load off my mind then. Don’t want to end up on the wrong side of the Family.” He reached down and lifted the legs while Jac took the torso.

“Is there a right side?” Shamil asked. Nobody answered her.

Meli watched all this as if it were one of her plays, and she were safe in the audience with her home to return to when it was all over. The instinct that had saved her from her rescuer had abandoned her, its vanished fire leaving her muscles weak and helpless. The word “Shiver” had not yet penetrated her mind; all she could focus on was the motionless black shape she could see again now that Jac had stood up. She watched as they carried it over to the bed, and when it was out of her sight, she just stared at the snow drifting slowly down.

“Melinda.” She looked up and saw the wolf’s brown eyes looking into hers. Shamil repeated the name.

“Look at this, Cab,” Jac was saying.

“Paint?” the weasel said.

“Yeah, he was painting himself to look like the black demon.”

She heard the words but didn’t register them; they drifted through her consciousness and blew away without accumulating. “Melinda,” Shamil said again, bending over her and taking one paw.

Even though her paw was warm and soft, nothing like the hard cold grip of the demon, the touch sent shudders through Meli. The moan building in her chest grew into a shriek. “Don’t—get away—get off!”

Shamil let go and took a step back. “You need to get off the floor.”

“Get away from me!” she yelled, pressing back against the wall, her ears flat. Shamil, even silhouetted against the snow, was not as threatening as the demon had been, but Meli didn’t want anyone touching her or pulling her or forcing her to go anywhere. On the floor, with the cold, solid wall at her back, she was safe.

“She’ll wake up the rest of the ward,” Jac said.

Shamil reached for her again, and Meli screamed. Around her, the silence of the night was gone, replaced with a background murmur of voices, cries, and tremulous queries: what’s happening? who’s there? what’s going on?

The wolf stepped back and sighed, and more words drifted through Meli’s hearing. “Get another sedative,” Shamil said to someone, and a moment later, she heard another voice say, “Get a bunch.”

“Just calm down,” Shamil said, “it’s going to be okay.”

She was looking at Meli again, and the tigress stared back at the wolf. “Okay? Okay? I want to go home! Take me home!”

“You can’t go home yet,” the wolf said, but Meli ignored her.

“Right now!” Meli’s voice sharpened. “I demand it!” Her tail lashed against the wall. She’d had enough of submitting to this ridiculous treatment. Slowly, she was regaining her strength, and then she’d force her way out, make them drive her back to her father. They had no right to hold her in this place where demons broke in and tried to drag her off to hell, where she had to wear cheap faded cotton dresses and had no brushes to groom her fur and none of her creams or scents, where the air itself assaulted her with each breath and she was forced to sleep beside diseased creatures who leaked blood and Circle knew what else. She deserved better, and she would not stand for this any more.

“Just calm down, dear,” Shamil said, taking another step back.

“Don’t call me that,” Meli spat. “I’m not dear to you. You’re all horrible, horrible people, consorting with demons and all filthy with disease and violent and you have no right to keep me here!”

“You’re partly right,” Shamil said, “but only partly.” She looked nervous, and the weakness just made Meli fiercer. She pushed herself to her feet.

“You have no right!” she shouted, staggering to her feet. Her voice felt shrill, her throat felt tight, and she was feeling panic resurface. She was still a long way from hitting Shamil, but her claws flexed in and out as she yelled, sending the wolf back another step.

Ghostlike, Jac appeared behind Shamil and whispered something to her. The wolf nodded. “I’m sorry, Melinda,” she said. “This is for the best.”

“What?” Meli stared wildly from the wolf to the fox, and even though she was looking right at him, she wasn’t prepared for the fox’s attack. He darted to her side and had secured her wrist, twisting her arm behind her back, before she could lash out at him. A second later, he had her other wrist behind her back as well.

“Go ahead, Cab,” he barked, and the weasel darted forward.

“So sorry, lady,” he murmured. She felt a prick like the point of the demon’s knife and the needle sliding deeper into her. She screamed, throwing herself from one side to the other, but Jac’s grip kept her still, and she could not shake loose the needle.

The needle withdrew when Cab pulled it out, and not before. Her screams died into sobs. The ward was silent now; looking around wildly, she saw that the patients who were awake were looking at her, pairs of eyes shining in the dim light of the ward. She kept struggling, but her chest was heaving with sobs and her efforts lacked the fire they’d had moments before. The darkness was coming for her now, and try as she might, she could not slow its progress.

“I’m sorry, Melinda,” Shamil said. “You can let her go, Jac.”

“In a minute,” the fox said behind her, and his arms did not relax.

Meli tried to summon her fury, but could only sob, “Why are you doing this to me?”

“We were asked to,” Shamil said.

Meli barely heard Cab’s startled, “What?” She just shook her head and said, “Why?” Or thought she had, but a moment later she wasn’t sure she’d said it aloud, so she said it again, and the word took a long time to leave her lips, stretching out into its component sounds. Her mouth hung open when it was done, as she tried to remember what she’d been asking about.

The wolf in front of her looked kindly, sympathetic and loving, and Meli thought she might be able to help her remember. “Whu…” she began, and then became aware that the room was tilting to the left. Her arms were released, allowing her to grab the bed before she was dropped onto it. They must be tilting towards the sun, too, she thought, as the world grew brighter. She turned her head to look at it, but it had broken into many small parts,

Panting, she held herself to the bed and mewled in confusion. A warm arm circled her shoulders. She thought she recognized her mother’s scent, and cried softly in relief. Now, surely, everything would be all right. That comforting thought accompanied her into darkness.


9: Pain

The first thing he was aware of was pain; shadowy, held at arm’s length, but pain nonetheless. Throbbing inside his mouth, soreness in his throat, a dull ache at his side, another partway down his tail, muscles stiff. He lay still, cataloguing the pains, trying to remember what had happened. He had been going with Meli to the theater. There was an image of a black shape crumpled in the snow. Red, so much red…

“Barda?”

He tried to open his eyes, couldn’t. A damp cloth dabbed at them. It smelled of antiseptic. Funny, he couldn’t smell anything else. The cloth was removed; he tried again and his eyes opened onto a dazzlingly bright world. He closed them again immediately.

“Sorry.” He recognized the voice, now. “Try now.”

He opened them again. The lights had been turned off and the room was dark. A figure leaned over him. “How are you feeling? Can you talk?”

“Uhhh… Dr. S-sma…” He couldn’t force the doctor’s name past his tongue.

“Drink.” A cup was placed to his lips, cool water touched them. He gulped gratefully.

“Dr. Smarisran.” He could talk more easily now.

“I’m here, Barda.” The tiger’s voice was low and gravelly, full of concern. “How are you feeling?”

He had to talk slowly, enunciate each word. “Like I fell out of a building. Onto the Father’s Teeth. What happened?”

“I was hoping you could tell me that. You’ve been in some sort of fight. You have several knife wounds and bite marks.”

“Bite…” The flesh between his jaws, blood dripping from his muzzle…

“Yes.” The doctor paused. “Do you remember what happened?”

Barda shook his head, hesitantly. He was aware now of tubes snaking from his left arm out of sight behind his head, and restraints holding that arm in place. His right arm, swathed in bandages, throbbed painfully. Memories floated back to him.

a searing pain across his right arm

“Get her out of here!”

“Where’s Meli?” he said roughly. “I want to see Meli.”

Dr. Smarisran shifted on his feet. “I’ll send in your personal assistant. She’s waiting outside.”

“Don’t want to see Kara. I want Meli.”

The doctor didn’t register that he’d heard. He left the room without saying another word.









Something had happened to Meli. He remembered that. But the details were cloudy, smeared with blood in his mind. He heard the machine next to him beeping faster, keeping time with his heart. If Meli were…don’t even think it.

blood-drenched shape lying in the snow

But the shape in his mind was black, at least the parts that weren’t scarlet. It wasn’t orange and black, and he thought it was not female. Maybe the doctor didn’t want Meli to see him like this. That was understandable, but misguided. He wanted his daughter to see what he’d gone through to protect her.

To protect her? He worried at the thought. From what? The doctor said he’d been in a fight, against someone with a knife, against whom his gun had been useless. No; not useless. He remembered firing, remembered a black shape dropping to the white snow.

next to a tiger and a wolf, each with their heads in a pool of red, like a grisly halo

But the tiger wasn’t Meli, it was…it was…

“Mister Barda, sir.” The door opened, and he heard Kara’s familiar voice. “Are you okay?”

He coughed a short laugh. “Where’s Meli?”

“I’ve asked the doctor to give you a mild stimulant. Hopefully it should help clear your memory.”

He saw the shadow of the doctor push in behind her. “Sir, there is a risk. You’re already under some stress, and your heart might not be able to handle the strain.”

“We need to know what happened,” Kara said, sharply. “If we’ve any chance of finding Melinda, it’s in his memory.”

“Finding…” He heard the beeping speed up again.

“Terrific,” he heard the doctor mutter. “Are you happy? You’re stressing him even more.”

“Better that he know what’s going on before we give him the stimulant than add stress after,” Kara said tightly. Barda could see her more clearly now, a short tiger in a smart business suit, clutching her portable terminal as she always did.

“I’m not doing it now. His heart rate is too high.”

“If he has an arrest, you’re right here to treat him.”

“It’s irresponsible. I will not risk…”

Barda growled, “Give it…to me.”

The doctor turned to face him. “Sir, I…”

Beepbeepbeepbeep. “Now!”

Dr. Smarisran hesitated, then crossed to his left side and fiddled with the needle in his left arm. “All right,” he said. “Give it a few minutes.”

The room fell silent. “Nothing’s happening,” Barda growled.

“Give it time,” the doctor said, crossing back to stand beside the heart monitor, which had slowed again.

Barda forced himself to relax. He listened to the monitor and heard its flat beeps. Were they coming faster now? He listened. Definitely faster. His paws tingled. He took in a deep breath, feeling as though he’d just awoken, then felt himself surge with an ancient excitement.

tearing with his teeth, blood and flesh and fur all mingled in his mouth, feeling exultant and alive

There’d been a wolf, a black wolf, and he’d killed him. “They attacked me,” he said. “Meli…got away.”

“Who attacked you?” Kara had her portable out and stylus at the ready.

He didn’t want to talk about the attack; he wanted to talk about Meli. But he trusted Kara. She would tell him what he needed to know. “A wolf…three wolves.” He was acutely aware of the injuries he’d suffered now, as the pain became sharper with his senses. One wolf had done all that damage, one cowardly sniveling wolf, but he would sort that out later. The important thing was not to let them know. “They killed Sharti and Anderson. The other one…I don’t remember his name, the fox, the new one, he got Meli away. They turned on me, and jumped me before I could get my gun out. I fought…I shot one, and the others ran away. I tried to chase them, but…they were too fast.”

“What did they look like?”

“One was black, the one I shot. The others, just grey. I didn’t get a good look.”

Kara tapped some notes into her pad. “Did you recognize any of them?”

He frowned. He remembered a black snarling muzzle, remembered saying, “How’s your wife?” But the name, the wolf had been familiar to him from where? Someone whose wife he knew? He didn’t know many wolves, let alone their wives. “One. The black one.”

“Where did you know him from?”

“I…I don’t remember. Couldn’t they identify the body?”

“No.” Kara glanced at the doctor and then asked, “Friend of the Family?”

Barda considered. If the wolf had been a Shiver, that would explain his fighting ability. But he wasn’t sure. He couldn’t tell them unless he was sure. “No. I don’t think so.” His paws were twitching, unable to contain his anxiety any longer. “What about Meli? Where is she?”

Kara lowered the portable. He could see her eyes in the darkness. “She never came back.”

“She ran away…frightened.” His mind spun faster than he could keep up with his thoughts. “She’ll come back in the morning. When it’s safe.”

Kara looked over at the doctor, who returned her look, concern in his eyes. “What?”

The doctor put a gentle paw on his shoulder. “You were attacked two days ago,” he said softly.

“She’s been missing since then?” Beepbeepbeepbeepbeep. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because you’ve been unconscious, under the knife. For the first night, it was touch and go.”

He saw the doctor’s flinch as she said it, and even to his drug-hyped mind the meaning was clear. “Touch and go. That bad?”

“Yes.” She folded her arms, one paw still holding the portable. “Fos Lapis is leading the investigation, but they’ve come to a dead end. They needed to know if you recognized the—any of the assailants.”

“I’ll go see him right now.” Barda tried to move the covers back. He was stopped simultaneously by the doctor, the restraints, and the pain. Glaring up at Dr. Smarisran, he lay back on the pillow. “Have Lapis come see me immediately.”

“No, now I absolutely forbid that.” The doctor put out a paw to Kara, who had just been activating her portable. “In about an hour, he’s going to be unconscious. I’m sorry, but your system cannot take more of this drug today. You’re already putting yourself in danger. Tomorrow you should be awake enough to receive visitors, and Father knows I won’t be able to stop you, so you’ll have to wait until then.”

“My daughter—”

“Lapis has some avenues to pursue,” Kara said. “He’s looking into those today and I’ll bring him here tomorrow.”

“You said he was at a dead end.” He was sure she was lying to get him to rest.

“Sir, I would not do anything to endanger your daughter. Lapis did not think any of his investigations today would bear fruit, so he asked me to come get whatever information I could from you. I exaggerated a bit earlier. I’m sorry to have misled you.”

He sighed. “I can’t relax. Get Lapis now.”

“Yes, sir.” She tapped on her portable.

“Now, listen,” Dr. Smarisran said, stepping towards her. “I don’t—”

“Doctor,” Kara said, “let’s go outside where we won’t bother Tiger Barda.”

“Oh. Yes, of course.”

They left and closed the door, and did not return. Barda fought the restraints until the bandages on his right arm showed red, screamed for the doctor until his throat was raw, but nobody came back. The shouting made him feel dizzy; he lay back and breathed steadily, but the dizziness did not go away. It grew into a headache, pounding at the front of his head with ever-increasing force until it swallowed him and dragged him back into unconsciousness.


10: Ghost Town

Her mother was rocking her back and forth in her bed, singing a soft lullaby. Meli tried to follow the words and realized that she was singing about Wolf and his pack. It seemed an odd thing for her mother to be singing about, and Meli didn’t know the words, but she hummed along, because the melody and her mother’s voice was soft and reassuring. The warm, plump presence was soothing too, but she didn’t want to close her eyes. Below the calm lurked currents of worry, the certainty that as soon as she looked away, her mother would vanish.

Her mother’s eyes were curious, a soft brown that didn’t match her orange fur and stripes. Meli didn’t worry about it, basking in the warmth of the loving gaze. All was forgiven, she thought, without any consciousness of what had been done that needed forgiveness.

But her paws were cold. She reached them up to her mother to warm them, but they were tied down to the bed. Looking at her wrists, she saw that the bed was the hospital bed, and her arms were roped to it. The chill crept up her arms, her security turned to fear. She looked back up, but her mother had disappeared into shadow, veiled by a thinly drifting mist of snow. “Mama?” she keened, straining to pierce the darkness and bring her mother back.

The silhouette leaned forward, showing a long black muzzle and white teeth. “Hello, darling,” it said in a raspy voice. “Give your mother a kiss?”

Its breath was fetid and cold, the stench of disease. She keened again, unable to draw enough air into her chest to scream. The snow was issuing from its mouth, covering her, and where it landed, patches of ice spread over her fur. She moaned and struggled to escape the restraints, but the muzzle drew closer and closer.

Swimming through the snow up to consciousness, she became aware that she was sitting up in a cushioned seat, rocking gently back and forth. At first, the engine noise and motion led her to imagine that she was on a ship with her father, that he was taking her out on the ocean. But the light was feebler than it usually was on the ocean, and her arms were bound to the seat. In another moment, she was able to orient herself, and remembered the kidnapping and the attack of the black demon.

She could smell Shamil, Jac, and one of the hares nearby, as well as engine grease, exhaust, bread, and fish. She was in the back of a transport, the same one they’d kidnapped her in, strapped to the same wheelchair. The others must be behind her, and though she couldn’t see any part of the driver over the large seat, she had no doubt Cab was driving. None of the others made a sound, so she sat quietly for a moment in the sadness she always felt when she dreamed about her mother. The dreams were less and less frequent lately, and despite the horrific ending, she felt that this one had been a sign of some sort. Perhaps her mother was reaching from the Circle to show that she was aware of what had happened to Meli.

She peered at the roads outside, but could see nothing more than identical grey houses rolling past on either side. The road was bumpy with frozen snow, so she knew they were not back in the city. “Cab,” she said softly.

She could see just the corner of his ear now, curved toward her. “Welcome back, lady. How are you feeling?”

“Dizzy,” she said. “Sick.”

The vehicle lurched and slowed, but only slightly. “Can’t go much slower,” he said. “Sorry. Got to get there before nightfall.”

“Nightfall?” She tried to lean forward. “Are you taking me home?”

“Do you still feel like killin’ us all?”

“Not if you’re taking me home.”

She heard his soft chuckle over the throb of the engine and the crunch of the wheels through snow and ice. “I’ll let Shamil have that discussion, with you, then.”

She sighed, leaning back in her chair. It had been a momentary hope, but no less bright for that. So they were taking her to another location now, making it harder for her father’s agents to find them. Certainly, though she still held out hope, her captors did not appear to be in any hurry to bring her back. And that made her feel more relaxed, paradoxically, because knowing that she would be a prisoner for an extended period of time meant she could plan her escape better.

Escape she would; she was sure of it. Even if she had to rely on herself rather than her father, she would escape. She could do that. After all, had she not escaped from the dreadful evening with Fos Marsin? Of course, in this case, telling her captors she wanted to go home immediately had already been proven not to work, but she was sure she could come up with a plan that would.

Once she found out a little better where she was, she could figure out in which direction the city, and her home, lay. She would behave docilely from now on, and make them drop their guard. They had already shown that they wouldn’t mistreat her, apart from the occasional indignity, and that she could tolerate. In a week or two (as much as it pained her to think that she would be captive for that long), when they felt she wouldn’t try to escape, she would take advantage of their trust and slip out.

“Meli?” Shamil walked around the chair and sat on the floor facing her. “How are you feeling?”

“Dizzy,” she repeated.

“Would you like some water?”

“Yes,” she said, for her throat was parched and her tongue felt thick and dry in her muzzle.

Shamil looked towards the back of the transport. “Jac?”

“Got it,” the fox’s voice said, and a moment later he appeared on the other side of Meli’s chair, holding a water pouch. He tipped the nozzle towards her mouth.

She glared at him and turned her muzzle to the side. “I won’t be watered like an animal,” she said.

He lowered the water pouch, meeting her eyes. “Can we trust you?”

She looked around at the sides of the transport, the grey-and-white world rushing past. “Where would I go?”

“That’s not what I asked,” he said.

His eyes were not cold, but they were resolute. He held the pouch ready, but casually, as though he didn’t really care whether she answered yes or not. Even though Meli knew it would be better to submit to his authority, she couldn’t make herself do it. “You trusted me before,” she said.

“And then we had to sedate you.”

“That’s because that…thing came after me, tied me up…” She shuddered and closed her eyes, not feigning her revulsion at the memory.

“Jac,” Shamil said gently, and the fox lowered the waterskin.

“All right,” he said, handing it to the wolf. “Hold this, I’ll untie her.”

His hands worked quickly at her bindings, twining them in his fingers as he released them. While she was massaging her wrists, he took the waterskin back from Shamil and handed it to her. She put the nozzle to her mouth and drank, enjoying the water so much that it wasn’t until she’d drunk her fill that it occurred to her to wonder who else’s lips had touched the nozzle before hers.

Jac answered her question by taking a swig himself before offering it to Shamil, who refused. Meli congratulated herself on her self-possession. Why, just yesterday she would have been gagging and spitting at the thought of sharing her waterskin with any of these people. Today she managed to control herself enough so that only her ears folded back, and she didn’t think any of them noticed. “So,” she said, “where are you taking me now?”

Shamil and Jac exchanged a “should we tell her?” look, and then the fox shrugged. “We’re taking you to an old warehouse,” he said. “Not as fancy as the hospital, but hopefully harder to find.”

“How quaint,” Meli said. “They found your hospital rather easily.” She tried to sneer as she said it, but the idea of the black demon coming after them again wrinkled her muzzle in a different way and made her whiskers flicker, ruining the effect.

Jac shot a look at Shamil, who had folded her ears back and was looking down at her paws. “That doesn’t mean anything,” he said. “They could have followed us from the city.”

Meli understood that Shamil was still worried that her mysterious Jeff had been captured and interrogated, and she wanted to say something about that, but the image of the wolf singing to the snow outside the window recurred to her mind, unbidden, as did the feel of Jac’s paws at her throat. She remained silent.

“Cab,” Shamil called, her ears perked and eyes hopeful, “could the Shivers have followed us?”

“All things are possible,” the weasel called back. “They certainly are now.”

“What?” Jac leapt to the front of the transport. Shamil’s ears flattened as she turned to look back. Meli herself shuddered and followed the wolf’s gaze, though there were no windows in the back of the transport. All she saw was a pile of boxes and the female hare, Marsha, asleep on a pile of blankets.

“Why didn’t you say anything before?” she heard Jac say, and turned around.

“Didn’t want to worry you,” Cab said. “They’re just a little ways back. I’ve taken a couple turns they didn’t expect and thought they might get bored with us. Haven’t yet, though.”

Jac leaned over the driver’s seat, looking out the front and then side windows. “Don’t go near the warehouse until you do.”

Cab’s voice sounded cheery. “I know that, don’t worry.”

So quietly that only Meli heard, Shamil said, “They won’t stop following us.”

Meli’s father had warned her about the Shivers, told her that other than the Vishons, they were the worst, most dangerous people on New Tibet, the scourge of honest businessmen. They were a powerful crime syndicate run by a ruthless leader, and because their leader was a tiger, her father respected the Shivers’ power. “You won’t meet any of the tigers that are important in their organization,” he said, “but beware of any wolves who look tough and act important. By associating with tigers they puff themselves up, but that doesn’t mean they’re not dangerous.”

“Why are they following us?” Meli said quietly to Shamil, though she knew the answer already.

“Because of you,” Shamil said. “We expected this, but they shouldn’t have caught on to us so quickly. We shouldn’t have…” She tapped her fingers against the seat rest, looking through Meli rather than at her.

“Can you lose ‘em or will we have to do something else?” Jac said to Cab, pulling Meli’s discarded bindings tight between his paws.

“What else can we do?” Cab said. “We’ll take up arms ‘gainst the fearsome foe, our brav’ry great to see?”

“Doesn’t that poem end with everyone dying?” Jac said.

“Zactly,” Cab replied. “I’ll lose ‘em. Just let me drive.”

“Cab,” Shamil called. “We won’t lose them. We have to go to Ghost Town. They won’t follow us there.”

The wolf’s ears were down again, and she wasn’t looking at Meli or anyone else in the transport. She’d spoken just loudly enough for Cab and Jac to hear her.

“No need for that,” Cab said cheerfully, “just give me a mo.” As he spoke, the transport slid hard to the right, sending Meli against the arm of her chair and Shamil sliding into the wall. Jac maintained his balance, but barely.

“Careful!” he barked, and then he stumbled as the transport accelerated forward.

“I’m always careful,” Cab said, taking them around a wide turn. “Hard to be fast and careful at the same time, but we’re doing the best we can.”

“What is going on?” Marsha said from behind Meli.

“Little family trouble,” Jac said from the front. “Don’t worry about it, we’re just shaking them.”

“We won’t lose them,” Shamil said again.

The arctic fox stepped back from the front and put a paw on her shoulder. “Don’t worry,” he said. “If anyone can lose ‘em, Cab can.”

Shamil just shook her head. “This was foolish from the start. I should never have dragged you all into it. Jeff…” She stopped and took a breath. “He warned me about them. I should have listened.”

“He thought we would be safe, too,” Jac said. “Don’t forget, he’s not the only one who trained with them. We’re safer than you think.”

“But you were never one of them,” Shamil said.

“Doesn’t matter,” Jac said. “I can protect us. Even without…”

He didn’t finish the sentence. They looked at each other in silence.

Meli couldn’t restrain herself any longer. “Why are they after me?”

“Why do you think?” Jac said. “Money. Power.”

“Power?”

“Leverage with your father,” Shamil said. “The relationship is more complicated than you imagine.”

“What relationship?” Meli folded her arms, then unfolded them hastily as the transport swerved again. “My father doesn’t deal with the Shivers.”

“No more than he has to, but more than he would like,” Shamil said.

“And not as much as they would like,” Jac put in.

“You are both fools,” Meli snarled. “The Shivers are violent, vicious, unprincipled criminals, and my father has nothing to do with them.”

“You’re half right,” Jac said. “How we doing, Cab?”

The weasel’s voice sang back, “Still got some violent, vicious, unprincipled company on our tails.”

“We have to go to Ghost Town,” Shamil said.

“We don’t have enough supplies.” Jac’s eyes met hers.

The wolf shook her head. “We can go get some more. We won’t be safe at the warehouse.”

“All right,” Jac said slowly. He shuffled to the front of the transport again, moving carefully. “Cab! We have enough fuel to get to Ghost Town?”

“Uh…only just,” the weasel said. “But don’t worry about it. Our friends may be vicious and unprincipled, but they’re not so good when it comes to keeping up with me.”

“My father does not deal with Shivers!” Meli insisted, and Shamil just shook her head.

“What’s this about Ghost Town?” Marsha said. “If we’re going there, you have to let me out.”

“I’m sorry, Meli,” Shamil said. “I’m sure he never intended for you to know, but you have a right to. You’re almost of age.”

“How would you know anyway?” Meli growled. “You didn’t know my father, and you’re running like a pack of rabbits from the Shivers, so how would you know?”

“I’ll make you a deal, Cab,” Jac said. “If you lose them on the way to Ghost Town, we can go to the warehouse, but we need to go to Ghost Town now.”

“Hey,” Marsha said, standing unsteadily at Meli’s side, “cut out the rabbit slurs, princess. And seriously, if we’re going to Ghost Town, just drop me off.”

“No time.” Jac leaned closer to Cab. “We have to go now.”

“Fine, fine,” Cab said, and the transport veered abruptly to the left, throwing everyone to the right. Unprepared, Meli fell out of her chair and landed on the floor next to Shamil, crying out more from the surprise than from the bruise on her rear.

“Just slow down and I’ll jump out,” Marsha said. She was starting to sound panicked.

“You really want the Shivers to catch you?” Meli said.

“Better than going to Ghost Town,” Marsha said. “Besides, Farley won’t know to go there. Someone has to tell him where we’re going.”

“We’ll get a message to him,” Shamil said. “He knows to come to the next safe house if we’re not at the hospital. Don’t worry, he won’t be in any danger.”

“He’s all on his own!” Marsha’s voice was getting more shrill. “How will he not be in danger?”

“Because they’re all following us,” Jac said.

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” Marsha said.

“Not really,” Jac snapped back at her.

“It’s better than Ghost Town!” The hare looked genuinely panicked.

“Why are we going to Ghost Town?” Meli demanded, forgetting for the moment about her father. “And what is that?”

“It’s where the ghosts live,” Jac said.

She was watching his smile as she heard the hare squeak behind her. “You’re just trying to scare me,” she said, fighting off the images of the silver-shrouded silhouette and the memory of the cold paws circling her wrists. A week ago she would have laughed at ghost stories, but even knowing that the black shape had turned out to be a real wolf (and a painted one, at that), her experience had opened the door for her to be afraid. Seeing the hare react also made Meli worry; if there weren’t real ghosts in Ghost Town, there was something there that made Marsha want to risk the very real danger of the Shivers.

“And anyway,” Meli continued, thinking of the formless shapes pursuing them, “there’s nowhere the Shivers would be scared to go.”

“They won’t follow us,” Shamil repeated.

“They’re afraid of the ghosts too,” Jac said with a smile that said he knew something she didn’t.

Meli’s fur crawled as a chill rippled through her. “You’re lying,” she said. “I saw you when that…thing broke in. The black demon, the ghost of the Vishons—you’re as afraid of ghosts as I am.”

“This is different,” the fox said, his eyes never leaving hers. “These are our ghosts.”

The way he said it, and the twist to his smile, left her no warmer. Ghosts that were familiar to him and Shamil would not necessarily be kindly disposed towards her. Behind her, the hare gave another little cry, reminding her that Marsha was also afraid of Ghost Town. Having a companion in fear should have made her feel better, but it didn’t.

“Don’t tease her, Jac,” Shamil said, but whatever else she was going to say was lost as all four of them in the back winced at two sharp cracks that echoed throughout the vehicle. A moment of stunned silence followed, and then the transport lurched hard right. Jac was thrown against the seat while Meli and Shamil slid into the wheelchair and Marsha tumbled back into the corner she’d awoken in.

“Hold on!” Cab called back. “Just got a li’l more violent.”

“Shit,” Jac swore, pulling himself up and swinging back to the front. “If they’re shooting…”

“They are,” Cab said when the fox didn’t finish the sentence. “Just gotta keep some space here.” Meli felt the transport accelerate again.

“Can they get us in here?” Meli said, grabbing onto the reassuringly anchored chair.

“No,” Shamil said, bracing herself against the back of the front seat. “But they could shoot out the tires.”

“Don’t worry ‘bout the tires,” Cab called as the transport swerved again. “They can waste all the bullets they like. They shoot at where they are and they don’t know where they’re going to be.”

“We know,” Marsha said. “Can’t you just outrun ‘em?”

“Tryin’,” Cab replied, and though Meli waited for a longer reply, none came.

“Take Twenty-Fifteen,” Jac said. “It’s quicker.”

“All due respect an’ all,” Cab said, “but do I tell you how to beat up people?”

“You’re not doing very well at losing them,” the fox snapped back.

“They’re in a faster ‘port,” Cab said. “Don’t worry, we can make it to the pass first. Never let it be said that a weasel wasn’t first to a party.”

“You sure about that?” Jac said.

The vehicle swung round again, sending Jac into the other front seat, tail bristling up as he went paws over ears.

“Sure as I can be,” Cab said.

The urgency of the pursuit raised Meli’s fur. She held onto the chair with one paw and wrapped the other around herself. Not being able to see their pursuers conjured up all kinds of images in her head. What if, she thought, the Shivers had minks in the transport, just waiting to attack her when they pulled up alongside? Her father had told her there were no minks on New Tibet, but the Shivers could have some, she was sure, brought from Old Earth specifically for this purpose. She glanced at the door of the vehicle and let go of the chair, staggering up to the door and falling against it as Cab steered them around another corner. Her paws fumbled at the lock mechanism.

“Melinda, no!” Shamil said, reaching up to grasp her paw, but Meli shook her aside. She satisfied herself that the door was securely locked, and then leapt back to the chair to sit down. Shamil followed her progress and then smiled.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “They won’t get as far as the door.”

Jac ignored her, glancing at the mirrors on the passenger side, and turning to speak in a low voice to Cab. The transport grew silent as the chase continued, and Meli hugged herself, bracing herself in the chair.

Marsha had been silent for a long time, but when the swerving temporarily stopped, she crawled over to Shamil and said, “Please let me out.”

“We can’t, Marsha,” Shamil said. “But don’t worry. You’ll be perfectly safe. You can stay in the transport if you want.”

“Oh, I’m staying in the transport,” Marsha said.

“Farley’s been there,” Shamil said. “Didn’t he tell you about it?”

“Yes! Why do you think I’m so anxious to get out?”

The hare was trembling, wringing her paws together, her long ears folded back against her head. Shamil reached out to rest a warm paw on her knee. “It’s not that bad.”

“I’m just not used to it!” Marsha whined.

Two more reports echoed through the transport, which swerved again immediately. Jac cursed. “We’re not going to make it,” he said. Cab started to object, but Jac overruled him. “Next time they shoot, lurch and pull over, but leave the engine going. Can you do that?”

Even with the engine noise and the crunch of snow under the tires, Meli was struck by how silent the transport had become. She, Marsha, and Shamil had their ears cupped toward the front; Jac stood braced between the two front seats. The silence stretched on while the transport lurched over a bump and swerved to the right, and Meli suspected Cab was focusing on driving rather than on the question.

Another report cracked against their ears. Meli winced and held her ears; had that one been louder, or was it just magnified by her fear? The transport swerved hard to one side, lurched forward, and stopped.

Meli could still hear the engine. “Did you do that on purpose?” she said, and then the engine died.

Jac turned towards her and growled, “Shh!”

She stared at the door, wondering what his plan was. He’d said to leave the engine going, but it was off. And now she could hear the crunch of another transport pulling up behind them, and stopping. She glanced down at Shamil, who was giving her a not-very-reassuring smile. The wolf tried to put a paw on her knee, but Marsha made a fearful whimpering noise, and Shamil moved to concentrate on the hare.

Meli’s heart beat faster. She craned forward to try to see out of the passenger side mirrors, since Jac and Cab were crowded around the other side. At first, she didn’t see anything except the snow on the ground. Then she moved to see the side of the transport, and caught a flash of motion. Jac must have seen something on the other side at the same time, because he cursed under his breath again.

The motion in the mirror was frustratingly indistinct. Meli leaned further out and now recognized a shape, a wolf in a long white coat, walking towards them. She saw the white tufts of his ears and the white ruffs around his white muzzle, but his eyes were hidden behind what looked like white lenses until she caught the reflection of the transport in them and realized they were polished mirror lenses reflecting the snow.

“Ready,” Jac whispered softly. Meli flicked a look at the fox. He stood crouched, his fur bristled, every line of his body radiating tension. For the first time, she noticed that he held a knife in his right hand. She looked back at the mirror and saw a cold black gun in the hand of the wolf.









She crammed a paw into her muzzle to muffle her cry. Jac flicked only an ear at her, leaning over Cab’s seat. The white-coated wolf had his gun out and had a paw on the back of the transport. “Go,” he said sharply.

The engine roared to life. Meli saw only a flash of the wolf standing still before the transport lurched forward and he disappeared from view. “Swerve!” Jac yelled, and the transport skidded from left to right; Meli could see Cab frantically spinning the steering wheel in response to the instruction. Gunfire crackled around them, twice hitting the body of the transport so that everyone’s ears folded down. Marsha was holding her paws over hers and Meli followed suit, leaving her head up to try to see what was going on. She couldn’t see anything out of the front except snow and buildings, rushing past at terrifying speed.

They spun around a corner and accelerated. Jac inspected the mirror closely. “Gained us some time. Enough, I hope,” he said.

“We’re lucky they didn’t hit the tires,” Marsha said. “Does this mean you can let me out?”

“No,” Jac said, “and they didn’t hit the tires thanks to Cab. I don’t know anyone else who could’ve dodged gunshots and kept us on the road.”

“As the lemming said to the other lemming, we haven’t quite made it over the hump yet,” Cab said. “Fifteen miles to go, the roads are filled with snow, and if we stop to play…”

“The price we’ll have to pay,” finished Jac. He looked in the rear view mirror again, and Meli noticed that his fur was smoother now. “I think we gained about thirty seconds. If you keep on this route, they won’t catch us.”

“If all goes well.” Cab reached up and patted the fox on the nose. “You gave me a good lead. I won’t waste it.”

“All right.” Jac stepped back into the rear of the transport and sat on the floor, his back to the driver’s seat. His body relaxed, but his ears remained upright and alert. He curled his bushy white tail into his lap and smiled at Shamil. “We’ll make it now,” he said.

“That was a good trick.”

“Cab made it possible. The quick start, the driving…” Jac shook his head, transferring his smile to the weasel. “They don’t have anyone who can drive like that. We’re lucky.”

Shamil nodded. “Was it…?”

Jac’s eyes slid away from hers and looked toward the back of the transport. “Everyone okay back here?”

“My arm hurts,” Marsha said faintly.

“We’ll look at it when we get there.”

“What,” Meli said shakily, “is in Ghost Town?” At the moment she felt it far preferable to talk about a remote, intangible menace than one she’d seen wielding a gun and following them.

“I told you,” Jac said. “Ghosts.”

“That’s what they like to call themselves,” Shamil said. “They’ve chosen to die in Ghost Town rather than elsewhere.”

“Die?” Meli said faintly.

“It’ll be easier to explain when we’re there,” Shamil said in response to a look from Jac. “Don’t worry, they can’t harm you.”

“Ha ha!” Marsha said. Her laugh had a slightly hysterical tone to it; Meli noticed that her eyes were looking at nothing in particular, just staring off into the distance.

“They won’t harm you,” Shamil amended.

“They, on the other paw,” Jac pointed towards the back of the transport and the pursuit they all knew was there, “certainly will.”

The wolf in the white coat. Meli shivered. He’d been as sinister as the black wolf, the way he blended into the snow, more ghostlike than any wraiths that haunted the Ghost Town they were headed for. Her father could not have been associated with them. Simply impossible.

But to bring up the subject again invited argument, would allow these foolish creatures to introduce doubt into her mind. So she kept her muzzle shut and waited tensely for the ride to end.

It surely had to have been fifteen miles already, she thought several times, but the transport kept moving and the people inside stayed quiet. Marsha had withdrawn into herself and stopped begging to be let off. Jac looked at the back of the transport and occasionally at Shamil, while the wolf stared into space, preoccupied with her own thoughts and seemingly unaware of the others.

“Almost there,” Cab sang out finally. “It’s all downhill from here. Except the part where we go back up—”

His sentence was cut off by a loud crack and a shattering noise. Glass sprayed back from the driver’s seat and across Meli’s paws and Shamil’s tail. The transport dove forward, screaming down a hill, sending Meli tumbling from her chair into the space between the seats. She could feel the glass under her, sharp edges digging into her back as she scrabbled for purchase on the seats. Her paw encountered a furry leg, and she looked up to see Cab’s small pointed muzzle, intent on the road. He glanced down at her touch and gave her a brief smile.

“Hold on, lady,” he said. “The ride may be rough, but we’ll get you there.”

Cold air swirled past her whiskers. She stayed where she was, dazed, and another shot rang out, this time behind them. The descent leveled out and the surface below them changed, ringing hollow and metal. Then they were on a road again, turning hard around a curve, and going up a gentle slope. At the crest of the hill, the transport slowed, and then descended the other side.

“All clear,” Cab called out, cracking his knuckles. “Told ya.”

“They didn’t follow?” Jac stood over Meli, a paw on both seats, leaning to see the mirrors.

“Stopped at the bridge.” Cab switched off the engine and stretched his whole body, bones popping up and down his spine. “They may be vicious, violent, and unprincipled, but they’re predictable.”

“Even those two,” Jac murmured. “Good.”

Shamil was standing now, too, and offered Meli a paw. The tigress hesitated, then chose that indignity over the greater one of lying helpless wedged between the front seats, and let the wolf help her up. Shamil opened the door, revealing a road and a field of snow dotted with trees that sloped gently downward. At its base, Meli could see a small collection of squat grey buildings, in a regular series of nested squares. Beyond those buildings, a larger hill rose, and halfway up the hill she could see a large industrial complex that even at this distance was clearly abandoned; the walls had partly crumbled, and the surface was discolored from years of snow and ice, not clean and bright like her father’s factories.

None of it looked particularly frightening, but what worried her and, paradoxically, caused her to shiver and draw back into the cab, was the breeze that stirred the leaves, rising from the small town. Since her time on New Tibet, she’d been outside only a couple paws of times, and she was aware that she had by no means felt the full range of the winds the planet had at its disposal to brutalize the creatures that had invaded its surface. She had felt enough, though, to know that the breath of the world was cold, harsh, and bitter, and so the breeze that curled around her muzzle now, as she stood next to Shamil, startled and frightened her, because it was not icy cold, but unnaturally warm.

The air held a dampness as well, which made her whiskers curl, but there was no scent other than the faint smell of the scraggly trees dotting the hillside. She wondered if ghosts had any scent, if maybe she were breathing them into her body right now, and the thought made her cover her nose with a paw, as though she could filter out anything from the outside world with just her fur and fingers.

“Down there,” Shamil said, pointing to the grey buildings, undisturbed by the sickly warm air. “That’s Ghost Town.”


11: Traces In The Snow

Barda rose out of the blackness with his fury intact, but lacking foundation. He’d been angry at…at…he couldn’t remember, but it was important. They’d left him, and there was something missing, something that had been taken from him. The hospital room he was lying in was empty and quiet, save for a beeping from a machine to his right. Two chairs sat unoccupied near the door, beside the sink and cabinet full of supplies. The curtain around his bed was pushed back to one side, so he could see the empty room clearly. Someone was missing, someone who should be at his side…

“Meli!” He sat up slowly, feeling a sharp tugging pain in one arm. Intravenous tubes, he saw, and then remembered waking up and talking to… “Kara!”

The door of his room swung open, his personal assistant letting it slide off her paw as she led in a hulking tiger in a solid grey uniform. The TeraMine emblem stitched onto the right breast of his shirt was accented by a single gold bar denoting the rank of Captain. The tiger himself bore more markings than his shirt: several notches in both ears, a scar underneath his left eye, another on his nosepad, and a chip in his right front canine. Fos Lapis was not as bright as his predecessor at the head of TeraMine’s private police force, but he had a dogged determination that the late Coris Mason had regrettably lacked.

“Sir,” Kara said, handing him a cup of water before opening her portable terminal. “Fos Lapis is here.”

“I can see that,” he growled, and tossed back the water in one gulp. “Why didn’t you bring him sooner?”

“He has been waiting here all morning for you to wake up.” She was, as always, imperturbable. While he recognized that that was her value as an assistant, it still annoyed him.

“Why has he been here and not out chasing clues?”

“Sir,” Lapis said in a voice so deep that Barda felt it as much as heard it, “the most valuable clue is in this room.”

He lifted his right paw, the unbandaged one, to his face and rubbed between his eyes. His face felt sore and stiff, but he resisted the urge to investigate the wounds, though he wanted badly to feel and see how much he’d changed. The water had helped revive him, cleared his mind. He remembered waking up yesterday and regretted the loss of control, but he hadn’t been fully recovered then. Nor was he now, but he was better rested, and he could see the limits of his ability, where yesterday that clarity had been lacking. They’d asked him yesterday to identify the wolf, and no matter how much he scraped his memory and tore at it, he couldn’t. “I know. Identifying the wolf.”

“Or wolves.” Kara said gently.

Wolves? He only remembered one—oh, he’d said there were three. “Yes, wolves,” he said hurriedly. “I’m sure I killed one of them…do you have a picture of the body? Maybe that would help.”

Lapis cleared his throat. “There was no body, sir.”

“What?” He clearly remembered the body, lying in the snow, surrounded by blood. Was it possible he had only wounded the wolf? But no, he could see the gaping hole in the black fur, steaming and dripping; he could hear the squeals of the pathetic creature as he bit and tore. His body flushed with the memory. Surely nothing natural could have survived that, gotten up and walked away. “Are you sure you were looking in the right place?”

“We found the bodies of Anderson and Shan Sharti,” Lapis said. “Nearby there was an area where a prolonged fight had taken place. A…” he paused. “A large amount of blood remained on the snow. There were traces as well, along with your gun. But no body.”

“Traces? You mean fur?”

Lapis met his eyes, over Kara’s head, and smiled. “Fur, and other…traces.”

Kara’s muzzle wrinkled, leaving no doubt in Barda’s mind as to the nature of the other traces. He returned Lapis’s smile with a curt nod, saving his pride for later. “What kind of fur?”

“Wolf fur. And tiger fur, but it matches yours, not Melinda’s.” Lapis looked down at Kara. “Black wolf.”

“Sir,” she said, “I had Jonah retrieve the logs from your computer. We found a personnel record for an employee you dismissed, a black wolf named Jefferson Deloup.” She turned her portable terminal around, showing him the picture, but the name was enough.

“That’s him!” he snarled, barely registering the accelerated beeping of the machine whose wires were taped to his chest. In the picture on the terminal, the wolf looked cocksure and smug, taunting him. “Deloup! Stupid weak name. You’re dead now, what do you think of that?”

Kara nodded to Lapis. “Go ahead and send your men out. I’ll inform Tiger Barda of the other developments.”

“Other developments? Lapis, wait. What other developments?”

The large tiger paused at the door. Kara looked up at Barda. “Sir, with respect, I can inform you as easily as Lapis can, and every minute may count in finding Melinda.”

Melinda. He’d momentarily forgotten her. “Of course,” he said. “Find Melinda.” With a paw, he waved Lapis out the door. The tiger bowed and departed.

In the wake of the police captain’s departure, the room remained quiet. Barda stared at Kara, who was tapping her portable again. “Just a moment,” she said finally, anticipating his question a moment before he asked it. He fidgeted impatiently, looking at his surroundings more closely.

He was acutely aware of the cold indignity of being naked under the sheets and resting on a bedpan, a situation he would have to correct as soon as he could get up. Two tubes fed his immobilized left arm, hooked up to a bag filled with clear fluid. Besides the heart monitor, two other machines hummed mysteriously beside him, attached to his chest and stomach. He took the opportunity now to explore the marks on his face, which thankfully seemed mostly unharmed. Only his lips and mouth and one ragged ear felt particularly sore and swollen. Down lower on his body, though, he counted half a dozen sore places, including one in his side that ached whenever he sat up. There was also one spot halfway down his tail, resting against the bedpan, that felt very wrong, now that he noticed it.

“Kara,” he said, “what happened to my tail?”

She glanced up, walking to his side so she could show him her portable terminal screen again. “They had to amputate halfway down. It was bitten nearly through. I’ve ordered a prosthetic to arrive on the next shuttle.”

“That’s not for a month!”

“Three weeks,” she said. “It’s the best I could do. Nobody on New Tibet has one. Except possibly…well, let me show you this note first.” She rested the portable on the edge of his bed so he could see a picture of a handwritten note.

The paper was stained and creased, the edges torn, but Barda saw only the words: “If you wish to see Melinda alive, deposit one million credits in account number 131999140 at the New Tibet Credit Bank.”

He stared at them for a long time. “Ransom?” he said finally. “They want…”

“Ransom, yes,” Kara said. “Lapis confirmed that traces at the scene show her tracks disappearing into the street. Presumably into a transport.”

“She had a bodyguard.” Barda felt the fury building up in him again. “That new one, the fox.”

“Burgoyne,” Kara said. “His body hasn’t been found either. I called up his background check—it was clear, of course, but that doesn’t mean anything. He could have been killed and left elsewhere, or he could have been part of the kidnapping. We wouldn’t necessarily find his body anywhere in the city, much less outside of it.”

“No, we wouldn’t,” Barda said. He flexed his right paw. “I don’t want to believe he could be, but if he is, and we catch him, I want to deal with him personally.”

“Yes, sir.” Kara indicated the number on the note. “We checked out the account, of course. This is where it gets complicated.”

“It’s not registered to Deloup?”

“No, sir. I was not able to get the registration name from the bank.”

“New Tibet Credit.” Barda stared at the name. “One of the only ones where we don’t have any contacts. Small bank.” Kara was watching him, waiting for him to puzzle out some piece of information she already knew. “Small bank to the north of the city. Oh.” He sank back onto the bed.

“Exactly, sir. That was my thought as well. Lapis said that the bodyguards were attacked professionally. And if one of the assailants was killed, the others removed his body. That’s consistent with how the Family operates.”

“But Deloup…he wasn’t. I checked. I checked!”

Kara nodded. “I know, sir. I don’t understand it either. I thought perhaps you would have some other insight.”

Barda clutched his muzzle in his right paw again. If the Shivers had Meli, if they had felt the need to kidnap her, then he had bigger problems than he knew. But that didn’t make sense at all. They didn’t need money from him, or from anyone. There must be some ulterior motive, and that was very like them, to run one operation as a shield or cover for another. And using an agent who wasn’t traceable to them, who could infiltrate his company without him even knowing it, that wouldn’t be beyond them either. He breathed in the clean, antiseptic aroma of his own fur and closed his eyes, trying to think. “How did we get the note?”

“Wrapped around a rock and thrown at the front door from a public transport.”

“No clues there.” He scratched his cheek ruff. “How many people know about the note?”

“You, myself, Lapis, and Gennet, the door clerk who turned it in.”

“Is Gennet trustworthy?”

Kara shrugged. “He’s been warned not to talk about this to anyone. Short of sending him off-planet or killing him, that’s the best we can do.”

“We can’t kill him, I suppose. No? Fine. Send him off-planet with the next shuttle. Somewhere nice. Does he have a family? Send his whole family.” He paused. “On condition that he keep his muzzle shut about this business.”

“Yes, sir.”

A plan was starting to form in his head. “And pay the money into the account. Not today, tomorrow. Get Jonah to trace the bank’s transactions. Tell him it has to be done by noon tomorrow. Then pay the money and watch the account.”

“Yes, sir.”

“How soon can I get up?” Already the bed felt confining, even after the short time he’d been awake. He wanted to be out there, helping Fos Lapis himself, but the part of him that was a skilled leader and president knew that unless he was much closer to his full strength, he would harm more than he helped.

“Doctor Smarisran says you may walk around a little bit today, sir. I believe he only said that because he knows you will anyway. Then, if you feel better, more tomorrow, and the day after that, if you feel well, you may leave the hospital. He would like you to stay another week, but I told him you would not want to.”

“I don’t.” The heart monitor’s beeps sped up as he thought about leaving, taking his revenge on the people who’d done this to him, and he forced himself to relax. “Send Raja Garro to see me as soon as possible. He’s been running the business?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Has he been doing a good job?” He fixed Kara with his eyes, and was pleased to see that they still had some power, even though he was confined to the hospital bed.

“Yes, sir.” She didn’t hesitate, so he believed her.

“All right.” He waved his right paw at her. “Have him here in half an hour. I don’t know what kind of drugs they have me on, but I’m tired just from talking to you.”

Kara nodded. “Yes, sir.” She took her portable terminal back and hesitated before leaving. “Sir? It’s good to see you recovering.”

Her expression mixed respect and concern, and in that moment he forgave her any lingering resentment over walking out on him the previous day. He gave her a fierce grin. “You were worried?”

She smiled in return. “Not really. Just scared.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “In a couple days I’ll be as good as new. Go.”

She bowed and turned, leaving the room.

Barda sighed and leaned back on his pillow. For now, he ignored it and thought back to the night of the attack. His memories were coming into clearer focus now, as he shuffled through them looking for some other clue.

The wolf had certainly fought like a Shiver, and the pride Barda felt over defeating him swelled his chest, until he remembered Lapis saying, “Traces.” Traces meant pieces, flesh and organs, not just fur, and that thought he found disquieting. On the one paw, he remembered the savage thrill of it, the fire coursing through him as he ripped at his enemy, and the reflections of that heat flickered through him, tensing his muscles again even as he recalled it. On the other paw, though, he remembered the blood, the taste of it, and the feel between his fingers of the slippery insides as he tore at the wolf. Thinking about it from this clean, sterile hospital room disgusted him, but even the disgust was tinged with fascination.

It was in the past, of course, and all he’d done was assert his superiority over the wolf. Fos Lapis had an inkling of the details of the fight from examining the scene, but he appeared to approve of his boss’s savagery. And in the end, Barda mused, it couldn’t help but enhance his reputation if rumors got out that he’d gutted an assailant with just his claws and teeth.

Raja Garro arrived ten minutes later, impeccably dressed in a dark blue business suit. He flashed a smile and drew a chair up to Barda’s bedside. “Good to see you up again,” he said. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I just fell down one of our mine shafts,” Barda said, grinning back. “But you should see the other guy.”

A shadow flickered across Garro’s muzzle, but he held his smile. “Nothing’s come up in the last few days that I can’t handle,” he said. “I moved the meeting with the distributors on Dimera Prime to next week. You got some personal calls, but nothing that won’t wait.”

“Good,” Barda relaxed. “How much have you heard about this business?”

“You don’t mean TeraMine, I guess.” Garro sighed. “It’s pretty clear that Meli’s gone. I don’t suppose she did this to you, but I don’t know much more than that. Did she run away?”

“No.” Barda’s brow furrowed. “She was kidnapped.” He stared down at Garro. “Why would she run away?” He knew that he was asking the wrong question. The question was not why Meli would run away, but why people would assume that she had run away, and the problem with asking that question was that he knew the answer already, and he did not want to think it.

The slender tiger spread his paws. “I didn’t know anything about any of this. Kidnapped? Are you sure?”

“There was a note. They’re holding her for ransom. At least…” He sighed again. “Is this room secure?”

Garro nodded, but his whiskers twitched as he looked around the room. “It’s your private room at your company’s hospital. It’s not bugged that we know of.”

Barda nodded. He pitched his voice low. “The Family is involved somehow. I don’t know how. The wolf that attacked me might have been one of them, or might not. The account the money is to be transferred into is one of theirs.”

Garro’s eyes widened. “What could they have to gain? Not just money, surely.”

“Maybe they wanted to get me out of the way,” Barda said. “Even temporarily. I want you to be very alert, very careful about anything that happens with the company in the next week.”

The other tiger nodded, opened his muzzle to say something, then shut it again without speaking. He looked down at his paws and then back up at Barda.

“What is it?” Barda asked, though he had a pretty good idea. “Don’t worry about upsetting me. I can’t get out of this bed to chase you.”

Garro chuckled without smiling, the reflexive response to his boss making a joke. “Do you think this could be about the Hajida deal?”

He took a breath to upbraid the other tiger for worrying, before it occurred to him that he might be right. He scratched his ear, inadvertently hit the scar where it had been bitten, and winced. “We know they weren’t happy. But kidnapping Meli and then demanding money? Something doesn’t seem right about that.”

“No.” Garro rubbed his chin. “Do you want me to ask around discreetly?”

“No,” Barda said. “I want you to ask around directly.”

“What?”

“I want you to ask Tyrrrix to come here.”

In the silence that followed that remark, the steady beeping of the heart monitor kept time until Garro’s response. Had it been hooked up to his second-in-command, Barda was sure it would be going at double or triple time. “Don’t worry,” he said finally when Garro didn’t say anything. “You don’t have to be here. I just want to talk to him, and I can’t go there.”

“Very well.” Garro swallowed.

“Get me another cup of water, will you? And then tell me what’s been going on with the business.”

Garro left the room to fetch the water. Barda sighed. It was a fifty-fifty chance that Tyrrrix would come see him. If not, he would have to go see the head of the Shiver Family himself as soon as he was able. But he didn’t want to wait that long to find out why they were involved in the kidnapping of the only person remaining in the world that he held dear.


12: The Life of a Ghost

Meli sat quietly as the transport rumbled down the hill towards the town. She’d lost sight of the fact that she was a kidnap victim in the terror of pursuit, when she’d been no more and no less than another quarry, along with everyone else in the transport. When she thought about it, the ride couldn’t have taken more than an hour, but so much had changed in that hour that it seemed like a full day. For that matter, it had only been two or three days since she’d been walking to the theater, and how much had her life changed in that time? She held fast to her determination to escape, but it was mingled now with fear, and curiosity about this place.

At the bottom of the hill, they trundled across another bridge, and came to a stop on the other side. “Ghost Town,” Cab called cheerfully. “End o’ the line.”

“That’s not funny,” Marsha snapped. The hare had worked herself back into the corner of the transport, arms drawn up to her chest, ears folded down. The others, by and large, were ignoring her.

“What are we going to do now we’re here?” Jac asked Shamil as she opened the door again, letting in a breath of warm, humid air. “Just hope they get bored?”

The wolf shrugged and smiled. “We’re safe and alive. Time enough to prepare our next move. We might be able to get out the back way, with the right protection.”

The fox looked doubtful. “Where will we get that?”

“Don’t worry so, Jac,” Shamil said. “We have plenty of time to plan.”

“About a week, I’d say.” Jac rubbed his whiskers and eyed the boxes in the back of the transport. “Maybe two.”

“Two weeks more than we would have had if those wolves had caught us.”

“I suppose.” The fox shrugged and smiled. “I’ll try to stay positive.”

“Thank you.” Shamil smiled back, though Meli noted that her tail wasn’t wagging. She turned to the open door of the van and smiled out into the snow. “Hello, Jonathan.”

Meli blinked in surprise. She couldn’t see anyone outside the van, and for a moment she felt a frisson of fear that Shamil was talking to a ghost, a real—or unreal—one. Then she saw movement, shifted to her left, and saw a white-cloaked shape, a white hare with pure white ears, standing on the snow.

On the snow. She drew in her breath sharply, fear jangling through her nerves. The hare turned towards her, his eyes as white as the rest of him, clouded and useless. His ears and nose twitched, and his mouth curved into a graceful smile. “You’ve brought a newcomer. Excuse me—two.”

Meli shivered. The crust of snow did not give way beneath its feet at all. The blank eyes staring at her added to the air of unreality, and she couldn’t help giving a soft cry.

“No need to be afraid,” Shamil whispered to her. “If you want to stay in the transport with Marsha, you can.”

Meli glanced back at the frightened hare, and pride straightened her back. She was a victim, not a coward. “I’m not afraid,” she said.

The wolf nodded. “All right. But don’t touch anything unless you see me, Jac, or Cab touch it first.”

Meli frowned. She wanted to ask for more explanation, but Jac was already lowering himself out of the van, reaching his paw up for Shamil. To the tigress’s surprise, Jac too did not sink into the snow, nor did Shamil when she stepped down next to him. Meli had just stepped up to the door of the transport when a liquid brown blur slipped past her with a quick, “Scuse me, lady,” jumped to the ground, and was gone around the back of the transport before she could even register the motion.

She stepped gingerly down onto the snow, and jerked her paw back when she encountered warmth. Her whiskers twitched; now she was smelling and feeling something that wasn’t quite right. But the warmth was solid, not crystalline packed into the illusion of solidity, and when she put her paw down again, she realized that it was some kind of artificial ground, painted white to look like snow. Probably it was the source of the metallic chemical tinge to the air that felt wrong to her. At least it was better than the antiseptic-covered disease of the hospital.

It was not just the scent of the air that was wrong. When she stepped into the exposed air, she flinched instinctively, expecting the biting wind to attack her nose and ears. Instead, she was greeted with the warm caress of a chemical-laden breeze, and she hadn’t quite lost the tension of wondering where the bitter cold was when she turned to face the blind hare.

He bowed. “You smell feline,” he said, “and rare. Tiger?”

“Melinda,” Shamil said, “this is Jonathan. Yes, Jonathan, Melinda is a tiger.”

“Pleasure to make your acquaintance,” the hare said. He straightened up. “Shamil, I apologize. We did not expect you for another week. Your quarters are ready, of course, but we don’t have anything for a new visitor.”

“We didn’t bring one,” Shamil said. The hare’s ears flicked and his muzzle turned curiously, but she forestalled him. “I’ll explain later. We may have to stay here for a long time. Jac, will you show Meli where we stay and then take the food there from the transport? I’ll talk to Jonathan.”

“Sure.” The fox climbed back into the transport as Shamil followed Jonathan a little ways away. He jumped back down behind Meli, carrying one of the boxes. “Come on, princess,” he said. “This way.”

She followed his bushy, waving tail past three of the grey buildings. Close up, they looked like small, one-story warehouses, but they were cleaner than any warehouses she’d ever seen, and some of them had windows. She walked close to one of the windows and saw that it had been cut by hand into the wall, and it was just a hole, with no glass. A curtain did hang across the inside, but it was parted, and in the darkness inside, she could barely make out two ghostly white shapes, neither one moving.

The concept of a window without glass baffled her, but the warmth of the ground and the air baffled her as well, and she supposed that if this day were not an aberration, a glassless window might not be such a strange idea. She had no idea how far the warmth extended; across the river, she could see patches of brown at the base of some of the trees, but she couldn’t tell from this distance whether the white ground on the far side was snow or plastic.

Jac stayed close to the river as he walked, and when she leaned over to look at it, Meli found at least part of the explanation for the preternatural warmth. The river itself was steaming, and she saw several rivulets streaming into it from the bank she stood on. So water was filtering through the ground below her, heated water. What was heating the water was another question, and one she suspected she would not like the answer to. She had learned in her classes that some planets were active and volcanic in nature, the roiling inner warmth so close to the surface it broke through in scorching lesions on the surface. The thought had worried her, until her father assured her that the island continent of New Tibet, at least, was so far from the planet’s core that no volcano would ever threaten her. So whatever was heating the water could not be natural.

Ahead of them on the riverbank, one house sat apart, raised on stilts at the crest of a rocky hill. Meli could see nothing unusual about it, except that unlike the others, it had no windows. That was where the fox led her, and as she drew closer she noticed a drain gutter leading from the house to the river, and a staircase on the far side.

When they had reached it, Jac walked around to the staircase, and beckoned Meli up and into the house. He set his box down just inside the door and rested with his paws on his hips. “Here it is,” he said, closing the door as she walked in. “Home.”

The house was divided into two rooms: the larger, taking up most of the space, and a small partitioned room in the corner that Meli supposed to be the necessary. In the large room, she saw four cots and a dresser, and in one corner, a stack of two storage crates.

“Where am I going to sleep?” she said, looking at the cots.

“Wherever you like,” he replied, moving the crate across the floor. “They’re all the same, and there’ll only be the three of us if Marsha stays in the transport.”

“Is she safer in there?”

“No, but if it makes her feel better, she’ll do it. Marsha’s like that.”

Meli folded her arms. “Those cots don’t look very sturdy.”

Jac picked up one of the storage crates from the corner, and the easy way he lifted it showed Meli that it was empty. “Oh, I don’t think we’ll need to tie you to the bed here.” He grinned at her.

“That’s not what I meant,” she growled, ears flattening. “But since you mention it, why not?” She tried to sound nonchalant about it.

He shrugged. “There’s only the one way across the river unless you like to swim in hot water. And the Shivers are out there waiting. You don’t seem too keen to go with them, and I don’t blame you.”

Wolves haunted her memories. White wolves, black wolves, all ethereal and sinister. Shamil was the only wolf she’d met recently who seemed at all normal. “You knew that wolf in white,” she said.

“Yes.” He met her eyes, then looked towards the doorway of the house.

“And you’re afraid of him.”

“Yes.” He said that without much emotion. “Everyone who knows them is.”

“Them? There was another one,” she remembered. They’d been coming up on both sides of the transport. Even in the safety of the house, her skin crawled at the memory.

“Yes. They trained under the black demon. They’re not demons, but they’re as close as wolves can get. They call each other Bright and Night. One wears white and one wears black.”

“Bright and Night?”

“From what I hear, they’re not quite right in the head. But they’re awfully good at what they do. All the Shivers’ best assassins are wolves. The tigers just don’t like fighting and killing as much.”

That remark was delivered with a smirk, as though he were insinuating that fighting and killing were things tigers should do. She lifted her nose. “No self-respecting tiger would sully her paws.”

The fox flicked his ear. “You’d be surprised what a self-respecting tiger will do. But no, Bright and Night are not the types you want to trust your life to. I’m a little surprised they came after us, but not much. Not after the “terror of the night” failed in his attempt. They don’t mess around. If one of the lower-rank guys doesn’t do the job, in come the big boys.”

“You know an awful lot about the Shivers,” she said. “For a fox.”

“I’ve met the black demon,” he said.

Meli scoffed, but the matter-of-fact tone unnerved her more than his deliberately provocative taunt about ghosts had, back in the transport. “And he let you live?”

The fox grinned, his tongue hanging out. “Apparently so.”

She remembered her resolve to act docile and learn what she could. “So what are you doing here, with this hospital crew?”

“What does anyone do in a hospital?” he said. “Save lives, help people. Protect Shamil. And her staff.”

“And kidnap rich tigresses.”

“An occasional and rare pursuit.” For a moment, the cadence of his voice recalled Burgoyne, bringing a flush of anger back to her for his betrayal. Before she could answer, he opened the door and held it, looking back at her. “Want to wait here, or walk back with me?”

She wanted to wait, to make herself feel like he was waiting on her, but the empty house felt creepy and she wanted to ask him more questions, so she hurried after him down the staircase. “So what is this place?” she asked as they walked back to the transport. “Who are the ghosts, and why won’t the Shivers come here?”

He pointed up the hill, to the industrial complex she’d noticed at their first stop. “See those buildings up there? That was the NTPC Alsatium-295 nuclear facility. First one on the planet. About a hundred years ago, it got nice and warm, and they had to evacuate everyone.”

Now Meli felt a shiver of a different kind, and a slight tinge of panic. She remembered reading about the nuclear accident on Tremile that had rendered most of an entire continent uninhabitable. “That’s what this warmth is from? Radiation?”

“Indirectly,” he said. “The bridge back where the Shivers are is the edge of the affected area. The river here flows through the plant, and there are still places in there that are nice and toasty. So the water gets hot, and heats this whole area, but it’s not very radioactive itself. Not healthy, not by a long shot, but you won’t get sick unless you drink some.” He laughed sharply. “Got to say that for nuclear power, eh? Still heating up the water after a hundred years.”

“So you’re poisoning me!” She started to hurry back to the transport. Marsha had the right idea after all.

Jac matched her pace. “Calm down, princess. If you lived here for the rest of your life, the radiation would rob you of a year, maybe two. It’s not that dangerous.”

She slowed, reluctant to believe him, but his own calm demeanor gave his words the weight of truth. Shamil, she saw, was also standing quite serenely beside the blind hare, talking to him and another figure in white. “So why don’t the Shivers like to come here?”

The fox grinned. “Not because of the radiation. Because of the ghosts.” They reached the transport, and Jac hopped inside. “Ask one of them. They won’t hurt you. Just remember what Shamil said about touching them.”

Meli stared after him, then turned around and noticed with a start that three more white-clad forms were drifting toward the transport from the buildings. Two were shorter than the third: lemmings, she saw as they approached, and the taller one was a fox, but about as like to Jac as Meli herself was. Where Jac was short and stocky, this fox was tall and slender. Jac’s body was the picture of health, with strong muscles and thick white fur; the ghost had a skeletal frame under the white coat, and his or her fur was falling out, exposing bluish patches of shorter fur in some areas and pink skin in others.

The coats she and the lemmings wore were not pure white; they reminded Meli of the coats she’d seen in the hospital, which were white with dirt and stains ground into them. The material looked to be some kind of thin cotton, buttoned all down the front with large plastic buttons, and over the left breast, the coats had a small pocket. Both lemmings’ coats trailed on the ground, but the fox’s coat came down only to a pair of white-furred ankles.









The fox approached her first, flanked by the lemmings. “Welcome back,” she said in a high, flutey voice that was the first indication Meli had of her gender.

Meli thought she was addressing Jac, but the blue eyes were fixed on her. Maybe this vixen was blind as well, but less visibly. “I’m sorry?”

“Of course, you wouldn’t remember,” the vixen said. “But I do, and it is my pleasure to welcome you.”

“I’m not staying,” Meli said quickly.

“Oh.” The vixen’s ears flicked backwards, and the watery blue eyes focused behind Meli. “Hello, Jac.”

“Hello, Selena,” Jac said, walking past Meli with a box on his shoulder. “Tell Meli about Ghost Town, will you?”

“Oh, of course.” She gave the tigress a beatific smile and clasped her paws together in front of her. “We are the ghosts of Ghost Town,” she said. “We have left behind the mortal world and chosen to complete the journey to the infinite from this elevated platform. The warmth of the ground is but a fraction of the warmth we shall receive when the Circle welcomes us in.”

Meli frowned. She’d adopted the Circle’s beliefs some two years ago in a minor act of rebellion against her father’s totemic ancestor worship, and the only times she’d ever regretted it had been when some overzealous Circle worshipper found out about her affiliation and deluged her with messages asking her to share in his joy. Usually, she found, they were boys of her age who stopped sending messages abruptly when they learned she was on a distant planet. But when they didn’t, when she had to get rid of them by blocking their messages altogether, they sounded a lot like this vixen. “So…how do you survive here?”

“Oh, the Circle has provided,” the vixen said airily, waving a paw back to the warehouses. “There is food enough to nourish us during our short time here, and plenty to spare. But you shall not be partaking of it, if you are not to stay.”

“I won’t?”

“It is not for those who do not intend to make the final journey,” Selena said sternly. “It is a potent force.”

“It’s poisoned?”

The vixen’s ears lowered slightly. “Its strength is indeed poison to the constitution of one unprepared to receive it.”

Meli looked up again and saw the remains of the nuclear plant, and something clicked in her head. “The food is radioactive. And you eat it?”

Selena nodded. “Of course we do. That is why we come here.” Meli’s confusion must have shown on her muzzle, because the vixen went on. “When there is nothing more for us in the outside world, we come here to begin our passage to the next world.”

“You come here to…to die?”

One of the lemmings, also missing patches of fur, smiled at her. “Well, it’s warm,” he said. “And we’re no more burden on our families. We get to say good-bye the way we want, and then we come here, live in warmth and food, and then we go when it’s our time.”

“But…why would you be a burden on your families?”

The lemming lifted an edge of his coat, just enough for her to see his artificial leg. “I can’t work no more,” he said. “My Jenny, she left me two years back. So I got nobody. I can’t ask my kids to feed me. So Shamil brought me here. The food tastes funny, but you get used to it.”

Selena smiled. “And I have taken the time to fully explore the mysteries of the Circle. I am writing a treatise on it, which I expect will be finished just before the Circle welcomes me to its light.”

Meli looked from one back to the other, and to the other lemming, who had remained silent. He wore his coat tightly around his body, with the high collar drawn up under his chin, and though he was smiling at her, he made no move to speak. “What’s your story?” she asked roughly, trying to navigate the accumulating strangeness of this place with at least a little of the aplomb she’d been raised to show in difficult situations.

“Haxi don’t talk,” the first lemming said. “Show ‘er, Haxi.”

The silent lemming reached up to his collar and unbuttoned it, then drew the fabric aside. Below his chin, his throat was scarred and furless, an angry red landscape of weals and lesions that spread down to his chest and shoulder. He met her eyes, and buttoned his coat again.

Meli struggled for words. Even in the hospital, she’d never seen an injury that bad. That the lemming could still be walking defied belief. “Weren’t always that bad,” the first lemming said, “but it’s got a bit worse since he been here. Still, better’n starvin’ to death out there, eh?” The throatless lemming—Haxi—smiled and nodded his assent.

“We all have our reasons for seeking the warmth of the Circle,” Selena said, unaffected by the sight. “All are welcome in its embrace.”

She smiled at Meli, who managed not to take a step backwards. This Ghost Town was like a whitemouth colony, like one of the planets she’d read about to which all the sufferers of some horrible disease were sent to die together, slowly and painfully. From a distance, she’d always admired the noble souls who spent their lives administering to those poor souls, like Tyrella Sinja, storied nurse, comfort to the ill and dying. She’d imagined the heroic sacrifice they made, giving up their lives to administer to creatures in need, making their last moments bearable. She’d occasionally pestered her father to send some money to one of the hospices she’d recently read about. She’d thanked Father Tiger, and later the Circle, that there were such people in the universe. And though she’d never voiced the thought, she’d always been especially thankful that none of those people were her.

It wasn’t that she was especially selfish. It was just, she reasoned, that there were certain people who enjoyed sacrificing their lives for the comfort of others, and that was not the kind of person she was. She was the sort who read about those people, and sometimes sent them money to help make their lives easier. Her mother had made it a point to care for those less fortunate than herself, and she followed that rule, even when her father grumbled about it. But she was not equipped to care for them in person, nor even to talk to them in person.

The warm air soured in her nose, as though she were being exposed to some disease by breathing. She clapped a paw to her muzzle and stepped back, ears flattened. Her chest heaved and her breaths came quick and fast, her head spinning from the thick air and the chemical scent. She staggered back another step, right into a paw that closed around her arm. She cried out and pulled away, but the paw found her arm again, and held on. Turning, she saw Shamil’s eyes fixed on hers.

“Come on,” the wolf said. “It’s been a difficult afternoon for you. You need to rest. Jonathan, I’ll come see you again later.”

“I want to stay in the transport,” Meli gasped.

“You’re not going to stay in the transport,” Shamil said.

“You said I could!”

“I said that to get you out of it. I don’t want you in there with Marsha. Come to our cabin, it’s perfectly safe and you can lie down there.”

Meli struggled against the hold on her arm, but Shamil’s grip was solid. “You’ve brought me to a whitemouth colony,” she said. “I can’t stay here. I’m healthy. I don’t want to catch it.”

“Don’t be silly,” Shamil said. “Nobody here has whitemouth.”

“You told me not to touch anyone!”

“Yes,” the wolf said, marching her along. “Because they live here, the radioactive materials accumulate in their skin and fur and can be shed onto you by contact, and from there, taken back out into the world. But they will not give you any disease, and you will treat them with respect.”

“You can’t tell me what to do!” Meli snarled at her, her heart still pounding. She wrenched her arm free again, but didn’t run back to the transport. “You brought me here against my will!”

“I’ve already apologized for that. But you will not harm these people by act or by word, or I will break my promise—” Shamil stopped in mid-sentence and her muzzle snapped shut.

“Promise? What promise? You never promised me anything!”

“This isn’t the time to discuss it,” Shamil said. They were nearing the cabin and met Jac coming back empty-pawed. He gave them a curious look. “Meli’s just found out what this place is about,” she told him. “She’s going to need a little rest.”

“Oh.” He looked up at her, his eyes narrowed. She could read the scorn on his muzzle. “I’m sorry, I should’ve stayed with her. I…”

“You’ve nothing to apologize for,” Shamil said. “She’ll be fine once she’s rested.”

“I will not be fine!” Meli yelled the words. “I hate this place and I want to go home!”

“You’ll go home,” Shamil said. “I promise that to you.”

Meli didn’t register the odd way Shamil said the phrase, only the words, and she laughed bitterly. “Why should I believe your promises?”

“Come inside,” Shamil said, more softly. “Lie down.”

“Why won’t the Shivers come in, if it’s so safe?” Despite her hostile words, Meli found herself more and more attracted to the idea of lying down. She allowed them to lead her up the stairs into the spartan dwelling. “You said they were afraid of the ghosts.”

“They are.” Shamil waved Meli towards the beds. “Go ahead and lie down.” She started unpacking some of the boxes Jac had stacked in the corner.

“Why are the ghosts so dangerous?” Meli insisted, sitting on the bed nearest the door.

The wolf gave an exasperated sigh. “Because they have nothing left but this, and they do not wish to lose this as well.”

“But what’s dangerous about them?” Meli leaned against the wall. “What do the Shivers have to fear from them?”

Shamil stacked the tins to one side, and began setting up a small portable stove. “I don’t want to upset you any more than you already are.”

“I don’t think you could,” Meli growled, “and since when did you care about that anyway?”

The wolf gave her a sideways glance, and then continued putting the small stove together. “What you must understand about the Shivers is that they, like most of the rich people on this planet, are extremely cautious of their health. They’re terrified to be around sick people.”

“But you just said the ghosts aren’t contagious.”

“They’re not. But the Shivers feel the same disgust about this place that you undoubtedly do. Not from disease, but just thinking about the contamination here.” She sat back, looking at the stove, and turned some knobs until it lit. Meli felt the waves of heat coming from the flame and turned to face it. Shamil turned too, facing her, her tail swept carefully away from the stove. “So that is a first line of defense. Secondly, the ghosts have access to certain materials that normal people are reluctant to touch. Highly contaminated liquid, radioactive by-products, other things that would make your fur stand up.”

“Or fall out,” Jac said, coming in with another box. “This is the last of them. I tried to talk Marsha out of the transport, but she says she’s fine there, so I left her a blanket.”

“She doesn’t need a blanket here,” Shamil said.

“I know. She asked for it.” He placed the box in the corner next to the others, and sat on it, curling his tail across his lap and twirling it back and forth in his paws. “Sorry to interrupt. Go on.”

Shamil nodded. “So the ghosts have this dangerous material which they can fashion projectiles from.”

“You mean, bullets?” Meli asked.

“No. They have no guns, and no power to operate a forge here. They can fill pouches with the water, they can fashion slings and catapults to aim the material. And they have nothing but time with which to practice their aim.”

“Shamil gave them the idea, and taught them how to do that,” Jac put in. “None of the Shivers wants a pelt full of radioactive muck, or an open wound caused by a radioactive rock. Even Night and Bright, I guess.”

“They’ve come here before?” Meli tried to imagine what the Shivers could possibly want in this wretched place.

“Once,” Shamil said. “They knew to stop at the bridge this time.”

“Why,” Meli began, but Shamil had already turned to the fox.

“Jac, speaking of that, we should make sure they really did stop there. Jonathan said it was Marit and Piotr guarding the bridge. I need to talk to him and find out what he saw.”

“I’m sure they’ll leave someone there. They don’t want us sneaking back across at night,” Jac said, leaning against the wall.

“Quite.” Shamil picked through the tins. “Anyone for tinned fish?”

“Oh, me, please,” Jac said. “Is it my favorite kind?”

“I never buy anything else,” Shamil said, and smiled. “Even if there were another kind.”

Meli’s stomach rumbled, but she didn’t say anything, just sat back and leaned against the wall, reassessing her situation with the new information. So she was trapped in a whitemouth colony from which there was only one realistic exit, and that was guarded by assassins who wanted to kidnap her from her current kidnappers and use her as leverage against her father. And there was no guarantee they would keep her alive, or in one piece. As abusive as Shamil and Jac had been thus far, at least she didn’t feel any immediate danger from them. So she could explore this Ghost Town, staying far away from any ghosts, and maybe find the back way out that Shamil had mentioned.

She ate the tinned fish because she was hungry, but if not for the meals she’d eaten in the hospital, it would have been the worst meal she could remember having. The fish was bland, and there wasn’t nearly enough of it to satisfy her hunger. This, she thought morosely, should be incentive enough for her to escape even if there were no other.

“Ah, tinned fish,” Jac said, seeing her expression as she put her empty plate down. “At least it’s not radioactive, eh?”

Her stomach churned, and she turned pointedly away from him to lie down on the bed.

Shamil and Jac were talking in low voices, and Meli was still awake, straining and failing to hear what they were saying, when a softly whistled tune approached them from outside. Even though it was only whistling, Meli was sure it was Cab, and sure enough, the little weasel skipped into the hut a moment later.

“Evenin’, all,” he said, and then stopped. “Oops, is the lady asleep?”

“Don’t think so,” Shamil said, even though Meli had closed her eyes quickly. “But she’s trying to.”

“I’ll keep it down, then. Any dinner left?”

“I can heat up some fish for you.”

“Don’t bother, I’ll eat it cold.”

Jac’s voice, then: “How’s Bernard?”

Cab, sounding excited even for him: “He’s great. He’s got another stack for me to transcribe, and they’re terrific. He was readin’ some of ‘em to me. ‘The clouds and the snow and the sky and the lie / the promise of freedom to those who dare try / the star through the clouds is as distant as hope / to those on the ground at the end of their rope.’”

“You memorized it already,” Jac chuckled.

“I wrote that one out,” Cab said. “Once I write ‘em, it’s easier.”

“It’s pretty,” Shamil said, and then they lowered their voices and the sounds blended into the background. Meli tried to pick them out of the burbling of the river, the occasional noise of movement from beyond the walls, and the distant hum of activity, but they were whispering, or else not talking at all, and her ears were not able to turn and focus on them. She thought instead about the poem Cab had recited, and realized that what he meant was that the poet was here, one of the ghosts. She didn’t understand why they had to be transcribed; perhaps the poet had no paws to write with. The thought made her shudder in disgust.

The poem itself lingered with her, though. “The promise of freedom to those who dare try.” She would dare, and she would gain the freedom that was promised. The bit about the clouds and the star she didn’t quite get, but she repeated that first line over and over to herself, until she sank into a dreamless sleep.

Morning intruded on her senses as noise and conversation, not as light. The door of the hut was sealed against the outside, so morning was as dark as evening, but Jac and Cab were awake and talking, and not bothering to keep their voices down as they had the previous night.

“…have to set up some sort of distraction,” Jac was saying. “Otherwise you’ll have no chance.”

“I’ve always got some chance,” Cab replied, and Meli could hear his grin even if she couldn’t see it.

“You need to have a better than even chance,” Jac said.

There was silence for a moment, and then Cab said in a softer voice, “I wish Jeff was here.”

“He’s not,” Jac said. “Shamil will be able to help us plan. This whole thing was her plan.”

“Her and Jeff.”

“Mostly her,” Jac said. “Planning wasn’t his strong suit.”

“Shh.” They fell silent. She heard Shamil stir in her sleep. When they started talking again, it was only to discuss who would make breakfast and which can of fish they would make, as though the different cans had different flavors.

Meli stretched languidly, seeing no more reason to pretend sleep. The cot was less comfortable than the hospital bed, and she was sore in several places from sleeping awkwardly and from the rough ride the previous afternoon. But she relished the freedom of not being tied to the bed. Even though she knew that she was still a prisoner, she felt freer than she had in the hospital, and the freedom gave her hope.

“Morning, princess,” Jac said. “Can I offer you a fine breakfast of fish?”

She didn’t deign to reply as she sat up in bed and smoothed the wrinkles out of the blue dress. It looked even worse than it had yesterday, and she wouldn’t have believed that possible. One of the seams had split along the side, somewhere she hadn’t noticed yesterday, and there were stains on the front and Circle only knew what on the back. However, given where she was, the chances that she would find something else to wear here that wasn’t radioactive were small indeed. So she sighed, and got up to use the necessary.

When she emerged, light from the partly-open door was flooding the room. The sight startled her for a moment; it was difficult to get used to the idea that the air outside was not hostile and biting. The room was thick with the smell of fish, which the door had undoubtedly been opened to try to dispel, so she had no need to ask what Cab was slurping out of his bowl, sitting against the wall next to the door. Shamil was now awake, and Jac was just dishing out another bowl of fish. He offered it to Meli, and after a moment’s hesitation, she took it. He grinned at her reluctance. “Best get used to it.”

“Haven’t you people heard of spices?” She sniffed at the fish out of habit, even though its odor pervaded the whole room. It smelled identical to the fish she’d had last night.

“Sah-pices?” Jac drew the word out, making himself sound like an idiot, which, Meli reflected, didn’t require much of a change. “Gosh, you fancy folk sure do live life to its fullest.”

“Jac,” Shamil said reprovingly, and then lifted her muzzle. She was sitting on her bed, cupping the bowl in her paws, and so she had to crane her head back to look the standing tigress in the eye. “We packed only the basics. We didn’t have much time. When Cab goes back for more food, I’m sure he’ll bring some of our spices with him.”

“Course I will,” Cab said. “What’s life without a little spice? The world around us is such a plain white below and plain grey above, it requires a splash of variety like myself,” he gestured to his brown fur, “or the lady here—no offense to you very gracious grey and white companions. And food is much the same.”

Meli was surprised to find that the urge to tell the little weasel to shut up was fainter today. The fish’s odor made her nose wrinkle, but hunger overcame disgust once more. She took a mouthful and chewed it as she sat down on her bunk.

“Are you going back to Bernard?” Shamil asked Cab.

“Unless you need me to drive back today,” the weasel said.

Shamil shook her head. “Not today. Go on, enjoy your time.”

“Oh, give me a harder task to do,” Cab grinned, his little tail wagging.

“You could figure out a way to get out of here and back with food,” Jac said.

The weasel tapped his head. “I’ll put my mind to’t immediately.”

“The more people who do, the better,” Shamil said. “Meli, perhaps you might go with Cab and meet Bernard.”

“Why would I want to do that?” Meli said loftily.

“Because it’s less boring than sitting here all day.” Shamil smiled. “But if you’d prefer that, then it’s your right, of course.”

“I would prefer to go home,” Meli said.

“So would we all,” Shamil said. “Be patient.”

“Patient,” Meli huffed. She finished her bowl of fish. “I will go out,” she announced, “but not to see this Barnard person.”

“I’ll walk out with you, lady,” Cab said, “as far as our paths may coincide, and after that I’ll bid you a good day.”

“You may bid all you like,” Meli said. “It won’t make the day any better.”

“Can’t make it any worse, though, and I always like to do my part,” the weasel said, unruffled, and stood.

Shamil stood too. “If you don’t want to meet Bernard, then I will show you around the town.”

Meli folded her arms. “I can go out by myself.”

“Once I’ve shown you where everything is, you are certainly welcome to, but even people we’ve not kidnapped get a tour on their first day. You need to know where certain things are.”

“Fine,” she said, and walked out into the light with Cab, Shamil trailing behind.

The air was still warm and moist, the ground white and glistening, and the river steaming. Above her, the clouds had descended far enough to brush the top of the hill on which the ancient reactor stood, lower even than she was used to on this planet, and she wondered if the steaming river had some effect on the sky to bring the clouds so oppressively close. Lifting her nose to the air, she caught faint traces of the scents of the ghosts, in addition to the pervasive chemical odor and that metallic scent that she thought was the artificial ground.

“The second rule,” Shamil said, “after not touching the ghosts, is not to go too far up the hill. We’ve marked the boundaries beyond which the radiation becomes dangerous very clearly. But I’m afraid there is not much left to see of Ghost Town, apart from the ghosts themselves.”

Even though the ground was smooth, Meli didn’t trust it. She kept looking down at it, in between looking up at the hill. “What do the ghosts do here?”

Cab grinned. “You’d have to ask them that, or Shamil. I only know what Bernard does.”

“Well, what does he do?”

“He writes poems.” Cab smiled at the cluster of buildings, now only fifty feet away.

Meli thought of the poem she’d heard last night, and then of some of her poems. She wasn’t confident enough in their worth to be willing to recite them to anyone here. They were simply a hobby. “That’s all?”

“It’s enough, isn’t it, lady? Not everyone can channel their thoughts into the perfect medium of words, nor have the skill to refine those words into the vessels needed to carry their precious cargo to the reader. The winds of preconception can be harsh indeed.”

“I don’t understand a word of that,” Meli said.

Shamil smiled. “That’s why Bernard is the poet.”

“True,” Cab said, “but nobody would ask him to drive.”

“I wrote poems,” Meli said. “It’s not that hard.”

“Then perhaps you should discuss your craft with Bernard,” Cab said. “This is his house just past the next one.”

“Oh.” She hadn’t really registered that they had entered the complex of buildings. “No, I’ll just keep walking.”

“Then thank you for providing me with company on this short little walk,” he said, bowing. “I’m certain our paths will cross again soon.”

“Yes, no doubt.” The reminder that she was confined to this colony rankled with her, and she spun on her heel and turned away without saying anything more. Behind her, she heard Shamil say, “Tell Bernard hello for me,” heard Cab’s assent, and then heard the wolf hurry after her.

“So Bernard writes poems,” Meli said. “What about all the others?”

“You met Selena,” the wolf said. “Did she tell you about her work?”

“Something about the Circle.”

“She’s writing a treatise. Most of the ghosts here fall into one or the other of those camps, either trying to express themselves, as Bernard does, or trying to make sense of the world around them, as Selena is. So we have poets, artists, playwrights, musicians, and then we have scientists and theorists, teleologists and scholars.”

The breadth of the statement stunned Meli with its hubris. The squat grey buildings and thick industrial odor did not suggest a vibrant, creative community. It fit much better with her image of a whitemouth colony, a dull place that was no more than rows of beds where the sick waited for their suffering to end. Of course, she thought, they probably played at poetry and playwriting, having no better way to spend their last days, and of course they would not produce much worth saving, but it was noble of them to try, anyway. She felt her annoyance and fear recede slightly. Perhaps, if she stayed away from the actual residents, this nightmare would be an interesting story for her to tell to her friends when she was safely home, an adventure to top any of theirs. “How interesting,” she said loftily. With one paw, she gestured at the house they were passing. “What do the people do in there?”

The wolf’s ears slid backwards against her head. “They wait.”

“Wait. For what?”

Shamil opened her mouth to say one thing, then stopped and said, “Jonathan.”

Meli shook her head. “Who’s Jonathan?”

“The hare you saw yesterday. He’s the doctor here. For the residents who are confined to their beds, he brings them whatever they need.”

“So are they exploring the limits of science from their beds?”

The wolf glanced sharply at her. Meli looked innocently back as Shamil searched her eyes, smiling inwardly. Finally, Shamil looked away, at the house. “Tchoska was writing a symphony, until the tumor spread to his other lung. He saves his energy for writing one line every day now. Michel lost a foot and a wife in an industrial accident. The leg got infected and we couldn’t save it. Chrissa, well, she can’t breathe very well. Pneumoconiosis. Those two don’t really do much, but can you blame them? I did say that most of the colony does these kinds of things, not all.”

“Hm.” Of course, the first time Meli asked Shamil to prove her assertion that this place was some sort of hidden enclave of creative thought, the whole thing fell apart. She walked on, sizing up the squat grey buildings. If the people stayed in the buildings, this ordeal would be that much easier to take.

And as if the universe were listening to her and determined to have its joke at her expense, at that moment a lemming limped around the corner and perked up when she saw them. “Shamil!” she said, and then took a moment, wheezing and breathing in, before continuing. “I didn’t…know you…were back.”

“Unscheduled visit,” Shamil said. “How are you, Gina?”

“Good…Just getting…some exer…cise.” The lemming looked at Meli. “How are…you? How…is Jeff?”

“I’m fine,” Shamil said, though by now Meli was attentive to the small motions in her ears and face that signaled the lie. “This is Tiger Melinda. She’ll be staying here with us for a few days. I’m just showing her around.”

“Pleasure,” Gina said, bowing. Meli nodded her head curtly.

“Meli likes to go to the theater,” Shamil said. To Meli, she explained, “Gina designs sets for Jarrin’s plays.”

“Oh! We’ve…got…his latest…it’s wonderf…wonderful.”

“Jarrin has written two plays so far. He’s our most accomplished playwright.”

“With two plays? I know a lot of writers who’ve written five or more.”

“Jarrin lost the use of both legs and partial use of his left arm in a stroke,” Shamil said.

There didn’t seem to be much reply Meli could make to that, so she kept her mouth shut as Shamil exchanged more excruciatingly drawn-out pleasantries with Gina. The thought of the half-paralyzed playwright kept nagging at her, so when she and Shamil resumed her walk, she said, “Does this writer ever see his plays performed?”

“Jarrin? At least once a run. The cast carries him down there and puts it on for him. And he insists on directing the rehearsals, too.”

Meli examined the houses around her more closely. “Does he live around here?” She’d never met a playwright in person. Sick or not, her interest was at least mildly piqued.

“Around the next corner,” Shamil said. “We’re in the outer ring of homes. The more mobile patients live in the inner ring, closer to the cafeteria. Did you want to see if Jarrin is up?”

“Oh…no.” Perhaps if she saw one of the plays and it wasn’t completely a waste of time, she would seek him out to tell him how to improve, drawing on her extensive experience. If he’d have time to make use of it.

That last thought rose unbidden. Silly, she told herself, Shamil hadn’t said he was one of the sick ones, but still, he lived in the outer ring, where it sounded like the sicker people lived. “How long does someone live here?” she asked.

“It depends on how sick they are when they arrive,” the wolf said. “Selena’s lived here for almost ten years, but she’s an exception.”

“Let’s walk in the inner ring,” Meli said. She didn’t know whether it was sadness at the idea of the dying playwright, or just a desire to see anything healthier, no matter how little, but the grim silence of the outer houses was beginning to gnaw at her. From the houses to her right, she could hear murmurs of activity over the background water noise.

“Not yet,” Shamil said. They had reached the end of the row of houses, but although she could see the house that made up the corner of the inner ring, which was really a square, there was no corresponding corner to the outer ring. The level ground had small marks that might have indicated where the edges of the missing houses were to go at one time, but the space was empty. All that lay between her and the rocky slope leading up to the abandoned power plant now was a small woods, if the collection of ragged trees clinging to the rocky ground could be called that. Steam escaped through several vents in the ground in wispy trails that brushed past the leaves with a barely audible hiss. The slope above the trees rose quickly to the site of the plant, and now that she was closer to it, she could see even more clearly the cracks in the walls and foundation, and the stains on the concrete. From some of the cracks, water was trickling down the slope, disappearing behind the trees, and she tried not to look too closely at the frothy material being carried down with it.

Above the power plant, the top of the hill was frosted with snow, except for the part directly above the plant itself. “What’s on the other side of the hill?” Meli asked. It looked climbable, even on the snow-covered side.

“More hills,” Shamil replied, “and the coastline. The reason the plant was located in this area was because it was isolated. People have since built right up to the edge of the contaminated area, but originally it was very remote. There’s nothing on the other side but the ocean. Not enough room to be worth developing. And it would cost too much to clean up this area for them to bother with it.”

Meli nodded, disappointed. To either side of the hill, more hills rose up, rising to the right toward the towering summit of Mount Arken, the lone mountain on the continent. To the left, the hills fell away to what she assumed was the sea. “Has anyone gone over the hill?”

The wolf favored her with a dry smile. “Not literally. All the roads up to the plant are badly contaminated. Leaving the contaminated area near the plant exposes you to the colder weather, and all we have here are these discarded coats.”

Meli eyed Shamil’s coat, the same frayed, stained thing she’d been wearing since Meli’s kidnapping. “That looks horrible, by the way.”

“Not these. The ghosts use smocks left behind when the plant meltdown happened. This coat is all mine.” The wolf’s smile became more pronounced. “I do need to wash it, which brings us to the shower up here.” She gestured ahead of them, to a round building that stood apart from the houses. “If you want to wash, or if you need to wash, you can use that shower. It’s a chemical shower, not water, and the floor is a grate, so nothing collects there.”

Meli shuddered. “A grimy building out in the middle of nowhere?”

“The alternative is not to wash at all,” Shamil said. “Whichever you prefer. If you touch something you shouldn’t, or get caught in a snowstorm, you’ll need to wash, though.”

“A snowstorm?” Meli held up her paw to the warm, humid air.

“It happens sometimes. Cold wind comes over the mountain. Then it goes through the contaminated zone above the plant, so it’s slightly radioactive when it comes down. But if you wash it off, there’s no damage. Just try not to catch any snowflakes on your tongue.” Meli stared at her until Shamil shook her head and said, “Never mind.”

“Can we go to the inner ring now?”

“Do you hate sick people that much?”

“Hate…? No! How could you…” She stared at Shamil, but had to look away from the wolf’s penetrating gaze. “They just sound healthier there. That’s all.” She waved a paw through the warm air. “Don’t you find this depressing?”

“Yes,” Shamil said. “Yes, I do.”

They stared at each other, silent. Meli had the odd feeling that Shamil was waiting for her to say something, but she had no idea what that might be. Finally, the wolf gestured and said, “Come on.”

Meli stood still. “Why do I have to come see it? I want to go see the poets and the healthier people.”

“These people won’t go away if we ignore them,” Shamil said.

“I don’t care!” Meli shook her head. “I don’t want to see them any more.”

“You should be careful what you wish for,” a voice said lightly behind her.

She spun around to see the blind hare behind her, smiling. He carried a large box in his arms, the top just below his chin. From the open top, she smelled food rising over the background chemical smell of Ghost Town. “Hello, Jonathan,” Shamil said.

He turned his head, exactly as if he could see her. “Hello, Shamil. Hello, Tiger Melinda.”

“Hi,” she said.

“What brings two ladies out this morning?”

Shamil smiled. “I’m just showing Melinda the town. We’ve seen Bernard’s house and the shower, and I was just talking about the plant.”

“Is that where that smell in the air comes from?” Melinda said, mention of the power plant having revived her interest.

“What smell?” Jonathan said. It was only after she started to reply that she realized he was kidding.

“It’s chemical residue,” Shamil said. “Mostly the smell is the river. It flows through all kinds of things on its way down here. Nothing dangerous, unless you wade in it.”

“And even then, the least of your worries,” Jonathan added.

Before Meli could ask what that meant, Shamil had asked, “Almost done with your rounds for the morning?”

“Just the one row left to go. Then back to Marianna. Jason found a box of what he says is acetylsalicylic, to help her fever. Even if he’s wrong, she’ll need more water.”

“Oh, yes,” Shamil said. “Meli, do not drink any water that doesn’t come from bottles here. We have a case in the cabin, and there are more in the transport.”

Meli tried to find the words to express how insulted she was that Shamil felt the need to tell her this explicitly. Before she could, Jonathan spoke up. “Will I have company for the rest of my rounds?”

“Yes,” Shamil said. “Your house and the cafeteria were the last things I wanted to show Meli. You still end your rounds at the house?”

Jonathan inclined his head. “Just around this way.” The river gorge opened up on their left as they walked down the next row of houses.

They walked past a window, and something tickled Meli’s nose, a faint familiar scent that disappeared as soon as she noticed it. She paused in front of the house, searching for it in the overwhelming chemical tang. Shamil and Jonathan had stopped as well, but not, as she first thought, because of the scent. “This is Jonathan’s house, Meli,” Shamil said. “If you feel sick, or hurt, come here. He’s here when he’s not making his rounds. Can you remember which one this is?”

She looked at its position in the row as she lifted her nose again. “Yes, I know where it is. There was some smell, right next to the window here.”

“I keep a bottle of jasmine there,” Jonathan said. “The breeze blows into the room and that refreshes the air.”

Jasmine. Of course. “I like that scent,” Meli said, rubbing her nose. “It’s a welcome change from this horrid chemical air.” She saw Shamil’s ears snap up, but couldn’t tell what had startled the wolf. When she glanced behind her, she saw nothing.

“You’re welcome to take my bottle if you like,” Jonathan said.

“How very generous of you.” Meli smiled.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea, Jonathan?” Shamil said. “The bottle isn’t clean.”

“We can wipe it down. It’s inside the house on the dresser next to the window. I’ll just be a moment.” He moved to enter the house, but Meli stopped him.

“It’ll be less trouble for me,” she said, and walked in.

Jonathan followed her anyway, saying, “It’s no trouble,” as she looked about the small room. The hare lived tidily, with only a bed, a chair, and a dresser in the small room. The dresser was a cheap plastic model, and on top of it were a small bottle and a picture in a frame. Odd that he would have a picture, she thought, but perhaps it was from before his blindness, and he hadn’t gotten rid of it for sentimental reasons.

The room was dark; of course he would have no reason to have light in it. She reached for the bottle and then drew back, remembering the contamination that was all around her. In her excitement to have some other scent to breathe, she’d forgotten about the dangers of touch. “Perhaps I shouldn’t take it,” she said with a sigh. “I don’t think they’d allow it in our quarters anyway.”

“Step back, please,” Jonathan said, and when she did, he walked carefully around her and opened a drawer. His fingers searched assuredly over the neatly arranged rows of boxes inside until they came out with a small sealed packet. Carefully, he tore the top of the packet open and held it out to her. “This is a sterile cloth. You can pick it up and use it to wipe down the bottle. I clean this room regularly, but I know you’ll want to make sure.”

She took the cloth gingerly, finding it cool and damp to the touch. Unfolded, it fit in her paw and wrapped easily around the bottle, adding an astringent aroma to the jasmine. “Thank you so much,” she said as she picked up the bottle. For a moment, she lingered, trying to get a better look at the picture, but it was directly in front of the light window, and the contrast prevented her from seeing more than an outline. A cub playing, it looked like, and before she could see more, she gave in to the feelings of uneasiness at spying on his personal effects while he was in the room with her. “Got it,” she said, and then peered at the drawer as he closed it. “Can I help get out another one?”

“That’s the only one,” he said. “But don’t worry. I’ll ask Shamil to bring another scent when they return next time.”

“Oh.” She held the bottle in her paw, feeling even more awkward now. But surely he had remembered her discomfort with the smell of the air and had offered the scent because he himself was used to it, and to him it was a luxury, where to her it was a necessity. She relaxed. It was nice to be in the company of someone who had his priorities in order.

“Thank you,” she said as she left the house, Jonathan close behind her.

“Think nothing of it.”

Shamil glanced from the bottle to Meli when they emerged, but said nothing about it. She gestured to the left, where Meli could see the ground slope down to the steaming river gorge now. “The heated water from the plant joins that river far back in the hills there. You shouldn’t wander down that way; the ground is mostly loose scree and it’s easy to lose your footing. A couple years back, one of the residents fell into the river. I don’t imagine it was a pleasant way to end his time here.”

“It wasn’t,” Jonathan said.

Meli shivered. Looking closer, she saw the small rocks and the downward slope, and it was easy to imagine someone infirm slipping on the rocks and not being able to stop herself from sliding. And then the plunge down the walls of the gorge, into the scalding water…horrible indeed. But, she thought, a healthy person might be able to navigate the scree, and if she stayed by the river, the air would be warm until she got to a place where the ravine was shallower.

At least, it was worth investigating. She rolled the thought around in her head as she followed Shamil and Jonathan back around the front of the compound, to the small path that led to the bridge they’d crossed. The transport was still there, undoubtedly with Marsha still inside. Meli huffed a scornful breath in its direction—here she was, walking about with the diseased and contaminated, and the hare couldn’t even bring herself to leave the transport? Well, they were weaker even than wolves and foxes, she supposed.

As she thought that, her attention turned back to Jonathan. Not all hares, she thought with a flush of shame. Here he was, blind and attending to the sick and infirm.

“Of course,” Shamil said, “you shouldn’t go back across that bridge without someone with you. There are ghosts who watch that hill, and if they think you mean harm, they may attack you. And in that direction,” she pointed the other way, “is the cafeteria, the big building in the center. The ghosts gather there for their meals.”

“When they eat the radioactive food?” Meli grimaced.

“Exactly.” Shamil smiled. “I guess I don’t need to tell you not to eat any of it.”

“No.” She didn’t even look at the cafeteria, staring past the transport across the bridge. There was the only other way for her to escape, except that her blue dress and orange fur stood out like a beacon, while the ghosts moved invisibly in a shroud of white. She couldn’t imagine even getting onto the bridge without being noticed.

A shadow skimmed along the path as she watched, only visible at first as a flicker here and there, then the steady trail of a person all in white walking quickly down the path. So the ghosts weren’t completely invisible. “Who’s that?” she said, pointing.

Shamil turned to look, while Jonathan cocked an ear. “Marit’s shift is over,” he said. “I know he was told to come see you.”

As the shape crossed the bridge, Meli could see it was an ermine. The vigor of his stride didn’t suggest sickness, but then, he wore the usual white coat buttoned up tightly, letting her imagination paint his body in vivid red weals. He stopped a respectful distance away. “Shamil,” he said.

“Hello, Marit. Thanks for coming.” Shamil looked at Jonathan and Meli. “Can I talk to you a little later?”

“You wanted to know about the Shivers,” Marit said.

“Yes, but not here.”

“Well, they’re up to something. I don’t like it. Just sittin’ there, and Jason saw them fiddling with something that had lenses—”

Shamil cut him off sharply. “Jonathan, can you show Meli to Bernard’s room? I have to talk to Marit.” Her ears were back, all the way.

“What are they up to?” Meli demanded of the ermine.

“Don’t worry about it, Meli,” Shamil said. “I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about. Come on, Marit.” She urged the ermine back, away from the others.

“How are you so sure?” Meli yelled, but even as she took a step after them, she realized it was futile. Shamil just wouldn’t talk about anything in front of her.

“She’ll tell you if it’s something important,” Jonathan said.

Meli folded her arms, watching the wolf and ermine retreat to the bridge. “I’m not so sure of that. They don’t tell me anything.”

“She is looking out for your well-being. I would trust her more than any other person in this town. Come, you wanted to see Bernard?” The hare began to walk around the outside of the town, along the path from the transport to the cabin. After a moment, Meli followed.

White shapes moved behind the houses, some pausing to glance at her. They didn’t pass close by the cabin, but from one angle, she thought she saw Jac moving around inside. When they turned around the corner of the outside of the town, they passed a fox and a hare, both of whom greeted Jonathan, and then she heard the unmistakable piping of Cab’s voice from a nearby house, though she couldn’t make out the words.

Jonathan led her to that house, and knocked. “Bernard,” he said, “I bring a lovely lady to be your guest for a short time.”

A deep voice from inside said, “Thank you, Jon.”

Meli stepped into a second house, furnished much like Jonathan’s, except that four beds lined the walls rather than just one. The open space of the room, in front of the window, was taken up with a small table and chair, at which Cab now sat. He smiled at her as she entered. “Hello,” he said, and set down the pen he was holding.

She saw that he was looking at a stack of paper and writing on another stack. The stack he was copying from, for that’s what he was doing, sat at the edge of the table nearest a bed on which the owner of the deep voice was resting.

He was a long snow leopard, stretched across the small frame of the bed, almost entirely covered with a blanket. His eyes reflected the light of the small oil lamp on the table as he looked up at Meli, lying on his stomach with his head lifted. His form, even hidden by the blanket, looked angular and thin, and the portion of his tail that was not hidden by the blanket looked ragged, trailing on the ground beside the bed. But the eyes drew her back, and as she looked again, she could almost swear that they glowed with some inner fire behind the reflection of the lamplight.

“This is Bernard,” Cab said. “Bernard, I have the honor of presenting Lady Melinda. She’s a tiger, and a noble one, who’s graced us with her presence even though she didn’t quite have a choice in the matter.”

“I remember,” Bernard said, and smiled. “Welcome to Ghost Town, good lady.”

“Thank you,” she said, and looked down at Cab. “You’re copying his poems over?”

“Yes,” he said. “It gives me the chance to hear them first, and bring them to the outside world, and I like being associated with them even in such a small way. The paper he writes on isn’t allowed to leave Ghost Town at all, but if I bring my own and it doesn’t touch anything, then it’s okay.”

Meli noticed that his papers were resting on a plastic mat on the table, and supposed he’d brought that with him. “But you’re sitting on the chair and all,” she said. “Isn’t that dangerous?”

The weasel shrugged and grinned. “I’ll leave the clothes here when we leave, like a snake shedding its skin. There’s no point in thinking that we won’t pick up some kind of trace when we visit here. That’s why we shower and clean thoroughly when we go back.” He flashed her a grin. “It’s good to see you walking around, lady,” he said. “I feared you might end up like Marsha, hunkered down in the transport wrapped in her illusion of safety.”

Meli sniffed. “No. I am not happy to be here, but I plan to make the best of it. At least I prefer it to being tied down to a hospital bed.”

“There are other ways of being tied than with ropes,” the snow leopard said in his rich bass voice.

“Yes, I know,” Meli said, “but at least here I have the freedom to walk around a little space. And I have to admit, it’s more interesting than I thought it would be.”

“What interests you?” Bernard asked. She didn’t see any change of expression, but he sounded amused.

“Shamil said that you have a theater group here, and that you put on performances. I’m looking forward to seeing one. If I’m still here then.”

Cab looked up at her with a smile. “That, dear lady, is entirely dependent on your father. We’ll be delighted to return you just as soon as he complies with our price for doing so.”

She looked sharply at him, the doubts about her father being alive resurfacing unpleasantly. But surely, even if…even in that case, someone would meet whatever demands they had, certainly. Wouldn’t they? “What demands are those?”

“Hopelessly prosaic, I believe,” he said with a look at the snow leopard. “Money for the hospital and this town.”

“Even money has its place,” Bernard said, and Cab nodded his head.

“True, true,” the weasel said. “But who could put a price on the lady here?”

“I would not be fool enough to try,” Bernard said with a smile in her direction. “Melinda, will you stay for some poetry? It may not be what you are used to, but it is how we had planned to spend the afternoon, and your company would be welcome. Though I fear we cannot offer you a chair.”

She felt almost as though the snow leopard were one of her tutors, and that it would be rude to refuse. “It’s all right,” she said. “I can stand.” Really, she thought, an afternoon spent listening to poetry was not a bad way to pass a day when she was still technically a captive.

“This should feel colder, I think as I shiver,” Bernard recited without preamble. His eyes flicked down to the pile of papers on the table in front of him. Cab repeated the line and scribbled on the paper. “But the snow is so pretty…I feel my heart quiver,” the snow leopard said, and recited the rest, with Cab repeating and writing down each line:

The footprints he left in the snow as he left
Are protected from drifting by this small rocky cleft
I can see the familiar stony gray fur
I can see his soft eyes, hear the voice so demure
I remember a time when I wasn’t alone
I remember the change of my shack to a home
Just two prints now remain from a line that once led
With my house safe behind to the town where he fled
Like the days that we had— where had he been before?
Was it just winter’s woes that drove him to my door.
Like the days that we had— why had he gone away?
Did I wish that his fear could have forced him to stay?
Just two lonely paw prints, distinct in the snow
And the things that they make me remember to show
For the time that we spent, when I felt we both knew
life was easier raised to the power of two.
But these prints say diff’rent, with claws pointing out
So I look at the stars as my tail rubs them out.

Meli closed her eyes and let the words roll over her. They flowed much more smoothly in the snow leopard’s deep bass voice than in Cab’s squeaky high-pitched voice, and she found herself wishing that the weasel didn’t have to repeat each line.

Without a clock, she had no way to mark the passage of time, and no break in the clouds appeared to let her see the sun’s position, though the clouds themselves did lift from their oppressive height. Many poems had been transcribed, and she was just pondering the words of the most recent one, when her stomach growled in a most un-ladylike way, and Cab looked up. “Ah, I’m feeling a little hungry too, lady. Shall we pause and go gather something to nourish the body, since the soul is being so amply fed right now?”

Bernard smiled. “An excellent idea. I believe I shall do the same.” Carefully, he drew the blanket back.

His white spotted fur hung over a gaunt and bony frame. Meli could see his ribs clearly, even in the dim light from the window and the flickering lamp. He wore a pair of loose white shorts, and the bottom of his left leg ended just below the knee. As she watched, he retrieved a crude plastic approximation of a feline paw and began attaching it to his stump with a thick mass of leather straps.

At that point, she had to look away, though Cab continued to watch. She heard him say, “You’re sure you’re up for it?” as she stared fixedly out the door, where the community was beginning to come to life. Two lemmings were walking together, followed closely by an ermine on crutches. She couldn’t tell whether they were the lemmings that had accompanied Selena or not. No; both had raw, oozing sores on their ears. The ermine was missing a foot. She squeezed her eyes shut. Horrors, everywhere she looked.

“Today, yes. I must make the best of the good days when they present themselves,” she heard the snow leopard say.

Cab touched her elbow, making her jump. “Sorry, lady,” he said. “I believe Bernard is ready to go.”

The snow leopard had put on a white coat, but the hem came only to his knees, so his artificial limb was clearly visible. Meli raised her eyes and met his, gave a brief smile, and stepped out of the house.

There was much more activity than she’d seen in the quiet morning, but most of the people kept their distance from her, giving her a courteous smile and sometimes a wave. In an odd way, she felt as though she were back in the city, where everyone knew the respect she was owed and nobody bothered her. Except that here, they were not giving her respect, but the courtesy the diseased show the healthy, of not inflicting their condition on those lucky enough to have escaped it so far. And instead of a bodyguard, she had the jocular weasel at her side.

“Is this all you do?” she asked Bernard. “Write poems and eat and sleep?”

“Most days,” he said, “but I am a recluse. The cafeteria serves as a community house of sorts when food is not being served, and there are often several people there at any time of day.”

“What do they do?”

Bernard shrugged and smiled. “I have never been there when food is not being served. And since there is food there now,” he bowed stiffly, “I will take my leave of you. It has been a pleasure to make your acquaintance, lady Melinda. I hope to renew it again before too long.”

He left their side and joined the crowd of people around the cafeteria Jonathan had shown her earlier. She saw the blind hare there as well, though he was helping people get inside rather than going in himself.

“So what d’you think of Ghost Town?” Cab said. “I mean, obviously, it’s not like you’re visiting, and it’s not the sort of place you would visit, but Bernard, he’s amazing, isn’t he?”

“I have to admit,” Meli said, “his work has some merit.” Several of the poems had struck her as at least as good as anything she’d read published.

Cab paused for a moment, then echoed her words. “Some merit.”

She thought he might be offended, not that she cared much, but he was wagging his little tail and grinning widely. “What?”

“Oh, lady,” he said, “I believe there is hope for you after all.”

She stopped, and waited with her paws on her hips until he turned around. “What is that supposed to mean? Hope for me?”

He waved a paw and smiled. “I just mean that despite your very clear disdain for all of us common folk, you still let yourself be touched by poetry. Even poetry written by one of us, and that means that you admit at least in some small regard to a commonality between us. ‘The same fire burns in a million stars.’”

Nettled, she lifted her muzzle and strode past him. “Anyone might string together words,” she said, for lack of anything better to say.

Even over the rushing of the river and the murmur of the crowd at the cafeteria, she could hear the weasel’s soft laughter, and it made her walk still faster.

Fish lingered in the air of the small house, but Jac and Shamil weren’t cooking anything at the moment. They were sitting on one of the beds, Shamil with her legs drawn up to her chest, Jac with his legs off the side and his tail in his lap, his paws folding and unfolding a small flimsy box. As she entered, they looked up, and Shamil smiled at her.

“I’m sorry for leaving you so abruptly. Did you have a good time with Bernard?” she asked.

Meli tossed her head. “I’m hungry,” she said, and looked pointedly at the small stove.

Jac grinned. “There’s the fish, there’s the stove,” he said. “Help yourself.”

She put her paws on her hips. “You expect me to make that myself?”

“Either that or eat it cold.” The fox shrugged. “Your choice.”

“Well…I…” She couldn’t think of anything to say. Furious, she stalked over to the cans and picked one up, pretending to read the label on it while she debated what she would do.

Cab followed her in. “I’ll make the fish, lady. Don’t worry.”

“Aw, Cab, I wanted to see what she’d do.” Jac sounded amused.

The weasel held out his paw with a grin, and Meli placed the can in it. “You might want to watch, in case I’m not here next time,” he said, but she strode across the room and sat on her bunk to wait.

“That’ll be sooner than you think, Cab,” Jac said.

The weasel had bent over the stove, and when it lit, he raised his head. “You need me to go back soon?”

“Tomorrow night,” Shamil said. “They’re making preparations, and we need something to fight back with, as well as more food and more water in case the standoff continues.”

“Am I taking the transport out?” He spoke nonchalantly as he dumped fish into a bowl, but Meli noticed that his ears were down and his tail curled below him.

“No. You’ll sneak across the bridge at night, and we can provide cover for you. You’ll have to steal another transport.”

To Meli’s surprise, he leaned back and smiled. “Oh, I can do that.”

“Then drive it back here, through the guards.”

“Coming back won’t be a problem,” he said, stirring the fish.

“Are you sure?” Shamil said.

“Positive. They’re not looking for people trying to get in, are they? Just people getting out. Those transports are pretty thick. I can get past them and onto the bridge before they have time to react.”

“They’ll kill you,” Meli said.

“Shut up,” Jac said bluntly.

Cab turned to smile at her. “They’ll sure try, lady,” he said, “but many’s the fellow has tried to stop Cab, and none have succeeded yet.”

She turned on Jac and Shamil. “You’re supposed to be his friends. Don’t you even care?”

Shamil opened her muzzle to speak, but Jac retorted first, hotly. “Do you?”

Meli snapped her own muzzle shut. “No,” she said finally. “Do whatever you want. Just don’t leave me stranded here with no way of getting out.”

“You could always walk over and give yourself to the Shivers,” Jac said.

Meli ignored him. “Is the fish ready yet?”

Cab brought her a steaming bowl. “I appreciate the concern, lady,” he said, “but don’t worry. Really. Ol’ Montecito can take care of himself.”

It took her a moment to remember that that was his real name. “I hope you bring back some sauce to make this edible.”

“For you, lady, I will find the most savory of sauces.”

“Can you get me kefli sauce?”

“If not, then perhaps a nice vinegar?” Jac interjected.

Cab leaned over to Meli and smiled. “I’ll bring back something delectable.”

“I can’t wait to be back home,” she said, and bent to eat the fish.


13: Tyrrrix

Barda had gotten up from his bed twice to walk around, and three times to use the necessary. He had eaten his dinner, which was a sight better than what the other inmates of the hospital were getting: an entire roasted fowl, seasoned with dill from Old Earth and wijita from Hajida, accompanied by a bowl of small tubers and a loaf of freshly-baked bread. He’d eaten half of it; the rest sat on his side table waiting for the nurse to come take it away.

There had been no word from Garro except that his message had been delivered. Kara had come in the morning to tell him that Fos Lapis had found an address associated with Deloup and was investigating it. Lapis himself had called in once, but he had nothing to report and Barda had grown impatient with talking to him and had cut off the call.

So he lay in his bed, moodily staring out at the dark night, with nobody to talk to about his growing frustration and anxiety. This whole thing was progressing too slowly for his liking, and it appeared he would have to wait another two days to visit Tyrrrix and get his side of the story. He had convinced himself that the Shivers were definitely involved, and that he would have to find out why in order to be assured of Meli’s return. Paying the money was undoubtedly a first step, a test to see how much he valued her, but he intended to use it as reverse leverage. Whatever else they asked of him, he would insist on getting his money back.

His door remained closed, and the hallway outside was always quiet, but he was usually able to hear the nurses coming. It startled him, therefore, to see in the window the reflection of his door opening, while his ears remained none the wiser.

He turned in his bed, claws out. A wolf, a large wolf, stepped through the door and surveyed the room coolly, then closed the door behind him. He was dressed in a simple black shirt and pants under a long black coat, but even the thick material of the coat couldn’t disguise the bulk of his muscular frame. When he walked around the room, inspecting the corners and the furniture closely, he moved with the efficiency of a veteran fighter, no movement wasted, no sound made.

“Tyrrrix is coming,” Barda said, half to himself and half to break the silence. The wolf ignored him, but he quelled his irritation with that, realizing how rare it was for Tyrrrix to venture out of his demesne. He could make allowances for the Family on this occasion.

When the wolf had completed a meticulous search of the room, he took an earclip and a small device half the size of his paw from his coat. He clipped the speaker to his ear and plugged its cord into the small device, then held down a button on the device and swept it back and forth, pointing it around the whole room. Satisfied, he unplugged the speaker and exchanged the device for a small radio, which he plugged the speaker into and then spoke into. “See Queue Four,” he said. He cocked his head, listening for the reply, and then nodded and put the radio away.

Barda said, “How long before he arrives?”

The wolf made no response, simply stood against the far wall with his arms folded, looking straight ahead at nothing. Barda sighed, now annoyed both by the fact that the wolf was ignoring him and by the fact that the wolf was a better bodyguard than any he had, even before Anderson and Shan Sharti had been killed. That reminded him that he had to replace them, and if that fox had been involved in Meli’s kidnapping, he would want to be extremely careful about who he hired.

In the meantime, he studied the wolf. His fur was grey between his eyes and ears, but white on his muzzle, so he was definitely no young cub. His ice-blue eyes remained flat and expressionless as the rest of his muzzle, not even his whiskers twitching as Barda watched him. The only part of him that moved was his ears, which rotated precisely to the side and back to the front so regularly that Barda found himself matching the motion to his heartbeats. Beep…beep…beep…side. Beep…beep…beep…front.

The pattern entranced him so that he didn’t even notice his door opening again until the wolf himself turned to acknowledge the tiger who had opened it. Barda followed his gaze and saw a tiger holding the door open as he examined the room. Unlike the wolf, he was not muscular, but lithe and active, tail and ears twitching impatiently as he jerked his head back and forth. His eyes, cold and dark, moved over Barda as impersonally as they scanned every other detail of the room, and only when he was finished his scan did he address the wolf, and then only with a nod.

The wolf nodded back, crossing the room to stand by Barda’s bedside. The tiger turned to the open doorway and said, “All clear, sir.”

A shadow filled the doorway and then entered the room, a majestic swath of dark blue and orange, an imperious pair of golden eyes, and a long, sinuous tail that reminded Barda acutely of the dull pain halfway down his own mangled appendage. Tyrrrix stood half a foot taller than the other tiger and as broad as the muscled wolf, and under his dark blue cloak he wore an elegant black suit, trimmed with gold.

When he’d first arrived on New Tibet, Barda had known that the most important person on the planet was not the Governor, nor the CEO of the planet’s largest firm, Dex Chemicals, nor even the chairman of Black Wings shuttles, whose craft made up ninety percent of the flights to and from New Tibet. He’d sought out Tyrrrix, who at the time had been leading the Shivers for fifteen years, and brought him a gift of a rare incense from Old Earth. They had developed a cordial working relationship once Barda had added to the incense his willingness to work with Tyrrrix’s Shivers. Since then, two to five percent of TeraMine’s income in any given year was written off under “lost or damaged goods,” but Barda more than recouped that amount in wages saved from union movements crushed, a legal system that found in his favor so often it was rarely used anymore, and the occasional helpful piece of information about a competitor.

He used this last cautiously, aware that Tyrrrix held no particular regard for him simply because they shared a common ancestor; even if he had, there were several other tigers in prominent corporate positions, three of them helming direct competitors. Any information Tyrrrix received about him would likely be similarly dangled in front of his competition. At the same time, the tiger was canny enough to keep his relationships intact, and would never expose something truly damaging. Barda had that in mind as he watched the tiger pace the small hospital room.

Tyrrrix seemed in no hurry to begin a conversation. He inspected the machinery, nodded to his bodyguards and fixed an invisible flaw in the wolf’s shirt folds, then wandered to the window and looked down onto the street. There he remained, his tail twitching back and forth, until Barda said, “Thank you for coming.”

“It is obvious,” Tyrrrix said without turning his head, “that you are unable to come to me, and a meeting was desired. Therefore.”

Barda cleared his throat. “I was assaulted. I had to fight for my life.”

“Successfully,” Tyrrrix said. “It would appear.”

“Yes,” Barda said. “But they kidnapped my daughter.”

He watched the other tiger closely, and indeed, at those words, Tyrrrix turned from the window and faced Barda, one eyebrow very slightly raised. “That is most unfortunate,” he said.

Something in that tone irritated Barda, but he did his best to suppress his emotions. “I’m very upset over it.”

“Of course.”

Barda kept his gaze firm, watching the clear yellow eyes of the other. Tyrrrix had his arms folded, and except for the slow lashing of his tail, remained immobile. Finally, he raised a paw to his face and rubbed the scar that ran along his right cheek with one finger. “Having offered my condolences, I can hardly believe that my presence was desired simply for that.”

“Of course not,” Barda said. “I want you to help find her.”

“Ah.” Tyrrrix relaxed against the wall, inspected his claws, and smiled. “A reasonable request, as simple and direct as a mine shaft.” He paused, not looking at Barda, and rubbed his fingers together. “And yet, a mine shaft may open onto a network of tunnels in which one might easily get lost.”

Now his eyes met Barda’s, and the injured tiger felt the irritation again. He was superior to this backwoods royalty, he knew it, but the effort required to prove it through verbal sparring was exhausting, and he was not up to it today. “Of course it may,” he said. “But in this case, the request is simple.”

“Oh, to be sure. But the questions to which it leads are not.”

He only had the patience to wait for three beeps of his heart monitor. “Perhaps I can simplify those other questions.”

Tyrrrix held up a finger. “One. What obligation do we have to help? Two. Why ask us when your own police are no doubt investigating the matter as we speak? Three. Does the young lady truly wish to be found?”

“What?” He couldn’t cap his annoyance any longer; he half-rose from the bed, and the wolf shifted beside him. Tyrrrix made a small gesture, which settled the wolf, but Barda remained sitting up. “What do you mean, ‘wish to be found’?”

“Commendable. You choose to start with the easiest question, which means exactly what it states.”

“She was kidnapped! Of course she wishes to be found.”

“It is clear,” Tyrrrix said in a silky voice, “that the one depends on the other.”

“That the one…by the Father’s Teeth!” Barda spat. “Are you accusing me of lying?”

“Of course not. Nevertheless.”

The statement hung there in the air, its implication clear. Barda scowled. This was so different from then, how dare he compare the two? Patience! he scolded himself, reminding himself that he was weakened, at a disadvantage. He paused until the heart monitor had returned to a normal speed, and then allowed himself to speak.

“I fought an assailant. I saw my daughter run away, and she never came home. She had no reason not to come back.”

“You have been in a fight.” Tyrrrix licked his paw and smoothed it casually over one ear. “But with whom?”

“It was a black wolf.” One of you, he almost snarled. “I recognized him. Jeffer—one of my former employees.” He didn’t want to give away too much information, in case Tyrrrix really didn’t know.

“Hard to imagine a wolf doing enough damage to keep you in the hospital for…three days, is it?” He turned to the wolf standing by Barda’s bed, whose long muzzle dropped and rose in a curt nod. “You’re known to carry a firearm. Surely no assailant would have one.”

“I did shoot him.” Barda clenched his paws, keeping his claws in. “He had on a protective vest.”

“Also something most assailants would not have,” Tyrrrix said. “You see the simpler, alternative explanation? That the assailant was someone you did not wish to fire upon?”

“You think…you think I fought with Meli, and she ran away?” The heart monitor reminded him to relax. Tyrrrix didn’t really think that. He couldn’t. No matter what he knew about the other matter. He was just goading Barda.

“On the face of it, you must admit that it is at least as likely as the other explanation: a conspiracy to kidnap your daughter? To what end?”

“I admit nothing,” Barda growled. “Meli would never hurt me.”

Tyrrrix smiled. “Are you so sure there is nothing that could arouse her passionate nature against you?”

“Regardless.” Barda took a small bit of pleasure in throwing the other’s word back at him.

“Touché.” The tiger inclined his head. “Perhaps some more detail about the fight would make your situation more clear.”

In clipped phrases, Barda told the story of his fight as he’d told it to Kara and Lapis, with the three wolves, two fleeing and one dying. Tyrrrix smiled. “Of course,” he said, “a body would go a long way toward proving your case. You wish us to inspect it and help identify it?”

“That won’t be necessary. I’ve already identified it, I told you. One of my former employees.”

“A grudge. So you wish us to perhaps identify his companions?”

Like you don’t know, he thought. “Yes. Or find out where he lived, because that would provide another clue to where my daughter is.”

“Which brings us to another question.” The flick of Tyrrrix’s ears indicated that he was enjoying this, and Barda hated that he was enjoying it. “Why should we lend our considerable information and expertise to your investigation?”

“I had hoped that, having cubs yourself, you would sympathize with a grieving and worried father.” He knew better, of course, but he wanted to hear Tyrrrix’s answer.

“Of course I do,” the tiger said. “And were one of my cubs missing, I would bring the resources at my own disposal to bear on finding her. As you have no doubt already done.”

“Yes. Can you blame me for attempting to bring more resources to bear?”

“Are you truly surprised that those services come with a price?”

Barda dug his claws into the sheets of the bed. “Of course not. What is my daughter worth to you? Another shipment lost at the shuttle port? A job for one of your cronies? Name your price.” His voice was scraped raw with fatigue and anger.

“Tch.” Tyrrrix clicked his tongue. “So crude.”

“Well, then,” Barda said, “the information itself, uncovered in the investigation, will be of use to you. And if you recover my daughter…I would be in your debt.”

Now, the larger tiger smiled. “In order for us to help, we need some information from you. The name of your assailant, access to your captain of security.”

Fos Lapis, though dedicated, was not incorruptible. On New Tibet, nobody was. Barda would have to monitor him closely. “With the understanding that he is in charge of the investigation.”

“Of course.” Tyrrrix’s posture did not change, but his tail’s lashing slowed considerably. “Where might we find him?”

“He’s investigating a lead. My assistant will help you find him.” He picked up the radio Kara had left with him and flicked the button.

She answered quickly. “Yes, sir?”

“Kara, some…gentlemen will be outside the hospital in ten minutes. I need you to direct them to Fos Lapis, wherever he is.”

“Yes, sir,” she said crisply.

“You can expect to see…” He waited for Tyrrrix.

“A wolf by the name of Krinn.” He took out a similar radio and punched some buttons on it, but turned to the window and spoke in a low voice so that Barda couldn’t hear what he was saying.

“A wolf,” he told Kara. “Name of Krinn.”

“He’ll be there,” Tyrrrix said, putting his radio away.

“So will she.” Barda locked eyes with the other tiger until he had to scratch his sore ear.

“It might be helpful,” Tyrrrix said in his smooth voice, “if we had the name of the assailant.”

“Lapis has it,” Barda said, trying to hide his annoyance. He wanted more information about what Tyrrrix and the Shivers knew, and he felt that if he were at his full strength, he would have been able to extract it. “I’m surprised that with all your contacts, you hadn’t heard anything about this until coming into this room. That’s not like you.”

“If I had heard nothing about it, I would not have come into this room.” Tyrrrix nodded to his tiger bodyguard, who was gone from the room before Barda could look over to see what the signal had been. The wolf beside him tensed, as one of Barda’s bodyguards did (had done) when he was the only one left in a public area.

Noticing him as if for the first time, Barda said, “Jefferson Deloup.”

The wolf was good, well trained, but his ears flicked around at the name and his muzzle jerked slightly to one side. Barda smiled and settled back into his bed.

“I beg your pardon?” Tyrrrix looked mildly annoyed.

“That was the name of the wolf I killed,” Barda said. “Whose friends removed his body before my security arrived.”

“I see.” Tyrrrix did not look at his lupine bodyguard, but his effort not to do so was nearly as conspicuous as if he had. “Thank you. That is most helpful.”

The radio at the wolf’s side crackled with the other bodyguard’s voice. “Four See Dee,” it said, and then fell silent.

“Tiger Barda,” Tyrrrix said, straightening and drawing his coat around him, “I wish you a speedy recovery. Please accept my assurances that we will do all we can to help find your daughter.”

“Thank you,” Barda said.

Tyrrrix gave one nod to the wolf, who followed him out of the room and closed the door behind him.

After the door had shut, Barda lifted the radio to his muzzle, but before he could say anything, he was overcome with a wave of fatigue. He closed his eyes and leaned back into the pillow, and brought the radio to his muzzle. He had to call within the next few minutes.

“Yes, sir?” Kara’s voice came crisply back to him.

“Come up to my room…when they’re gone. Wake me if I’m asleep.”

“Yes, sir.”

By the time his paw hit the bed, he was already asleep.

When he woke, Kara was sitting attentively by his bed, scratching notes on her portable terminal. He rubbed sleep from his eyes. “You didn’t wake me,” he said irritably.

“I’m just getting the notes from Jonah, sir. I would’ve woken you in a minute.”

He had no way of knowing whether she was telling the truth, so he let it go. “Did he catch anything?”

“Not on their radios. They’re encrypted. He’s working on breaking it, but it’ll take time.”

“No, the other things are more important. What about the mikes?”

“Just two items of interest.” She looked at her screen. “Tyrrrix asked someone whether they’d heard from someone named Vrissa. He didn’t appear to get an answer, or if he did, he didn’t respond to it. He also asked when the radiation suits would be ready.”

“Vrissa?” Barda closed his eyes. “I don’t know what that means. I don’t know why he’d need radiation suits. But they definitely know Deloup, and they know more than they’re letting on. Warn Lapis that they’re coming and tell him to be careful about what he tells them.” Kara nodded and scribbled on her terminal. “And…is Kika Kellin working with Lapis on this?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Tell her to keep an eye on him. Let us know if he shows any signs of selling out to them.”

“Yes, sir. Anything else, sir?”

“No, Kara.” She really was the perfect assistant. She knew when to just take orders, and when to leave him alone. “I need to rest.”

“Good night, sir.” He heard her leave, but he didn’t fall asleep right away. For the first time that day, he allowed himself to relax. He would need to regain his strength. He looked out the window and imagined Meli out there in the snow, frightened and cold, at the mercy of an army of savage creatures like Deloup and Tyrrrix, who saw her only as a bargaining chip.

Hold tight, sweetheart, he said. I’m coming.


14: Departures

The argument had begun as Cab started packing and had persisted all the way out to the near side of the bridge, where Meli, Shamil, and Jac had accompanied him. Tired of the words, Meli just stepped onto the bridge, and Shamil held her arm. “It’s too dangerous,” she said patiently.

“He’s going.” She pointed to Marit, who wore not only one of the white coats, but also a white hood that covered his features. “And he’s sick, or crippled, or something.”

“Cancer,” said a light voice from under the hood. “Got another couple months. Pain doesn’t stop me from fighting.”

Jac stepped in front of her, blocking her way. “Your gracious tact aside, you are not prepared to defend yourself if something goes wrong.”

“I’ll watch from the hill.” She folded her arms and looked again at Cab, who had resisted all efforts by both sides to draw him into the argument.

The weasel adjusted the small pack he wore, and pulled the dark coat around him further, even though the air was warmest where they stood, right above the river itself. “Lady,” he said, “I would rest much easier knowing that you were safe back here.”

“There,” Jac said.

“You’re not worried about me being in danger,” she snapped at him. “You’re worried about me trying to escape.”

“Maybe,” he admitted. “Either one is a valid concern, don’t you think?”

“I’m not going to run into the arms of those…” She shuddered.

“I expect not,” Shamil said, “but they might spot you.”

“So give me one of those coats.”

Jac folded his arms. “You really want one of those coats, that these sick, crippled people have been wearing?”

Meli’s tail lashed. “I’ll stay hidden, then.” She saw them preparing to respond and said, “You can’t stop me.”

Shamil let her arm go and stepped back. “Jac,” she said, “Please keep an eye on her.”

And that was the end of the argument. The fox opened his mouth, shut it with a clack, and then said, “Oh, I will.” He turned away from her, ears out to the sides, obviously angry that he’d lost.

“Can we go, then?” Cab said, with a trace of his old cheer. “Not getting any darker out there.”

“Ready?” Jac asked the ermine.

The white-robed figure held up a large, strange-looking gun with a wide mouth. Meli, who had seen her father’s gun only twice, stared at Marit’s weapon and then at the pouch full of pellets he held up in his other paw. “Always.”

“Let’s go then.” The fox gestured to Meli. “Are you coming, princess?”

“Yes.” Doubt had gripped her momentarily, and then she strode out onto the bridge, following Cab and the ermine, with Jac trailing her.

She wanted to watch Cab slip past the Shivers not so she could join him, or give herself up to the Shivers, but merely so she could see it being done. Watching someone leave this place would give her hope, and yes, maybe be instructional for a future attempt. But she wouldn’t try to escape this night. She was still on her best behavior, giving her captors a false sense of her compliancy so that she could take advantage of them later. Showing them that she could get this close and not try to escape would feed that image.

The air grew colder as they walked up the hill, though a warm breeze from the river brushed their tails on its way to the crest of the hill, as though encouraging them forward. They kept silent, and that was so unusual for the weasel that Meli thought he must be preoccupied with his coming ordeal, until he turned and flashed her a cheerful grin.

The small party regrouped behind a tree, just out of sight of the border, near where they’d stopped on their way in. Meli could see the curve of the road and remembered their frantic flight up, and her first view of Ghost Town. She’d imagined ghosts in the air, then; now, looking at the spectral figure of the ermine, she wondered if she hadn’t been more right than she knew. To her other side, she could see the town, more familiar now, and the power plant looming above it. She strained to see whether Shamil was still waiting at the bridge over the heated river, but her eyes couldn’t pierce the darkness.

Jac motioned for them all to come closer, gesturing with a short knife he’d pulled from his belt. He spoke in a whisper as they seated themselves on the chalky white ground around him. “Marit and Jason will take up positions.” Meli wondered who the second person was, and noticed with a start that another white-robed figure had materialized out of the night: a wolf, or a large fox, from his height and muzzle. “We’ll wait for a count of five hundred after you leave. If you aren’t in position by then, fire an empty round. We’ll hear the noise and give you another five hundred. If that isn’t enough time, fire another empty and come back here.

“When they’re in position, Cab will get started. If they see any activity from the other side, Marit and Jason will fire on them. Don’t play around. No warnings. When you see that Cab is clear, make your way back here, and we’ll do the same.”

“What do we do?” Meli asked in the same whisper.

He looked right at her. “We follow slowly up the hill when Cab leaves. We watch, we do nothing, and we keep absolutely quiet.”

“Jac,” the new arrival said, and his voice was low. Wolf, then. “They threw something out on the bridge about an hour ago.”

The fox’s ears pricked up. “What?”

“A sack of some sort. They threw it to our side of the bridge.”

“Trying to lure us out?”

The wolf shrugged. “I knew you were coming, so I waited. Then a little while after that, they yelled something like “Ghosts, come claim one more of your own.”“

Jac’s eyes closed, and his ears folded down. He passed the knife back and forth between his paws. Even Meli felt her fur prickle. “I don’t like the sound of that,” the fox said. “It could be a trap. How big was the sack?”

The wolf held his paws two feet apart. “Why?”

“The Shivers have a practice of returning the bodies of the slain to their kin.” He glanced back towards the bridge.

“Jeff,” Cab said, and Jac nodded. Now Meli turned to look at the bridge, where Shamil stood alone, watching them.

“But not in a sack that small. I don’t understand it, and I don’t like not understanding.”

“What would they have to gain by luring us onto the bridge?” Cab said. “At most they could kill one of us; when the first died, no more would fall for their bait.”

“You’re right,” Jac said. “It’s too crude a trap for them.”

“I didn’t say it was not a trap.” The weasel’s expression was uncharacteristically grave. “I would be suspicious of anything they do. But the purpose of the trap may not be to shoot down someone on the bridge.”

“I’m inclined just to leave it be,” Jac said. “What could we possibly have to gain by getting it?”

Cab nodded. “I agree.” But Meli noticed that the two white-robed figures were silent, and did not nod.

“Let’s go,” Jac said. He flipped the knife in his paw, tossing it in the air and catching it perfectly by the handle each time, counting. “One…two…three…” He kept counting under his breath, and when Meli looked away from him, she saw that the ghosts were gone.

The rise and fall of the knife, its repetitive spin, were mesmerizing. Meli tore her gaze from it to look at Cab, who had fastened his coat and was about to pull a hood up over his head. When he met her eyes, he stopped and smiled. “Lady,” he said softly, “should I not make it to the other side, may I leave you with two messages?”

What could she do? She nodded, trying to remember that with Cab gone, there would be one less person to prevent her escape, and trying to reconcile that with the surprising and gripping awareness that she didn’t want him to die. It was silly, she told herself. What did she care for this little nobody who’d been part of her kidnapping? Now that it came down to it, though, she realized that she preferred his loquacious amiability to Jac’s thinly veiled disgust or Shamil’s feigned protective manner. She hated the thought of his absence, much less the idea that he might not return. Her captivity was just going to become more tedious. That was all it was, she told herself as she leaned forward to listen.

“First,” he said, “it has been a pleasure making your acquaintance. I hope you will remember that everything the Circle brings us in life is meant to teach us. Learn from this experience, and remember me sometime when things get too quiet.”

She snorted, to cover her emotion. “You’re insufferable,” she said. “I can’t imagine you dying without coming back to tell everyone about it.”

He grinned. “Second, please tell Bernard…that I’m sorry.”

“For what?” She asked it before she could help herself.

He stared straight ahead at the white ground. “For whatever he might have to fault me for.”

Jac glanced up at them. “One hundred. One hundred one. One hundred two.” He returned to counting under his breath. The knife handle slapped to his pawpads with each number, sometimes louder, sometimes softer, but never missing.

“Why me?” she asked Cab.

He smiled. “Because only now did I think of it, and Jac is busy counting.”

Meli couldn’t think of anything else to say, so she looked around at the hillside in the grey nighttime. The whiteness on the hill, she noticed, was not snow, nor plastic as it was in the town, but a chalky white soil that clung to her pads and crept up Cab’s coat. She examined her white fingerpads, then brushed them off on her dress, leaving trails of white, powdery dirt behind her fingers. She rubbed at the marks, trying to clean off the blue fabric. The smell that rose to her nostrils was stale and old, and she was surprised that trees could take hold in it.

“Two hundred,” Jac said, and Cab looked up, then at Meli.

“How will you get past them?” she whispered, spurred to words by his look.

“All the talents of a weasel,” he said. “Sneaking, and if that doesn’t work, charm.”

“You’d better hope sneaking works,” she said, a little annoyed that he wouldn’t tell her, though she’d known he wouldn’t.

His ever-present smile never wavered. “I think it will.”

It was strange, Meli thought, that this was the best experience she’d had since her kidnapping, sitting on a chilly hill at night waiting for someone she knew to embark on a dangerous journey from which he might not come back. But it was an experience she’d chosen, the first since Jac had grabbed her arm and pulled her away from her father, and to her, that made a world of difference.

“Three hundred,” said Jac.

No sound came from the surrounding night. It was not just that she had chosen this experience, Meli reflected; it was that she was participating in it fully. Cab, in confiding a mission to her, had treated her as an equal. As much as she despised the fox, she respected him, too, and she and he were part of this together, too. She rubbed the marks on her dress again and was surprised to find that for the first time in a long while, she didn’t wish she were back home.

“Four hundred.”

Since arriving in Ghost Town, she’d found the extra freedom invigorating, and it was much easier to treat the whole thing as an adventure. Cab was right: the Circle had sent her on this journey to teach her self-reliance, and she was learning that, for sure. Already, she was imagining Passa Gerrar’s reaction when she told him how she’d escaped from the claws of her captors. Her friends would be treated to a story better than any adventure, and her father’s expression when she told him she didn’t need bodyguards would be…

Thinking of her father awoke a dull pain inside her again, but she did not miss him as acutely as she had. He was all right, she was sure of it now; at least, she told herself she was. And she would be with him again soon, and Sashi would be setting out her clothes and clucking over how brave she was, and Susanne would be ruining the sauce at dinner.

“Four hundred ninety-nine. Five hundred.” Jac stood and replaced the knife in his belt, then extended a paw to Cab.

The weasel took it and brushed the white soil from his coat while Meli stood as well. “I guess this is it, then,” he said.

“Good luck.” The fox held his paw and his gaze, and then released both.

“See you in a bit.” Cab waved to them and slipped off down the hill, as casually as if he were going to the necessary.

Meli started after him, until Jac’s paw shot out to grab her arm. “Not yet, princess,” he whispered.

She jerked her arm away, but there was no threat in his tone or posture, and his expression was neutral. Only his ears, flared up and to either side to listen for any sound in the still night, betrayed any concern. She sat back down and waited, and used the time to study the fox.

His knowledge of the Shivers was suspicious; not only obscure customs like returning the bodies of victims, but enough of their fighting tactics and styles to have beaten one of them, which she’d thought was unheard of. Yet he was not one; at least, not any more. She had thought that the Shivers were a family of tigers who employed wolves to do their brutish work. Would they stoop to employing foxes? Unlikely. And yet, despite her dislike for him, she had to admit that Jac was frighteningly competent. He had been hired as a bodyguard by her father based on his skills. So perhaps it was possible. Maybe he’d been thrown out for some indiscretion. Certainly he had all the arrogance of one of the Shivers, and yet he still deferred to the female wolf.

Could Shamil be a Shiver, or a former Shiver? Meli dismissed the notion as soon as it occurred to her. The wolf wasn’t hard enough, and though she was clearly smart, her intelligence had limits. She’d been foolish enough to kidnap Meli, and she’d run to this bolt-hole at the first sign of trouble, where the Shivers had her well trapped.

And yet, there had been hints that there was some particular reason that Meli had been chosen.

“Why are you doing this to me?”

“We were told to.”

Her tail twitched against the hilltop as the memory came back to her. It was hazy with her fear and the drug, but she thought that’s what Shamil had said, and for the first time she really thought about the words. Who had ordered them? Were they only agents of some higher power? And if so, who? One of her father’s competitors? She tried to imagine who that might be, but she didn’t know much about her father’s business, only that his company extracted minerals from the ground, processed and refined them, and shipped them off-planet. He talked of competition, and she recalled names like Unidex and Pyroxi Chem, but she knew those names because their CEOs had been over to dinner. They hardly seemed like the kind of people who would arrange her kidnapping, and what would they have to gain? She knew more about the whitemouth colonies and the Tirenian fabric lines than she did about her father’s business.

She studied Jac again. Next to Shamil, he knew the most about her kidnapping. In her adventure stories, the heroine always managed to get her enemy to tell her his plan. Could she get the fox to tell her more?

Shamil would be a better place to start. She’d slipped up once already, and she acted better disposed toward Meli. The tigress resolved to get Shamil alone at the first opportunity and try to get more information out of her.

Jac interrupted her reverie by standing up. As she followed suit, he gestured with a paw for her to follow him. She dusted her clothes off just as Cab had done, and walked behind the fox a short way up to the top of the hill, mimicking his cautious, silent gait as best she could.

He stopped behind a tree, dropped to the ground, and motioned for Meli to do the same. She balked at first, until he hissed at her, “You’re a standing target unless you get down.”

The thought of lying flat on the chalky soil disgusted her. Meli glared at him and pressed up close to the tree, then leaned out just enough that she could see around the trunk with one eye. The tree trunk felt odd to her, prompting her to investigate it more closely with her claws. Plastic. It wasn’t a real tree, and that, oddly, made her feel a little better. Everything she had encountered on New Tibet was artificial, and viewing the trees as décor rather than as a part of the landscape made her feel more at home.

The hill stretched out below her, a white slope bisected by the dark road they’d arrived on. Twenty feet ahead, Meli could see that the road’s edges were blurred with chalky dust, as though the hill were eating away at the road’s surface. Further down the hill, it ended in the bridge over the ravine, and she could just barely see a small lump lying on the near side. For a moment, she thought it was Cab and that the Shivers had gotten him already, and she felt her fur prickle. Then she remembered the sack the ghosts had spoken of, and realized that the lump was too small to be the weasel.

It seemed impossible that anything could be alive on that stark hill. Across the bridge, she could see swirls of snow floating in the air, but if they moved towards the hill, they dropped into the ravine, and none made it to the other side. On her side of the hill, nothing moved, not even the plastic leaves, nor the form of the fox below her. He blended into the white soil so perfectly that once she looked down and in the moment it took her eyes to focus properly at a close distance, she feared he’d snuck off and left her. Then she saw the soft shadows and the curves in the harsh soil, and she relaxed.

When she looked back at the bridge, she watched the sack, because she thought Cab would have to sneak past it to get to the other side. It was taking him a good long time, she thought, but then, she’d never had to sneak anywhere, and it was a long way to and across the bridge. Still, Cab was all quickness and fluidity, and she couldn’t imagine the little weasel moving slowly anywhere.

She could see movement on the opposite shore, though. From behind a large, dark shape, a white-coated figure emerged. At first she thought it was a ghost, but if so, it was an outcast ghost, on the snowy side of the bridge watching the enclave from afar. Then she remembered the white-coated wolf who’d chased them down to Ghost Town, and had to make an effort to keep herself still as her fur prickled.

The Shiver stood and watched the bridge, and then turned sharply to one side. Meli hadn’t heard anything; she strained her eyes looking in the direction he’d turned, but saw nothing. He took a step, and she did hear a ‘pop’ then, and saw the figure recoil. He put paws to his muzzle, and a high, light voice echoed across the hill.

“Oh, ghosties, oh, phantoms, oh, please don’t abandon your comrade and fellow, and don’t think us yellow for dropping him hither; we fain not to wither within your fell circle, we’re happy to lurk all the day and the night for you give us such fright!” He ended his singsong with a high giggle that he cut abruptly short. Meli saw him whirl and heard the crack of a gunshot, then another.

She gasped, but when she looked down to see Jac’s reaction, she saw only his ears turning away from her, and thought she heard a “tch” of annoyance from the fox.

“They got him,” she whispered, her fur still raised from the eerie singsong litany and giggle.

“Shh,” he said, and shook his head.

And now, when she looked across the street, she saw a small shadow, exactly the right size to be a weasel, flitting across the roof of one building before disappearing. She saw it move across the next building, and then saw it no longer.

Below her, Jac sighed, and started to get up, then froze, and the breath he’d just expelled hissed back into his muzzle. Motion at the base of the hill caught Meli’s attention: a white figure had leapt toward the sack, grabbed it, and was now disappearing back into the cover of the trees. His mirror on the other side of the bridge laughed again, the same high-pitched giggle, and said something pitched for only him to hear. The words did not make it all the way up the hill, but their mocking tone was unmistakable.

“Fox take him,” Jac growled in an undertone, getting to his feet and walking quickly back to the meeting place. Meli followed, frustrated and bewildered by what she’d seen. She had no idea how Cab had crossed the ravine, but at least she was going to find out what was in the sack, she hoped.

The wolf had brought the sack with him, keeping it close to his body as Jac hissed invective at him. “Jason, if you disobey a direct order again, I’ll throw you in that gorge myself.”

The ermine, close behind the wolf, stepped beside him. “You’re not in charge, Jac.”

“Neither are you,” the fox retorted, “and I’m the closest to someone who is.”

“We talked about it,” Jason said, “and we decided that we’d rather sacrifice one of us if it was a trap, and if it wasn’t, well…”

“We wanted to know.” The ermine folded his arms.

Jac looked from one of them to the other. “Next time,” he said, “we discuss it as a group.” He let his gaze drop to the sack. “So what is it?”

Jason’s bravado melted away. He dropped his gaze to avoid Jac’s eyes. “It’s a tail,” he said. “A black tail.”

Meli saw the change in the fox, saw his ears sweep back and his fur stand up. When he reached for the sack, he did it with a slow, reluctant motion, and his eyes had gone wide. Jason clearly knew what impact his words would have; his ears were down too, and his eyes remained lowered as he handed over the bag. Marit also stood with his muzzle pointing at the ground.

Jac held the mouth of the sack tightly clenched in one paw, staring at it as though he could see through it. Finally, with agonizing slowness, he slid his fingers inside the lip and opened the mouth of the sack. He took only one look inside it before squeezing his eyes and the sack shut. His nose wrinkled; Meli realized he must have gotten the scent of the contents as well.

“Jeff,” the fox said hollowly, and turned to look in the direction of the bridge. “Fox rip their spirits from them for this.”

Even when he’d threatened Meli, his voice had not been that low and deadly. It frightened her to realize that he could be even more dangerous than she’d seen. Jac breathed hard, his eyes focused beyond the bridge, ears flat against his head.

The ghosts fidgeted in the silence, looking at each other. “This was pinned to the outside,” Jason said finally, holding out a piece of paper. Jac didn’t appear to hear him, lost in his thoughts, until the wolf repeated, “Jac?”

He took the paper then, read it quickly, and crumpled it into his pocket. “It doesn’t matter. They brought this here to demoralize us, to tell us that no help waits for us on the outside.”

“And to allow us to bury him.” Marit spoke in a low voice.

Meli leaned back against the nearest tree. So Jeff was dead, the wolf who’d attacked her father. And that meant that her father was alive, didn’t it? Unless the Shivers had found him and killed him. But no, then they would have included another tail in the bag, an orange-and-black striped one, wouldn’t they?

She spoke, timidly. “Is that…the only tail?”

They all turned to stare at her. “In the sack. Did they send another…is there a…a tiger…” She couldn’t finish her sentence.

“There’s nothing else,” Jac said. “Your precious father, if he’s dead, is lying elsewhere.” He pressed a paw to his face, fingers squeezing the corners of his eyes.

“He’s not dead,” Meli said, her tone rising sharply.

The fox opened his mouth, then shut it. “You’re right,” he said. “Probably not. I’m sorry.” There was no regret in the words, but his voice and body were so full of bitterness that she wasn’t sure any real regret would have come through, and she didn’t expect it from him anyway.

“Are we going to bury him?” Marit asked.

“What?” Jac snapped around to the ermine, who flinched only slightly.

“Like the others. Got no fire here to send ‘em off properly, so we bury ‘em in the dirt and mark the place. Carmo’s up the hill there.”

“And Hedeford,” Jason added. Both ghosts looked earnestly at Jac.

The fox stared back, then dropped to his knees. He hesitated a moment, then plunged his paws into the soil. “We’ll bury him here,” he said. “And none of you mention this to Shamil. You understand?” He looked right at Meli as he said that.

She nodded, reflexively, and bit back a remark about not caring one way or the other. She didn’t need to antagonize him, and the whole burial made her fur crawl. She’d never witnessed a funeral, much less such a hastily arranged and secretive one for someone she’d never known. Shifting her weight from one paw to the other, she wondered if perhaps she should leave, wondered if Jac would let her out of his sight, and decided that the best thing to do would be nothing at all.

With Jason and Marit helping, it took very little time for them to dig an appropriate grave. Jac laid the sack in it and stood, staring down at it. “Goodbye, my friend,” he said softly. “Wolf keep you strong and whole in His pack.” They all stood silently around the hole. Meli tried not to think that lying in the sack was the remains of what had once been a person.

The other two filled in the grave while Jac paced through the trees, looking up. Meli saw him inspecting a number of the trees before reaching up into one of them, grasping a branch, and severing it with a loud snap that sounded like the crack of a gunshot. He strode back to the grave and planted the branch at its head, then stood by it, arms limp at his sides, waiting for the wolf and ermine to finish their work.

“Can I see the note again?” The wolf stood from the freshly-patted mound of soil and held out a paw to the fox.

Jac looked at him for a moment as though the request made no sense, then abruptly dug into his pocket and thrust the paper out. Jason smoothed it out and made a small mark on it with a pen he produced from a pocket, then speared it on a branch of the limb the fox had planted as a marker. In response to the fox’s sharp look, he shrugged, coughed, and said, “It’s not a bad sending-off, and we have nothing better.”

Meli wanted to see what was written on it, but Jac herded her down the hill before she had a chance, the two ghosts trailing behind silently. Partway down the hill, she thought they were keeping very quiet, and when she turned, saw only the ermine, padding along behind them. And then she turned to look as they crossed the bridge into town, and there was nothing, only the whiteness of the hill in the slowly brightening light, burdened now with one more spirit.

The ceremony nagged at her, for reasons she couldn’t determine. The casual way the sack had been tossed onto the bridge, the taunting voice of the Shivers, and the quiet secretive nature of the ceremony all felt wrong to her. Death, the Circle taught, was simply the passage to another part of experience, and not to be hidden or brushed aside. It was one of the things that she loved about the Circle, even though she felt she didn’t really understand it. She still feared death for herself and her family, but she knew that running from it as many people did wasn’t an answer, and she didn’t believe that what lay beyond was greater or that there was a Father Tiger waiting to reward her for all of life’s tribulations.

Try as she would to drive thoughts of the burial from her mind, she could not. She decided, finally, that it was the secrecy that bothered her. If their colleague had been such a valued friend, why was he being buried in secret, away from everyone else who might want to pay their respects, away from his own wife?

“You’re really not going to tell her?” She walked beside the fox on the plastic ground on the other side of the bridge. His ears were half-down still, and his tail dragging, though from fatigue or sadness she didn’t know.

“No,” he growled, “and neither are you. I warned you about that once.”

His growl was not as fierce as his threat had been, standing on the hill facing the Shivers. That gave her permission to proceed, and her fatigue removed any judgment that could have stopped her. “Fine,” she said. “Let her go on hoping.”

He stopped at that, planted his feet on the ground, and glared up at her. “What would you know about hope?”

She tried to articulate what she meant. “It’s cruel, that’s all. To let her have some hope that he’ll come back, when you know he won’t.”

“Nobody who lives below your ivory tower has any hope, princess. The best we can do is spare one another the painful realities of life where we can.”

She tossed her head. “It’s just not what I would do for someone I care about.”

“Really?” He folded his arms. “Suppose I happen to know that your father is dead, shot down by the Shivers in the street. Would you want to know that, or would you want to continue to live in your happy world as long as you can?”

“I’d want to know.” She shot the answer back even as his question caused her stomach to churn.

That answer seemed to bother him. He shifted his eyes away from her and started walking back to the cabin, then stopped and half-turned his head. “Really?” he said. “What about your mother?”

It was muttered more than spoken, but she heard the words clearly in the stillness of the pre-dawn night. Even in the warmth from the river, her blood froze, and she couldn’t stir her muscles to move. The fox had started walking again, and all she could hear was his question, over and over in her head, getting louder with each repetition.

What about your mother?

The hold on her muscles broke, and she ran, covering the ground between them in two seconds. He had time to turn before she tackled him, bearing him to the ground in an impact that drove the wind from both of them.

“What about my mother?” she cried down into his muzzle.

Surprise flickered only briefly through his eyes before his expression settled into the patronizing look she knew too well. “Easy, princess.”

“How do you know about my mother?” She lifted a paw to strike him.

He caught it easily, shifting his weight beneath her. She lifted the other, claws extended, and he caught that one, too. “Easy,” he repeated. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“How do you know?” She was shrieking now, vaguely aware that her voice was ringing across the plastic landscape. It seemed impossible that such a small creature could contain her, but try as she might, she couldn’t twist her paws free to scratch that look from his muzzle and make him reveal the secrets beneath.

Abruptly, he shifted, and she found herself on her back, the fox pinning her down. “Meli,” he said, “quiet. Hush.”

“I will not be quiet!” she screamed, throwing her weight from side to side. He remained firm atop her, but that didn’t dissuade her from struggling.

“I don’t know why I said that,” he said, holding her fast. “Just to be cruel. I’m sorry. Listen to me. I’m sorry.”

His gaze held her as tightly as his paws did. Her struggles died down, and she felt tears leak from the corners of her eyes. Any thought of not crying in front of him was gone in the storm of emotion. “How do you know?” she said, starting to sob.

“We…when I went to work for your father, he told me that your mother had been kidnapped. That that was why he wanted a bodyguard for you.” He released her paws.

She had no more words, lying on her back looking up at the darkening sky. The tears came faster now, and Jac moved aside, kneeling beside her. “I’m sorry,” he said again, awkwardly.

Another voice reached her ears, soft and feminine, and for a moment she thought it was her mother’s voice. “What is going on?”

She saw the fox get to his feet. “I, uh…she got upset, and…”

“Oh, Jac.” Shamil was kneeling beside her now. Not her mother. Meli put her paws over her muzzle and cried harder. “What did you say?”

The fox mumbled, “Something about her mother.”

Shamil sighed, and put a gentle paw on Meli’s, easing it away from her muzzle. “Come here, Meli,” she said, drawing the tigress up into her arms, and even though her fur was too thick and smelled of wolf, not tiger, Meli was grateful for the warmth and leaned into the embrace. “I’ll take care of her, Jac,” she said.

“All right.” Meli heard the scuffling of paws behind her, and then the fox’s voice again. “And…then I have something to tell you.”

Shamil paused, her muscles tensing around Meli. She nodded, once. “We will talk later,” she said. Jac’s footsteps scraped across the plastic and moved away from them.

They had attracted an audience of ghosts, standing respectfully fifteen feet away. The vixen Selena was among them, as was the blind doctor Jonathan, but Meli didn’t take any time to acknowledge them. She merely closed her eyes again and tried to calm herself, taking long breaths.

“It doesn’t matter what Jac said,” Shamil whispered to her. “Your mother loved you.”

Because the words were said in a comforting tone, Meli didn’t pull back, but she felt the same discordant twinge. “How do you know?” she half-sobbed.

“Because all mothers love their children,” Shamil said. “I know that.”

Ashamed of her weakness, Meli rested her head on the wolf’s shoulder again. She simply didn’t have the strength to get up. What an idiot she was being, crying like this. She hadn’t done this since she was thirteen, when one of her friends had made some offhand remark about her mother being gone and Meli had said to herself, She’s not coming back. The realization had stunned her into tears, and Sashi had tucked her into bed and covered her with a blanket, but nobody, not even her father, had come to hold her as Shamil was holding her now.

Her sobs slowed, though the tears kept coming. She had stopped trying to figure out what had triggered them and was just surrendering to the emotion. The strange thing was that whenever she thought about the sack lying in the open grave and the first rattle of the white, chalky soil hitting it, her chest tightened and her tears started to stutter into sobs again. She tried to push the image away, but the lupine scent of the fur her muzzle was pressed into kept bringing it back.

When the urgency of the burst of emotion faded, she looked up, blinking her eyes clear. The ghosts who’d come out to watch her had vanished, she thought—but no, not entirely. Selena, her tail like a string of dust clumps, was still watching, though she’d retreated to the shadow of a house.

Shame wiped the sadness from Meli’s heart, only for a moment, but it was enough. She pushed Shamil away and sat back on the warm plastic ground. Not only had she broken down for no reason, but people were watching her, witnessing her shame. Her ears felt hot, and she flicked them reflexively to cool them down, wiping tears from her eyes.

The wolf lowered her ears for a moment, then brought them back up. “Feel better?” she said kindly.

Meli looked away from her. “I’m fine,” she said.

“Why don’t you come lie down?” Shamil extended her paw, but remained on her knees.

The tigress got up without taking the proffered paw, brushing the blue dress more for show than out of any hope of ridding it of the smears of dirt that had accumulated on it. She rubbed at her eyes again and looked at the shorter wolf as she got up. The softened eyes and lowered ears stung Meli, and she wanted to tell the wolf not to pity her, that she didn’t feel any pity for Shamil’s husband being torn to pieces and buried in a shallow grave on the hill, but the words caught in her throat and all she could do was turn away, back to the cabin.

Jac met her in the doorway to the cabin, and against her will, she met his eyes. Unexpectedly, she saw sympathy there, too. Probably he was just tired, she told herself. “Are you okay?” he asked.

She gave a curt nod and pushed past him, but he caught her shoulder. “I’m going to tell her,” he said quietly. “You’re right about that.”

“Whatever.” She twisted out of his grip.

He stood in the doorway only for a brief moment while she threw herself down on her bed, facing the wall, and lay there. When she saw his shadow disappear from the door, she quieted herself and listened for the howl of Shamil’s anguish, both hoping and dreading to hear it. She wanted a companion to her mysterious grief, and she was ashamed of herself for the eagerness she felt to hear it.

Fatigue spared her the indignity of enjoying another’s pain. As she listened, stretched out on her back, her eyes fell heavily closed, and when she opened them again, the dim light of early morning had been replaced by the soft light of day. Shamil was huddled on her bed, across the room from Meli. Jac lay between them, his bed pulled out from the wall and into the middle of the room near Shamil’s. Neither of them made a sound, but the scent of wolf in the air was colored with sadness, and Meli got up and left the room quickly before tears overtook her again.


15: Pursuit

Raja Garro’s apartment, though two floors below Barda’s, was nearly as luxurious, and fortunately had access to a glass-enclosed balcony. Barda had walked out onto the balcony and closed the glass doors to the inside before speaking into his radio. He now sat against the glass wall, which was cold to his fur, but it couldn’t be helped; his spirit had more energy than his body could bear at the moment, and it needed to rest. Besides, the cold soothed the aches in his muscles, and in his mutilated tail, which he kept curled self-consciously around his hip.

“I don’t know the details, sir.” Kara was the only one who could get away with even that small level of frustration in her voice when speaking to him.

“And why can’t I get through to Lapis directly?”

“There’s a storm over that part of the city. Radio signals are patchy. I only just got his report before he cut out.”

“And what did he tell you again?” Far off in the distance, he could see a mass of thunderclouds. He wanted to transport himself there, to walk up to Lapis and his captive and demand answers, but even if such a magical feat had been possible, he wasn’t sure his body would be equal to the move. He was exhausted just thinking about it.

“They captured someone trying to do something to the bank account. Check it, or withdraw the money, or something. They were interrogating him.”

He took two steps, brimming with nervous energy, before his legs tottered and he had to rest back against the wall. “He’s going to call back, right?”

“Yes, sir.”

Another thought occurred to him. “Did he tell the Shivers about this capture?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

He hissed frustration. “When he calls back, put him through to me directly.”

“Yes, sir. Enjoy your dinner.”

He cut off the connection without responding. How could he enjoy his dinner when Tyrrrix was out there laughing at him? How could he sit with Raja Garro and his family and eat a warm, filling meal, when his daughter could be freezing or starving? He hated this, all of it: the kidnapping, his incapacity, the tangled mess of the Shivers, and his inability to go out and solve the problem himself.

While his mind raced, he looked out at the slowly darkening sky. New Tibet never grew truly dark; just as the clouds kept out the full force of the planet’s sunlight, so they kept in the glow of the industrial mammoth squatting on its surface. The city remained illuminated around the clock, and even when it was nominally night, Barda’s eyes were good enough to make out not just the snowfall, but the residential buildings beyond the snow. He scrutinized them, as though he would be able to glimpse a flash of orange and black through a hole in a rooftop, but they remained uniform and impenetrable.

Behind him, the glass door slid open. Raja Himana, Garro’s wife, stepped onto the balcony. “Tiger Barda,” she said with a smile, “do you find the snow more interesting company than us?”

He gave her a polite smile. Himana was petite, for a tiger, with a casual smiling manner that always put him at ease. A traditional silk wrap, gold, red, and blue, circled her waist, but in contrast to many of the company wives, she wore no more jewelry than a simple gold ring in one ear and a beautifully crafted glass brooch that Garro had given her for their tenth anniversary. Barda had procured it for him, and looking at it now reminded him of how delighted Himana had been when Garro had given it to her. Then it reminded him of his own tenth anniversary, and his smile faltered. To cover it, he turned back to the window.

“More interesting? No. The snow is always there, whenever I care to see it,” he said.

“But it is interesting.” She stepped up to his side and pointed to a flake on the glass, an instant before it melted against the meager warmth that radiated through the glass. “I like to stand here and watch the patterns in the flakes as they meet the glass. They persist for a moment and then…gone.” She traced the drop of water with one claw as it trickled down the glass. “Sad. But beautiful.”

“Hm.” He’d always preferred to turn his attention to more permanent things. “You’ve made the apartment lovely.”

She bowed her head. “Thank you. We are grateful that you can provide the luxuries to make it so. Will you come join us for dinner?”

He could smell the food now through the open door. “Of course,” he said, and walked back into the apartment after her.

Unlike Barda, Garro and Himana had both been born and raised on New Tibet, and the dinners they served reflected that. Off-world delicacies dotted the table in side dishes, counterpoints to New Tibet’s staple: fish, and more fish. Exotic and rare fish, to be sure, but all of it from the waters off the island of this planet. Barda had once given Garro a present of ten pounds of Darsinian fieron, one of his personal favorites, and had been surprised to see it served in appetizers at an evening party hosted by his second-in-command eight months later. He hadn’t thought that Garro could have procured another shipment from off-world without him knowing, but the other tiger reluctantly admitted that they’d frozen the meat and were still eating it. They liked it, he hastened to assure his superior, but it was too rich to make a single meal of.

Barda would have gone crazy on a diet of nothing but fish, but he didn’t mind the occasional dinner of it, especially tonight. Returning home to his empty apartment had not improved his mood, and despite Susanne’s near-frantic insistence on cooking dinner for him, he did not wish to eat alone at the large table.

Tonight, Garro had set out a dinner of whitefin, a meatier fish that Barda particularly liked. The accompanying array of sauces, spread artfully in little dishes around the main plate, combined to form a lovely aroma. Barda savored them with the crisp, delicious fish, supplemented with the side of Imarkan steamed grain, but his eyes kept straying to the window and the snow and clouds beyond.

Garro brought up some work issues, problems he’d been dealing with in Barda’s absence. He’d handled them competently, it sounded like, so Barda confined himself to short answers and nods, and focused his thoughts on his current problem.

“What was the name of that hare in your division?” Barda interrupted at one point. “The one who tried to start his own investigation firm?”

Garro shook his head. “Hare? I don’t remember.”

“Could you look that up?”

“Of course. As I was saying…er, the financial reports seemed to indicate…”

Barda continued eating, reaching every few minutes to his inside jacket pocket to feel the weight of his radio and wondering why Kara or Lapis wasn’t calling him back. Garro was talking about him moving back into his office, and he nodded. “I’ll be back there tomorrow, or maybe the day after. I haven’t really decided yet.”

“There’s a meeting scheduled for…”

“I’m sure you can handle it,” Barda said. “I might have to go down to the slums if something happens with Lapis.”

The table went quiet. He saw Garro and Himana look at each other, but didn’t take any notice. He went on, still thinking. “I’ll need some bodyguards to go down there. I’ll have Kara recommend some people from the main building security force.”

“Barda,” Garro said cautiously. “I do very much appreciate the confidence you’ve shown in me in allowing me to supervise the company operations, but with the investor meeting coming up next month and the shuttle arrival happening in two weeks, I really think it’s essential that you return to your office as soon as possible.”

“You can handle the shuttle,” Barda said. “I need to show Tyrrrix that he can’t do this kind of thing for me. I need to be there for Meli.”

Again, awkward silence, broken by Garro. “The company needs you, too.”

“Meli needs me more. She’s out there, alone, in danger.”

Garro nodded. “Of course. But…what, exactly, can you do?”

“I have to do everything I can.” He glared at the other tiger, who dropped his eyes to his plate.

“Of course,” he murmured. “I was simply saying that—”

“I heard what you said,” snapped Barda.

He ate the rest of his fish in silence, fuming at Garro’s remark. Of course his second had no children, so how could he possibly understand? It wasn’t a matter of what he could do, it was a matter of what he couldn’t do—he couldn’t sit by and wait for someone else to decide Meli’s fate. He couldn’t let the Shivers think they could get what they wanted through bullying. He couldn’t let good, stubborn, dependable, unintelligent Lapis be the only one to work the investigation. He couldn’t let any possible angle that would save his pride and his daughter go unexplored. Lapis couldn’t deal with the Shivers, and might not understand what certain clues meant. Even Kara didn’t know everything.

His radio chirped while he was waiting for Himana to finish her dinner so that they could have dessert. He got up without a word and strode to the patio, closing the glass door behind him. “Yes,” he barked into the radio.

Kara’s voice came back. “I have Lapis, sir. I’ll put him through.”

The connection got much, much worse. He heard the large tiger’s voice from a great distance away through a haze of snow. “Hello, sir.”

“Lapis,” he said. “What’s happening?”

“Sir, we captured…accessing the account. Took him into custody…a series of questions. Unfortun…not survive the interrogation.”

“What? Did you say he did not survive?” His paws clenched into fists. They’d killed the suspect? The only lead to Meli? The Shivers had had a hand it that, he was sure. They’d not think twice about killing one of their own if it meant furthering their own plans. They’d better have gotten some information out of him first, or else Lapis was going to be looking for a new job tomorrow morning. He glared off into the storm and waited for the reply.

It came in a loud burst of static. “…sorry, sir. We tried the best…just didn’t have the stamina to…”

“Did you get any useful information out of him?”

“…repeat, sir?”

“Did you get any useful information out of him?” he repeated, more loudly. His heart pounded in his chest. This was the best lead they’d gotten, by far. I’m coming. He could feel the nearness of his daughter, could see her reaching out to take his paw.

“No.” That word came through clearly. Meli’s image fell away from him. Then there was more static, during which Barda gathered his breath to speak the words you’re fired. “…captured another suspect tonight.”

His ears shot up. The dismissal died on his tongue. “Lapis, listen to me. Bring him back here immediately.”

“Sir, we can…”

“No!” he shouted the words. If this suspect died too, there would be nothing left. And he badly wanted to be in a room with someone himself, to hear with his own ears the reason for what they did and everything they knew. His free paw, the one against the glass, curled into a fist so tight that it forced his claws out against his pads. He didn’t notice the pain.

“…nothing to do with…”

“Lapis,” he snarled, “can you hear me?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Bring this suspect to me.” He enunciated each word loudly.

Between bursts of static, he heard, “Yes, sir.”

“You haven’t told the Family about this?”

“…repeat?”

“Do not tell the Family,” he said. “Do not tell the Family about this suspect. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Repeat it back to me.”

“I said, yes, sir!”

“No,” he growled, enunciating again. “Repeat back what I said.”

“To bring…suspect to you. …Family about it.”

“Say again!”

“Bring suspect…not tell the Family about it.”

“All right.” He relaxed against the glass. It was cold against his fur, but it steadied him. He unclenched his paw and laid it flat against the cold. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

A loud burst of static made him pull the radio away from his ear. He cut the connection and called Kara back. Glancing inside as he lifted the radio again, he saw Garro looking out at him from the table, where Himana was standing with her back to him. He turned back to the sky and the snow.

“Sir?”

“Kara, Lapis is going to be bringing a suspect back to the office. Have him sent to my private office and let nobody else know about it.” He kept his voice low, wondering now if Garro could hear him through the glass.

“Yes, sir.”

“Make sure Lapis doesn’t screw this one up. The other suspect they were interrogating died.”

“Killed?”

“That’s what I understood. I don’t know what happened, but you can get the details from him if you like. It’s especially important that no Family people know about this one. I don’t want anything going wrong.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll see to it.”

“Thank you, Kara. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Good night, sir.”

“Call me if there are any other developments.”

“Of course, sir.”

He broke the connection and stared out into the far-off wastelands. Every day brought him a little closer to getting Meli back, and then he would get even with the ones who’d done this, even if it took him the rest of his life. As he turned, he noticed at his waist level a smear of blood on the glass. His paw was bleeding from being clenched so tightly, but it wasn’t serious. He licked the blood clean before opening the glass door.

When he walked back into the dining room, Garro was standing next to the table and Himana was nowhere in sight. Garro handed him a small conical glass with an amber liquid inside. “Trandarian Port,” he said, with a smile that was more polite than sincere.

Barda sniffed it. “This is the 3201, isn’t it?”

Garro nodded, raising another glass of his own. “Best of the lot.” He cleared his throat. “To your daughter’s safe return.”

Clearly his way of making up for his earlier ignorant comments. It was at least a well-intentioned gesture, and the prospect of getting his paws on someone who knew something inclined Barda to forgive the earlier transgression. “Thank you,” he said, and drank.

The liquid’s sweet, fruity tang lingered around the edges of his tongue and made his mouth tingle pleasantly. The wounds from his fight came to life briefly at the sting of the alcohol, not long enough to hurt, just long enough to remind him they were there. He ran his tongue across the inside of his mouth and rubbed his sore pad again. Those were marks that he would not be defeated, that his enemies had tried and failed. He wore the pain proudly, though he bore the fatigue with ever-decreasing patience.

“No dessert?” he asked, returning the glass.

“Himana’s just getting it from the servants now,” Garro said. “I thought we’d have a drink before she brings it in.”

Barda nodded. “As it turns out, I will be in the office tomorrow,” he said.

“Oh, good.” Garro brightened, his ears coming up and tail curling up behind him. “I’ll schedule a meeting to go over the numbers for…”

Barda shook his head. “No meetings. I’ll be taking an important delivery and I won’t want to be disturbed.”

“But…” Garro lowered his ears under his superior’s glare. “I’ll just write up a report and send it to you, then.”

“That will be fine,” Barda said. “Thank you.”


First Interlude

The pain manifested as a blank emptiness, a hole she’d seen out of the corner of her eye for days that was now inescapably in front of her, inside her. She couldn’t turn away from it, couldn’t make herself think about anything but Jeff. It was so easy to think that he was just out on one of his missions, that he’d been held up and would return sometime. What had changed? Only Jac’s proof.

It hadn’t been easy for him to tell her. She’d kept her composure, because in a way she’d known since that first moment on the transport that she’d never see him again. She knew, too, that it was at least as hard for Jac as it was for her. He and Jeff had grown up together, black and white, the same age in the same neighborhood, the only wolf and the toughest fox. She could count on one paw the number of times she’d seen one without the other before she and Jeff had been married, and there weren’t many after, either.

Jac had hugged her; no, they’d hugged each other, and she thought perhaps he expected her to cry, but the shock was too new and too old. “Remember the ones / Who have gone to Wolf’s pack / Though you can’t go there yet / And no one can come back,” she sang softly, and they held each other for a while longer, exchanging comfort and strength.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

Jac nodded. “I will be. Are you?”

“I don’t know. If I hadn’t…”

“You can’t blame yourself,” he said. “You had to do this.”

“Did I, Jac?”

His short muzzle and stubby ears took on an uncharacteristic gravity in the moonlight’s shadows. “Yeah,” he said, “you did. I know it. So did Jeff.”

The sound of his name silenced them for a short while.

“It doesn’t hit you right away,” Shamil said.

He shook his head. “No. Little by little.”

“Who’s going to carry six boxes of bandages at once?”

His vulpine eyes gleamed in the soft cloud-filtered moonlight. “Who’s going to call me ‘Shorty’?”

“Who’s going to clear the sidewalk in front of the hospital before more snow falls?” Shamil pictured the black shape in his white coat, laboring so that people could get into the hospital easily, turning to smile at her. “Who’s going to fix the roof, Jac?”

“Shh.” He cupped his ears forward. “I’ll fix the roof.”

He was asleep now, all soft white fur on the cot next to Shamil. He slept without a cover when they visited Ghost Town; Shamil never could, not even in the unnaturally warm air. She watched his chest rise and fall and envied him the oblivion of sleep.

Across the cabin, Meli slumbered under a sheet, on the cot that should have been Jeff’s. Shamil remembered him pushing his cot next to hers, his arm laying across her belly, the time they’d left Jac to watch the hospital and had the cabin all to themselves, making love on the cots, panting and laughing at the open door and windows and the rickety old plastic frames that threatened to fall apart at any second.

The shadowed shape of the tigress blurred. Shamil blinked, feeling a surge of anger and loss, and lurched forward across the cabin. She could hear Meli’s breathing, standing over the supine form, could see the rise and fall of her chest, and her paws squeezed the air. It wasn’t fair for this spoiled girl to be here, while Jeff lay under the earth, interred in some bizarre ghost ritual rather than cremated. Could his spirit even join Wolf without benefit of fire? Of course it could.

She stared down at the tigress, her own breathing harsh. As quickly as it had come, her anger subsided, leaving her weak-kneed. Hurting Meli would not bring Jeff back, would not in fact help anything, and Shamil couldn’t bring herself to harm the young tigress anyway. She pulled the blanket up over Meli’s shoulders.

After the tigress’s peaceful breathing had calmed her, she stumbled back to her own cot and sat down, head in her paws. I should never have gone ahead with this. Million credits, promises, none of it should have mattered. So what if Jeff told me we could do it? It was my decision, mine alone, and now Jeff is gone, Cab’s in danger, Farley too, maybe, and we’d already lost Olly.

That left who? Her, Jac, and Marsha, and the hare would be next to useless. But at least she’d be alive.

Jac growled softly in his sleep, drawing her attention. His muzzle was contorted in a desperate-looking snarl against some dream, his paw flung out to the side as if asking for her help. Perhaps his sleep was not as oblivious as she’d thought. She covered his paw with her own, squeezing gently, and he squeezed back but did not wake. Slowly, his muzzle relaxed, his breathing slowed, and peace returned to his sleep. Shamil gently lifted her paw from his and lay down on her cot.

Jac’s presence reminded her that she was not alone, not as long as he was alive. She had no doubt he’d remain behind, and she would need him for sure. He’d always been more conservative than Jeff, taking the responsibility of the hospital’s security seriously while Jeff disappeared for hours and sometimes days on his “missions” for supplies they needed, raids he wouldn’t tell her all the details of because he knew she’d forbid them if she knew. What she had known, deep in her heart, was that one day Jeff would not come back. But the difference between knowing it would happen and knowing it had happened was a yawning chasm wider than the one outside their window.

Jac had known the same thing, and she knew he was feeling the same grief she was. Tomorrow, perhaps, they could talk, could share their feelings and start to heal. But tonight, she was alone.

What she wanted, more than anything, was time to grieve. She wanted to feel the hole in her life, all the rough edges of it, cut her paw pads on them and let the blood flow until the wounds were healed. She didn’t want to be responsible for Meli, for Jac, for Jonathan and Selena, for Marit and Jason and Piotr, for Marsha and Farley and Cab and all the patients in the hospital. In time, she knew, she would fill in the hole, but all alone in the night, in the cabin in Ghost Town, it swallowed her up.

She closed her eyes and tried hard to imagine that the yawning darkness suffocating her was black fur, suffused with his familiar dear scent. At times, tantalizing wisps of his scent tickled her nose and then vanished, but mostly the darkness was a scentless, bottomless abyss through which she tumbled, all through the night and into the morning.


16: Interrogation

Normally, Barda had good enough control to keep his claws in when walking on the thick carpet. In the four and a half hours he spent waiting for Lapis to arrive with the prisoner, his control lapsed four times, each resulting in a snag and a curse while he worked the claw free from the thick pile.

When Kara beeped him to say that Lapis had arrived, he told her to make sure he used the private entrance, and then strode out to her desk, pacing until the captain arrived with two officers and a captive black wolf in tow. He took Lapis aside into his office while the two tigers dragged the bound and struggling figure into the antechamber under Kara’s wary eye.

“Where did you find him?” Barda asked eagerly as he shut the door. “What’s his connection? Does he know anything about Meli?”

Lapis blinked, looking bemused under the barrage of questions. “We found him in the hospital,” he said slowly. “He was tied up in one of the beds, and the patients said he came to kidnap the female tiger.”

“Excellent,” Barda rubbed his paws together. “Has he told you anything?”

The captain shook his head. “Not a thing. But we haven’t interrogated him. On your orders.”

“Very good, Lapis. And the…Family doesn’t know about him?”

“Well…” Barda narrowed his eyes as Lapis hesitated. “We didn’t let them search the hospital. Not at first. The wolves with us waited outside, but one of my men saw them through the window, meeting with another pair of wolves. Later, he said, they were sniffing all around the edge of the hospital. We got the prisoner out to a transport without them seeing, but they still asked if we’d captured anyone. And it looks like he broke in through the roof, and one of the wolves—the ones with us, not the new ones—was on the roof after we got out to the transport.”

“What did the new wolves look like?” Barda asked.

Lapis scratched his head. “Now, funny you should ask, sir. All wolves look alike to me. You know, the two they sent with us, they both wear those black trenchcoats and I can’t tell them apart. But the two they were talking to…my man said one was white and wore a white coat.”

“And the other was black with a black coat,” Barda finished. “And they carried guns.”

“He didn’t see guns, but I suspect they all do,” Lapis said. “Do you know ‘em, sir?”

“I know of them.” If Night and Bright were involved, then the operation was not going smoothly. Maybe the original group of Shivers had fought over what to do, and the winners had overpowered this one dissenter and left him tied up. In which case, the Shivers might not know where his daughter was now, either.

But the captive in the other room, he at least would know what they’d intended to do. And if he’d crossed his own Family, then his life was worthless except to Barda. The tiger flexed his paws and smiled.

Kara was hovering by the door when he opened it to let Lapis leave. She had a sheaf of papers in her paw and an expression that told him she needed to talk to him. For a moment, he considered sending her away; he wanted so badly to start the interrogation.

“Sir,” she said, “I think we should talk before you begin.” She rattled the papers.

He could wait. The situation was coming under his control now. “Very well,” he said, and stepped aside so she could come into his office.

She closed the door behind her. “He’s Family, sir,” she said tersely.

“I know,” he said, looking at her papers.

She held them up. “There’s more. He’s an operative. We have a file on him.”

“It doesn’t surprise me,” he growled. “Is that all?”

She looked down at the papers in her paw and then laid them on his desk. “I just want you to be careful, sir. You know how the Family is.”

His eyes narrowed. “Yes, I do,” he said.

Kara held her breath for a moment and then exhaled. “All right, sir. Do you want me to arrange some accommodations for the…prisoner?”

“Yes. Somewhere here in the building, private. A bed and a toilet, nothing more.”

“Yes, sir. I guess one of the guest quarters will be suitable. I’ll have someone put a lock on the door.”

“Thank you, Kara.” His tail twitched impatiently, and she got the hint.

When she’d left, he glanced at the file, assembled from surveillance and research done by his own team, standard practice for any Family they came in contact with. The wolf’s name was Vrissa Deloup, the file said, and there were two cases in which he’d been sent to attend to something on TeraMine property: three years ago, he’d picked up a “donation,” and six months after that, he’d helped convince a TeraMine shift boss to stop paying such close attention to the inventory in a certain warehouse. Moving up in the world. He’d obviously not been sent on such low-priority (to them) assignments after that. The picture showed him with grey fur, but the description noted that he had taken to coloring his fur black. It didn’t say why in the file.

Another Deloup. His pulse quickened with anticipation. Probably no relation, but…they were both Family, and maybe he’d taken to coloring his fur black in admiration of an older, black-furred relative named Jefferson. He set the file on his desk and walked out into the antechamber, grinning.

“Leave us,” he told Lapis and the two officers, “and Lapis, lock the door behind you.” He bared his teeth to the wolf, who stood against the wall with both paws tied behind his back. “I don’t wish us to be disturbed.”

Vrissa Deloup wore only a pair of black pants, tattered at the hems. He stared defiantly back as Barda paced the antechamber, back and forth, without saying a word. Barda did not have to wait long for the young wolf to speak. “There’s nothing I can tell you,” he said.

Barda stopped pacing and glared through the wolf’s eyes. Vrissa flattened his ears and looked down, and Barda, pleased that his stare could produce the desired effect on someone who was not even his employee, spoke. “Jefferson Deloup.”

The wolf’s ears flicked, but otherwise he didn’t react. Barda persisted. “You know him.”

Now Vrissa lifted his head to look at Barda again. “I don’t know him.”

Barda took a step closer to the black wolf. Now he could see the shiny finish of the paint, and the patches of grey fur where it had rubbed off. “You’ve heard of him. Where did he take my daughter?”

He asked the question before he remembered that Jefferson was dead, or that he thought Jefferson was dead.

There was no body.

Vrissa stared back at him with blank green eyes. “They took your daughter to the hospital,” he said.

“They,” Barda repeated. “And you joined them there later, didn’t you?” He was barely a foot away. He could smell the acrid odor of the wolf’s breath, could smell the hunger churning in his stomach. He pushed a claw against the firm black-painted stomach. “You fought with them.”

The wolf’s nostrils flared, and then Barda felt the warm exhalation of his breath again. “My Family will be getting worried,” he said. “You can’t keep me here.”

Such a haughty twist to his muzzle, Barda thought. All these wolves thought themselves so powerful because they could dominate the lower races. This one had obviously not had much experience with true power. “Your Family is not happy with you,” he said. “I doubt they’ll even miss you.”

There. Just a wisp of fear, quickly masked, but enough to tell him he was on the right scent, even though the wolf said, “They’ve already missed me.”

“Then why were you left for my men to find?” He had no response to that. Barda drew his lips back in a smile. “This doesn’t have to be unpleasant. I’m sure they’re following the original plan, so all you have to tell me is what the plan is, where they took her after the hospital, and I’ll let you go to your quarters.” Barda leaned closer, looming over the wolf and drawing his paw up the captive’s stomach. He was aware of exactly how much his claws were scratching the skin below the fur as he made the implicit threat, and how hard Vrissa was working to maintain his confident demeanor.

The wolf stared bravely up at him. “You don’t frighten me,” he said.

Barda could feel his blood grow colder as he fixed his eyes on the wolf’s. The smaller creature’s ears flattened, but he met Barda’s eyes for a good five heartbeats before flicking downward. “This doesn’t have to be pleasant, either,” the tiger whispered finally.

“I’m part of a Family,” the wolf said, trying to meet Barda’s eyes. “You’re all alone.”

All alone. The words rushed through Barda’s head, and he saw again Meli fleeing through the snow, and the black shape dropping his bodyguards as he watched. I’ve already killed one of you, he meant to say, but the words came jerkily from his muzzle and he said, “I already killed you.”

“You can’t…” the black wolf panted, and then twisted away from Barda, stumbling to one side. Eyes wide, his arms worked frantically to free himself.

Barda felt something damp on his paw and held it up to his muzzle. Only when he smelled blood did he realize he’d dug his claws into the wolf’s stomach. He retracted his claws and let the wolf watch as he licked the blood off his fingers. The taste of fur paint and the sour taste of the wolf himself mingled on his tongue under the thick, rich tang of blood. Slowly, he walked forward again, the icy coldness he’d felt now giving way to hot rage, that this pathetic creature dared to tell him what he could and could not do. “You are an insect,” he growled. “You mean nothing to me, and less to your precious Family. If I ripped your worthless hide from your body and hung it on my wall, nobody would notice you were gone. If I locked you away for the rest of your life, nobody would miss you.”

“You’ll never get your daughter back without me,” the wolf said, and his fear was more than just a wisp now. He backed away from Barda into a corner of the office, trying to wedge himself between the wall and one of Kara’s potted plants, a slender flowering bush as tall as his chest.

“Where did they take her?” He grabbed the wolf and slammed him hard to the floor. Following him down, he turned him onto his back and wrapped a paw around his throat, deliberately extending his claws into the thick skin. “Where?!”

Vrissa’s eyes widened. He bucked and struggled against the tiger’s grip, opening his muzzle and pulling in long, gasping breaths. “Hospital,” he struggled to say.

“Another hospital? Which one?” He tightened his grip.

“Fortieth!” His voice was little more than a croak now, his body thrashing. He tried feebly to kick Barda, but the tiger was straddling his body, affording him no leverage.

“Good,” Barda purred, without releasing his grip. The echo of another time, pinning another wolf, brought heat to his blood and power to his fingers. “And why did you kidnap her?”

The wolf was silent, staring at him. He squeezed harder, feeling blood trickle over his fingers again. “M-money!” Vrissa choked out.

“You’re lying,” Barda hissed. “Tyrrrix doesn’t need money.”

“Power!”

Barda considered the struggling wolf for another moment, then released his throat and stood up. He watched the wretched thing writhe on the carpet, sucking in air, and walked into his office without another word.

He made two calls: one to Kara telling her to come get the captive and take him to his quarters. “He’s docile,” he said. “He won’t give you any trouble.”

The next call was to Jonah. “Find me a hospital with ‘fortieth’ in its name, or on a Fortieth street or in a Fortieth district. Call Lapis when you do and have him take ten—no, fifteen—men out there.”

As he was finishing the call to Jonah, he heard Kara in the outer office. It sounded like she’d brought one of his security patrol back with her; he heard her giving directions to a small room on the fourth floor of the building just off the private elevator. He smiled, licking his fingers clean. He’d so wanted to keep squeezing, to choke the life from that arrogant creature, but he would at least wait and see if the information he’d given was good. Maybe he’d let him run back to his superiors, tail between his legs.

He contemplated his own mutilated tail, and grinned savagely. Maybe he’d send him back without his tail, in revenge for the one the other wolf had taken from him. That would be fitting, and would teach him a good lesson. He called up his terminal and started looking for hospitals with ‘fortieth’ in their description himself.

Kara knocked on his door and opened it without waiting for a reply. “Sir,” she said, “he’s on his way down to the fourth floor. I noticed that he was bleeding and instructed the officer to have a doctor attend to his wounds.”

Barda waved a paw. “No need. They’re superficial.”

“Sir, he’s Family. We need to keep him in good health.”

“I said, no need. He’s disgraced from his Family, and anyway, he’s not important. He’s just one of their hired killers, and not a very good one.”

Kara looked doubtful, but didn’t go on. “Raja Garro would like to meet with you at your convenience.”

His radio buzzed, and he nodded assent to Kara as he picked it up. Jonah’s voice came through clearly. “Three hospitals meet those criteria, sir,” he said. “One on a One Hundred Fortieth street, one in the One Hundred Fortieth district, and one in the Three Hundred Fortieth district.”

“None of them just Fortieth?”

“No, sir.”

He growled, wishing the prisoner hadn’t gone already. “All right. Send the info to Lapis’s office. Tell him to take ten men to each location.”

“Thirty men, sir?”

“Yes. If he has any questions, he can call me.”

Kara was still waiting patiently. “What time should I tell Raja Garro, sir?”

“Whenever.” He returned to his search, now looking up the three hospitals Jonah had mentioned. “Do you know where that hospital was where Lapis found the prisoner?”

“I can find out, sir. I’ll have him call you.”

“Thank you, Kara.” He barely noticed when she left.

Lapis did call him, later, and it was a sign of his distress that the normally stolid tiger ignored Barda’s initial question about the hospital location. “Sir, Jonah said you authorized the removal of thirty men from our security force to investigate these locations.”

“That’s right.”

“Sir, I…” he paused, and then forged ahead. “Our security force is only sixty-three, plus twelve reserves.”

“Sixty-three is more than thirty, isn’t it?” Barda growled. “I fail to see what the problem is.”

“Sir…” Lapis paused again, and Barda could almost hear the tiger grappling for words. “Am I to understand that you are authorizing me to leave certain areas of our operations unsupervised for the time it will take to investigate these locations?”

“I don’t see how I can make it any more clear.” His tone made it clear that he didn’t want to have to.

Even Lapis understood. “Yes, sir,” he said.

Garro came by an hour later, when Barda was writing another message to Jonah asking for histories on one of the people involved in the staff of the hospital in the Three Hundred Fortieth district. Barda waved him to a chair, and Garro sat, but leaning forward.

Barda finished his message and sent it off, keeping one eye on the screen for a reply. “What?”

“Sir, did you really authorize the use of thirty security forces…”

“Yes,” he snapped. “I needed them.”

“Listen,” Garro said, “I sympathize, believe me. But you are putting the company at risk on a chance that may not even work out.”

He had Barda’s full attention now. The older tiger fixed his eyes on Garro and growled, “I am aware of what I am doing. The top priority now is restoring my honor by getting Meli back.”

“The top priority for TeraMine?”

“I am TeraMine,” Barda said. “So what I need you to do is focus on putting that into effect. I’m sure you can rotate some men in to minimize the impact on our security.”

Garro looked steadily back at him, gathering his thoughts. “We’ve been colleagues for twelve years,” he said. “Friends for eleven. I love Meli almost as much as you do. I have your best interests at heart. And hers, too. Okay?” Barda nodded, warily. “Let Lapis conduct his investigation. You are TeraMine. We need you here.”

“When I first arrived here from Old Earth,” Barda countered, “you didn’t trust my decisions. Haven’t I proven myself many times over?”

“Yes,” Garro said. “That’s why I’m asking you to reconsider your actions.”

“If I allow them to kidnap my family and I show weakness, this,” he waved his arm around, “means nothing to me.”

“But it means something to the rest of us. You need to be able to see that.”

“I see it,” Barda said coldly. “Tell me why I should care.”

Garro stared at him for a long time, and Barda held his gaze without flinching. As good and trusted a right-hand man as Garro was, it was important that he understand that Barda’s decisions were made in sound mind. The best thing for TeraMine was that Barda be able to run its operations, and the only way that could happen was for him to get Meli back. If Garro couldn’t see that, then, good friend or no, he could be replaced. He didn’t need to say it aloud; he was sure the younger tiger could see it in his gaze.

“Very well,” Garro said, “I’ll make it work with as little disruption as possible.” He stood up and walked to the door without a good-bye.

Barda let the disrespect slide. Jonah had just replied to his message.


17: Escape

The sight of the transport in the early morning light reminded Meli that she hadn’t seen Marsha in days. Yesterday, she would not have sought out the hare, but she saw Selena moving between the buildings and instinctively walked quickly towards the transport. With the tatters of last night’s experience still blowing through her mind, she didn’t need to hear about the loving embrace of the Circle.

As she approached, she was struck with the idea that Marsha could tell her more about her situation. The hare might let something slip without the restraint of Shamil or the threat of Jac to keep her in check.

The smell of the air inside made her gag when she opened the transport door. “Close it!” Marsha hissed at her. Meli took a deep breath of the clean outside air and stepped inside, shutting the door behind her.

“You’re not even leaving to go to the bathroom?” She noted that the hare had at least had the decency to hide her business behind a stack of boxes. There was no hiding the smell, though, not in the close confines of the small vehicle.

“I’m used to living in terrible conditions,” Marsha said. “Something you wouldn’t understand.”

“I can understand not making your situation worse.” Meli backed away toward the front seats. The air smelled a little fresher there, even if it was only her imagination.

“Oh, can you?” Marsha sneered at her. “This whole situation is your fault to begin with.”

“My fault? Have you forgotten that you kidnapped me off the street…”

The hare cut her off. “Yeah, yeah, I know. But we’re stuck here because of you.”

“Why did you kidnap me?” Meli asked, since the subject had been broached.

Marsha snorted. “For the money. What do you think?”

“Is that really all?” She imagined how one of her adventure heroines would get information. “Shamil said there was something more.”

“So go ask her.”

“I would, but she’s not talking now.”

“She’s sick, isn’t she? I knew it. I knew she couldn’t walk around this hellhole and stay healthy.”

“No, she’s not sick,” Meli said. “She’s mourning because the Shivers brought back some piece of Jeff.” She stared at the hare.

Marsha’s ears twitched, and then she looked away. “Well, that’s too bad for her.”

“I guess it is,” Meli said, and was surprised to find herself irritated at the hare’s callous response. If even she, a kidnap victim who hadn’t known the wolf at all, had gotten upset, shouldn’t one of his friends at least shed a tear?

“She should never have married him,” Marsha said. “He came from trouble and he was always chasing trouble.”

“So this scheme was his idea?”

“Well, I can’t imagine Shamil coming up with some lunatic kidnap scheme like this. And now look at us.” She gestured to the boxes vaguely.

Meli sighed. If the scheme had been Jeff’s idea, then she might never get closer than she already was. She would have to ask Shamil herself if she wanted answers.

“I’m glad Farley’s out there. He’s at least eating well,” Marsha continued. “I wish you’d leave so we could get out of here already.”

“Don’t you think I want to leave?” Meli snapped, her reverie broken.

“Then go! The bridge is right there. Good riddance.”

“You don’t care if the Shivers get me, and you don’t get your money?”

“At this point, I don’t care if you fall into the river and drown. I just want to go home.” Marsha pulled something out of a box and started chewing on it, making a loud crunching sound.

Meli stared at the white stick. “What is that?”

The hare looked warily at her. “You can’t have any. You already took all the rest of the supplies.”

“I don’t want it. I just want to know what it is. I can’t smell anything in this stinking place.”

“It’s just dried fish, that’s all. Nothing fancy.”

“Ugh.” Meli clambered towards the door. “I’ll be glad when Cab gets back with some real food, or at least some sauces. I’m already sick of fish.”

Marsha stood up abruptly. “Cab left? Where did he go? Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

“Don’t ask me,” Meli said, opening the door. “It was Shamil’s plan.”

“Close it!” shrieked the hare, and Meli stepped outside and swung the door shut with all her strength. She wouldn’t have described the air in Ghost Town as sweet and clean until that moment.

The town was full of shapes in white walking, stumbling, and limping towards the center building. She lifted her nose to the air and caught the faint scent of food. Lunchtime, and everyone was walking inward, away from her, ignoring her. She set off along the river, smoothing the blue dress as she watched them.

Meli would have thought she craved silence and solitude, but after her experience of the previous night, she wanted some kind of companionship. It was just like the Circle to pick the one day she wanted company to leave her…

…alone.

She looked down the river and then back at the town. The riverbank sloped gently downward until the rocky scree at the base of the mountain, and there was no real cover between it and the town. Still, with a little brisk walking, she’d be far enough that most of the half-blind cripples wouldn’t be able to see her, let alone catch her, and she could check out her suspicion that the river was more passable near where it issued from the mountain. If anyone did manage to stop her, she could claim she was just exploring.

The air grew warmer as she walked along the river, trying to move quickly without looking like she was moving quickly. She didn’t notice the edge of the plastic until she stepped off it, stumbling forward into the dirt. Looking around, she straightened up, saw nobody paying attention to her, and set off again.

In ten minutes, she had reached the halfway point between the town and the mountain. The dirt was full of small rocks that lodged between her toes, and only when she made sure once again that nobody was following did she stop to pick them out.

The river at this point still flowed some fifty feet beneath her, through a rocky gorge, but her spirits rose when she looked further down and caught a glimpse of a gradual slope on the far side of the river. The thought that she could be home by tonight cheered her and hurried her steps through the increasingly warmer air.

As she walked, she moved further from the river to keep her fur from getting sticky and her dress damp. She ran a paw over her dress and smiled. What would her father say when she showed up in this dress? What would Sashi say? She padded down the gentle slope, tail waving, as the mountain loomed larger and larger above her and the rush of the water issuing from the gash in its side grew louder.

When she reached the point on the riverbank opposite the sloping shore, she looked over the edge, and recoiled. The faint chemical smell that she had grown used to boiled out of the river here in almost visible waves, assaulting her nose on air hot as an oven. She tried shielding her eyes and nose and leaning over again, and this time managed to get a look at the near slope before pulling her head back, condensation dripping from her whiskers.

It wasn’t promising. The river was still thirty feet below, and the bank on her side was steep and rocky. She thought she’d seen a ledge she could drop down to, and maybe another handhold below that. If she could just get to within ten feet of the bottom, the river was narrow enough here that she could jump to the other side.

But she would have to do it through that haze of heat and chemical stench. And the water was radioactive, too; she mustn’t forget that. Not that that would matter much if she fell in. She doubted she’d live long enough to die of radiation poisoning. Still, she didn’t want to spend too much time close to it if she could avoid it.

She glanced back at the town again, and was alarmed to see movement, a white figure hurrying toward her. It was impossible to tell at that distance who it was, and she didn’t want to wait to find out.

Steeling herself to withstand the heat, she looked over the riverbank again and saw the ledge, seven or eight feet down. It was a foot and a half wide, maybe two feet. The heat and smell didn’t make her hesitate, but the steaming water rushing past below her did.

Come on, she told herself. What would your father do, or the heroes in your stories? Seize the opportunity, forge ahead, right? Make him proud of you.

She placed one paw on the riverbank and looked over her shoulder. The white figure was closer, maybe ten minutes away, because he wasn’t running. So maybe he hadn’t seen her yet.

She took one breath of air and then turned back to the ledge. The water hissed and roiled below, waves of heat pulsing like a living thing. She wished she had some rope. What if she slipped? What if the ledge gave way when she landed on it?

What if her father asked her, did you have a chance to escape?

The soil of the bank was soft under her paw. She hesitated another moment, and then swung herself down to the ledge.

Dirt showered down with her. She landed hard on the ledge and pushed herself against the side, heart beating hard, but the ledge didn’t give, and she didn’t slip. It didn’t occur to her until a heartbeat later that the ground itself was likely tainted, and then she brushed away the dirt that had fallen on her head and shoulders, as quickly as she dared. She couldn’t push away from the riverbank, though, and the soft reddish clay was already working itself into her fur as her fingers gripped the edge of a rock. For a moment, the entire clay wall of the bank seemed to pulse with wrongness, as if she could feel the radiation seeping into her fingers, and she felt herself on the verge of panic.

The hiss of the river below her reminded her of the more immediate danger. Just get off the ledge, she reminded herself. Get across the river, and you can get cleaned up later.

Easier said than done. She hadn’t seen where her next move would be from atop the bank, and now, closer to the river, it became increasingly harder to look over the side. Her eyes watered when she kept them open too long, and the steam and heat shimmer made it impossible to be certain whether the protrusion she saw below her was solid or not.

The other side of the ledge held more promise. Four feet below, she saw a flat rock, too short and narrow to be called a ledge, but still usable. Her eyes watered as she checked the first side again and saw nothing but rocks smaller than her paw in the clay wall. The spur of rock she’d seen before was a trick of the haze, a blurring of shadows. She sidled back and got to her knees, slowly lowering herself down to the rock she’d seen. From there, with luck, she’d only have to get down to one more foothold before she could chance a leap across the river.

Already, she was worried about her chances. What had appeared to be a manageable leap from the top of the bank now looked foolish, if not outright dangerous, and she was having trouble breathing from the heat and the thick chemical smell. Her father would not want her to make an escape attempt that put her life in danger, but now the image of the white figure running (walking?) toward her stuck in her mind. If Jac were to find her in mid-escape, he’d surely lock her in the cabin until they were ready to release her. She might never have a better chance than this.

By the time she’d spotted her next foothold, her dress was damp, her whiskers curled, and her eyes narrowed to slits. She made an attempt to step down, and just as she’d lifted one foot, she heard a voice above her on the river bank calling, “Melinda?”

It was hard to identify over the hiss of the river, but it definitely was not Jac or Shamil. It sounded more like Jonathan, but the blind hare couldn’t have come all this way himself. Regardless, whoever it was was not going to stop her. She turned around, and lowered herself carefully, bracing her chest against the ledge and feeling for the next rock with her toes.

Her pads found something hot and wet. She snatched her foot back and hung from the outcropping, starting to pant from the effort. Wet? She put her foot back down gingerly and felt that not only was the water hot, it was moving as well. Now she remembered the rivulets she’d seen flowing into the river by the bridge; the whole ground must be riddled with water, draining into the river, seeping through the earth.

It wasn’t too hot to bear, and as the voice called her name again overhead, she squeezed her eyes shut and tried to concentrate on freedom, not on the horrible things that might happen to her foot because it was soaking in radioactive water. She put more weight on it, easing the pressure on her chest, which the rock was starting to cut into.

Abruptly, the wet rock gave way below her feet. She clutched at her perch, jamming it further into her chest and making her next few breaths painful. Oh no oh no oh no. The river roared hungrily below her as she felt around for anywhere else to rest her paws, but the rocky clay was damp and slippery this far down, and neither of her feet could find purchase. She tried to lift herself up, and couldn’t get any further than she was; the rock wasn’t large enough nor her arms strong enough to lift her to a more secure perch. She let out a gasping cry, beginning to panic now, all her resolve to escape fled.

“Melinda?” She saw movement at the top of the river bank, and even the prospect of going back to Ghost Town made her heart leap. She looked up, and hope vanished as she met the dead white eyes of Jonathan. Alone, he would never be able to climb down and help her.

“H-here,” she gasped. “Get help.”

She was worried that he couldn’t hear her over the river, but he responded immediately. “Help is on the way,” he said, “but not quickly. It sounds as though your need is immediate.”

Even the short laugh hurt. “I can…try to hold on.” In her mind, she saw herself slipping, falling.

“How did you get down there?” the hare said.

“I climbed,” she coughed.

“I beg your pardon.” He was moving along the bank until he was directly above her. “I meant, did you climb down to a ledge or rock first, or did you fall?”

“Ledge,” she said, her breath tight.

“Can you tell me when I’m directly above it?”

She said, “Go right,” before she understood the import of his words. He started moving, but it was to his right, not hers, and it took him away from the ledge. “Other way,” she said, and then twisted her head to stare up at him. “You can’t…”

“Here?” he said, stopping just over the ledge. “How far down is it?”

“Seven feet,” she said, “but you can’t see.”

“I can hear,” he said, and dropped a pebble. It landed on the ledge and bounced past Meli. The river was so loud that it swallowed the pebble without a splash. “Hang on.”

She couldn’t look away. He swung himself over the edge in a quick motion and hung there, then dropped out of her sight onto the ledge above her. She waited for him to tumble past her into the river.

Then she saw his ears, getting closer to her, and his fingers extended over the edge of the ledge and curled around it, as though he were shaping its form himself. His head extended cautiously over, directly above her. “Melinda?”

“Here,” she said.

He must have been lying flat on the ledge. His shoulder extended over the side, he reached his arm down. “Can you reach me?”

He was wearing white gloves, smeared with red clay from his descent. His paw hovered a foot above her head. If she let go with one paw, she could reach him, but then what if she fell? “You can’t hold me.”

“Just grab on,” he said.

She tried to lift one paw, and her weight shifted so alarmingly that she clutched the rock again. “I’m scared,” she mewled.

“I promise you I can hold you,” he said. “Just grab my paw.”

“I’m trying!” She turned, pressing her back against the rocky wall, and tried to get some support from that. Desperately, she threw one hand up in the air, felt it brush his fingers, and then she fell back and had to clutch the rock again.









She panted, catching her breath, and let her aching muscles rest. One more time, she told herself. One more. She wouldn’t die in this boiling river. “Circle,” she gasped, “give me strength.”

She lunged up with one paw, and this time grabbed the hare’s gloved paw. She pushed up with her other paw on the rock, and then put all her weight on Jonathan. His body slid forward off the ledge up to the chest, and for one sick moment she imagined both of them tumbling down into the stream. But he stopped himself, his paw tight around hers. He pulled her up towards him, and then she was standing on her second perch, her head level with his until he stood.

Meli let go of his paw and leaned against the rock, drawing deep, sucking breaths. The air was hot and smelly, and she didn’t care, just needed it in her lungs. The pain in her chest diminished with each breath until there was nothing but a residual soreness.

Jonathan watched her patiently, until she said, “Thank you.”

He smiled. “Ready to come back up?”

She nodded, realized he couldn’t see her, and said, “Yes.”

“Do you need help?”

From you? Her first reaction died in her mouth as she imagined struggling up onto the ledge, trying to convince her tired arms to lift her up, while he waited and heard her struggles, even if he couldn’t see them. There was nobody else around, and she was tired and frightened. “Please,” she said meekly.

He extended his arm again without saying anything. She took hold of his glove and braced her other paw against the rock ledge he was lying on. “I’ll count to three and then pull,” he said. “One…two…”

On “Three,” he pulled, and she tried to lever herself up. Her knee smacked into the rock of the ledge, but the flaring pain subsided quickly and she found herself lying on the rock ledge, half on top of Jonathan. She scrambled to get to her feet, nearly overbalanced, and spun around to lean back against the clay.

Jonathan got to his feet, ignoring the reddish smears of clay on his white coat and gloves. “Does it seem possible that we’ll be able to get up to the river bank?”

Meli looked up at the two feet of rocky clay over her head, and the curve where it straightened out into the bank. “It’s possible,” she said doubtfully. “I could help you up, and then you could pull me to the top.”

“More able-bodied help is on the way,” he said, “if you would prefer to wait here. This seems a stable enough perch.”

“Yes, I think so,” she said. At least she wanted to wait until her heart slowed down.

“Very well,” Jonathan said, and rested against the rock himself.

The chemical smell was bearable here, and the air a little less oppressive. Meli closed her eyes and let the relief from her narrow escape fill her. She didn’t feel any obligation to tell him what she was doing there, but after a moment, Jonathan began to talk.

“You know, you have excellent instincts,” he said. “If you were going to get away from Ghost Town without going over the bridge, this is the best place to try it. The river is narrowest here, though the other bank is further than it looks.”

She kept her eyes closed; the thought flitted across her mind that he couldn’t see her either. “How do you know?”

“In my first year here, a wolf tried to get out this way. I hadn’t lost my eyesight yet, and I was called out here to treat him.”

“Treat him? What happened?”

“He jumped. The river carried him back here to this bank. He clung to the rock wall for an hour before anyone found him.”

She thought of the lemming with the twisted throat. “Did he survive?”

The hare smiled gently. “Of course not. Why do you think they called me?”

“What do you mean? Aren’t you a doctor?”

“Yes,” he said. “I tend to their needs, whatever they are.”

“Didn’t he need help?”

“Melinda,” he said just loud enough to be heard over the river, “he was in a great deal of pain.”

“So you just killed him?”

“I eased his pain.”

“I don’t understand. You’re a doctor. You’re supposed to help people.”

“I help them when they need my help to go on, and I help them when they’re in too much pain to continue.”

“Wait,” she said, opening her eyes and staring at him. “You…you kill the people here?”

“When they ask for it.”

“Does that happen often?”

His ears were both cupped towards her, but his eyes were looking to the far shore of the river. “It always happens.”

She wrapped her arms around herself. “That’s horrible.”

“It’s why they come here. For a few months or years of peaceful living, and then a peaceful passing.”

“Circle help me, that’s barbaric,” she said, but it occurred to her that probably many of the lesser races didn’t have the strength of will tigers did, to persist through pain and endure and fight on.

Jonathan didn’t argue the point, and she didn’t feel like discussing it any further, so she looked towards the far shore. “Then why did the wolf try to escape, if he came here on his own?”

“He wasn’t right in the head any more. His illness was in the brain, you see. A tumor that kept growing. They wouldn’t let him past the bridge, and he had it in his head that his family needed him. He ran down here in the middle of the night, because his legs worked perfectly well, and it took his housemate twenty minutes to come find me. We knew where he’d gone. Whenever they try to escape and they haven’t taken the bridge, they always come here.”

“Has anyone ever made it?”

He shook his head, and then said, “No.”

“Jonathan!”

She recognized the high voice: the ermine from the night before. “Down here, Marit,” Jonathan said, and when Meli twisted her head to look above her, she saw the ermine’s pointed muzzle looking down. He met her eyes briefly, but didn’t react.

“Need a paw up?”

“If you can manage. The lady first, please.”

Marit reached down one paw, half his body extending over the river bank. He gestured with his paws. “Come on. Grab hold.”

She hesitated, first because she didn’t think he would be able to hold her, and then because his paws were ungloved. “Come on,” he gestured impatiently.

“She was told not to touch us,” Jonathan said. “You’re not wearing gloves, are you?”

“She’s got a choice: she can take my paws or stand here ‘til she grows wings and flies to safety,” Marit said.

“Here.” Jonathan peeled off his right glove and held it up.

“Weasel above,” Marit grumbled, but reached for the glove.

Meli watched, realizing as she saw the ermine’s slender fingers outstretched that it wouldn’t help. He would have to touch the outside of the glove to put it on, and then the whole exercise would be pointless. “No,” she said. “It’s okay.” It was still bravery that was required of her, just of a different kind. She reached up without another word and took the ermine’s paws in hers.

He pulled up with remarkable strength and none of the gentleness Jonathan had, dragging her along the rocky wall before she could get any purchase with her feet. The ermine was not alone, she saw as she scrambled over the bank; the wolf Jason was holding his feet and helping to pull, which explained Marit’s strength and balance.

She brushed dirt from her dress, to little effect, and watched as the wolf and ermine hauled Jonathan up from the ledge. He lifted his nose to the air, turned toward her, and said, “Ready to walk back? I’ll take you first to the showers, so you can wash off.”

“Yes,” she said. She kept the paw that had touched the ermine apart, shaking it now and then, hoping that would drop some of the radioactive particles from it. It felt warmer, or was that her imagination? She set a quick pace, enough that the ermine had to half-run to keep up with her.

“Thank you gentlemen for coming to our aid,” the hare said as they trotted towards the town. “I have one more favor to ask of you.” Both ermine and wolf had put their hoods up again, so she couldn’t see their ears, but they turned slightly toward him. “No harm was done here. I’m sure the lady is embarrassed enough without her story being told throughout the town. I do hope I can count on your discretion.”

Meli raised her head in astonishment, redoubled when the wolf and ermine nodded and both said, “Sure.”

“Thank you,” Jonathan said.

“Yes,” Meli said, “thank you.” It felt odd to her, to say those words and acknowledge that they were doing her a favor and a service, but she had felt so desperate hanging from that ledge that she couldn’t remain silent. And Jonathan asking them not to tell the rest of the town was a kindness that deserved acknowledgment as well, but she didn’t want to say it in front of the others.

She got her chance when they reached the town. “We’re going back to our posts,” Marit said, pausing just outside the first house.

“Thank you again,” Jonathan said.

“Thank Tilly. She’s the one came and fetched us,” Jason said gruffly.

Jonathan smiled and waved as they left, and then guided Meli through the houses. “Listen,” she said, “thank you for not telling Jac or anyone. I appreciate it.”

“Don’t fret,” the hare said. “I understand your situation.”

“Do you?” she said bitterly. “I don’t think anyone does.”

“Of course they do. But you must understand theirs.”

“Understand that they’re criminals who kidnapped me?”

He turned his face and ears toward her, and stopped walking. “Understand that each of us has our own problems, our own dreams, and our own crises. Yours are no more or less important than anyone else’s.”

“Well,” she began, and then stopped. It would do no good to correct him by pointing out that she was the daughter of the third most powerful person on New Tibet. That probably meant as little to him as it did to the rest of the miscreants and cripples in this town.

“Doesn’t your Circle teach you that?” he said, and smiled slightly, setting off again. “I seem to recall Selena going on about it once or twice.”

She kept walking, remaining at his side. “Oh, the Circle just says that in the next life…that is, we’re all given equal opportunity, it’s up to us to make the best of it.”

“ ‘And in the end to meet our beginnings as we came into the world, alone and together.’ Is that how it goes?”

“Something like that.” She was hoping that Jonathan wasn’t another Circle proselytizer who was going to want to talk her ear off about it.

He chuckled as if he’d read her thoughts. “I’m no Selena,” he said, “and I don’t follow the Circle. But I find some of its philosophy interesting and applicable.” She didn’t respond, and he gestured to the white building ahead of them as he said, “Well, a discussion for another time, perhaps. Here are the showers.”

“Thank you,” she said, hurrying to the door, “and thank you for…for helping me.”

He bowed his head. “If you would repay me, you could come help me with my rounds this afternoon.”

She stopped in the doorway of the building, tail twitching, her hand itching to be washed. “Are you going to…you know…”

“No.” His expression remained serious. “Only medication and bringing dinners to some people.”

She was already filthy, and had touched one of the residents. If she didn’t go with him, she would have to either wander around on her own, or return to the cabin and the oppressive grief of Shamil. “All right,” she said.

The slick chemicals in the shower stung where they touched her nose. She had her doubts about how clean it was getting her fur, but her paws definitely felt raw and tingly afterwards. At least it made her feel cleaner, even though she had to put the same dirty dress back on. She’d almost forgotten what it was like to have clean laundry.

Jonathan greeted her as she emerged and walked away from the shower, trusting her to stay by him as he’d trusted her to guide him down the cliff face. The depth of his faith in her awed and shamed her. She remained quiet beside him, ready to warn him of obstacles, but he knew each one before she could open her mouth to say a word. He knew where each doorway was, needing only a light brushing of his fingertips to get around.

He led her through identical houses, with white furred bedridden shapes that all blurred together as soon as she left the house, but even though she didn’t remember the names they gave when Jonathan introduced them, she remembered the grateful smiles, the hoarsely whispered thanks, and the prayers offered to the blind hare as he made his rounds. “Are you in much pain?” he asked some of them, and though his tone was gentle, Meli felt the sinister undertones to it, and shivered.

“How long have you been the doctor here?” she asked, as they left another house.

“Four years now.” He strode easily along the path. When she wasn’t looking at his face, it was easy to forget his blindness.

“Was there no doctor before you arrived?”

His face turned, the milky white eyes not quite meeting hers. “Of course there was. There always is.”

“But how…I mean, so you just got sick at the right time to replace the other one?”

He chuckled. “I wasn’t sick when I arrived here. I accepted the assignment.”

Of course. She’d thought that because he was blind, he was just another resident who happened to be a doctor. In fact, he was a doctor who’d chosen to become a resident. “And you lost your sight afterwards?”

“Not completely. I can see light and dark, and I can move around well enough with my whiskers and ears.”

“Jac told me the radiation level here wasn’t dangerous.” She growled, not sure why she was surprised he’d lied to her.

“It isn’t terribly dangerous, but I drink the water and eat the food, and I make trips up to the main power plant area to scavenge for medical supplies. We’ve cleaned out two of the infirmaries, but I found a new one, my first year there.”

“You should send someone else, though,” Meli said. “You’re a doctor. It’s more important for you to keep your health.”

“I couldn’t adequately describe what I need. Besides, most of the residents aren’t in good enough health to make the trip, and the ones who are serve as our security force, which is just as important for keeping our residents in good health. It’s all right,” he said warmly. “Doctor is one of the most depressing professions on New Tibet. This is like a retirement, a place where most of the patients are agreeable, the weather is nice, and nobody will starve. I don’t need my eyes. I’ve seen enough for one lifetime.”

“I heard a poem like that.” Meli didn’t know why she wanted to change the subject. She’d read enough tragic stories in her time that she shouldn’t be bothered by this one just because it was real. “Would that I could put out my eyes / and by doing, end what they’ve seen / would you bring back my dear daughter / if I give up my sight, my queen?”

“That’s very sad,” Jonathan said. “Bernard would love it. We’re almost to his house. Who is the queen he is speaking to?”

Meli, who had remembered the poem chiefly for the “dear daughter” part, considered the whole. “I don’t know, really. The author was a bat, I think, from Dimeria. But I don’t think any of the countries on Dimeria is a monarchy.”

“Perhaps a goddess,” Jonathan said. “Ah, here we are.”

His ears pricked up as they approached another house. As they drew closer, Meli heard what he’d heard: muttering, words being thrown together and thrust apart. “The points, the spires, the edges, the tips! The tips of the flakes, the tips of the snow, the points of the snow, the flakes of the snow…”

“Hello, Bernard,” Jonathan called out. “Composing again?”

The muttered words trailed off into silence, and the snow leopard’s voice floated out to them. “Come in, Jonathan. No, not composing, just…whiling away the time. Naught else to do now my scribe is gone.”

They entered the small house, Meli ducking under the low doorjamb. Bernard lay in bed just as she’d seen him previously, staring at the ceiling with one paw draped across his chest and the other trailing flat on the floor. He turned his head to look at them. “Welcome back, Lady Melinda,” he said.

His voice made her shiver, at first, and she looked away from the light in his eyes to the table stacked with paper. “Hello,” she said.

“Thank you for coming to see me again. So rarely do I get to see a new face. Of course, I never grow tired of my faithful physician here.”

Jonathan smiled. “How are you feeling?”

“Today is a good day,” Bernard replied. “Is the lady to keep me company again?”

“If she likes.”

“I was going to help with your rounds,” Meli said.

“I’m nearly done,” Jonathan said. “I thought Bernard might need your help more than I do.”

“For what?” she said.

The snow leopard indicated the papers on the table with a languid gesture. “I so look forward to Cab’s visits, because he reads my poems back to me and takes them to the world on my behalf.”

“Oh,” she said. “I can stay and copy them down, if you like.”

“I would most greatly appreciate the service,” he said gravely.

Jonathan smiled. “Thank you for your company today, Melinda.”

“Thank you, again.” She sat down on the chair and took up a piece of paper, waiting for Bernard to begin.

“And the time, the clock, the door, the lock, to hold us whole and bind our soul.”

She repeated the line, writing it down on the page, and then flexed her paw. “I haven’t written this much in a long time.”

“Do you need to rest?” he asked.

“Please.” She set down the pen.

Bernard set down the piece of paper he’d been reading from, and stretched his arms over his head. Watching him, Meli was struck again by how thin he was; the fur shaped the bones of his arms as though there were no flesh between them. “Don’t you eat?” she said before she could help herself.

“Not often. It hurts to eat.”

She couldn’t think of anything to say to that, and so looked back at the paper she’d just copied. “I like that poem.”

“More than the others?”

She felt his eyes on her. “More than some of them. I don’t know why you write the ones that don’t rhyme. They aren’t as good.”

“Heh.” He chuckled drily. “Cab likes my rhyming too. I admit, I do more of those than I used to, because I like when he likes my poems.”

“Then why even bother with the other ones? Or why not just make them rhyme?”

“Would you want each snowflake to be identical?”

She had to look back at him to see whether he was making fun of her, but his expression was serious. “Don’t you want to make the best poems you can? It doesn’t make sense to make some intentionally worse just because you want them to be different.”

“What makes you think I’m making them worse?”

She riffled through the pages. “Well, I mean, like this one. ‘The stars / fall away from the sky / the light / too dim to see / reaches my eyes / a second too late / I reach out / and grasp at air.’ Couldn’t you have made that rhyme?”

“You speak as if I make the poems.”

She looked back at him again, and saw his serious expression again. “Did you copy these from someone else?”

“No, no. The poems take shape in my mind. I do not make them, I only help express them. I choose the ones I think are worthy and clothe them in the words they deserve. But the poem chooses its own shape.”

“That’s just silly. I used to write poetry, and it’s all about putting the words together so they sound pretty.”

“Do you remember any of your poems?” he asked.

“No,” she lied.

He smiled softly as though he could see her reluctance to tell him. “Well, in my case the poem is an idea. The words clothe the idea, but the shape of the idea is sometimes too rough for rhyme. That doesn’t mean the poem is worse. It may have less appeal for some people, but more for others.”

“Which of your poems do you like best?” she countered.

“Oh, it’s hard to say,” he said. “I am proud of them all. Some ideas I feel more pleased about passing on than others; some vestments of words are particularly clever or appealing. But that doesn’t make one poem better than another. It may be harder to see the value in one than another, but it is still there.”

She looked at the paper in her paw again. “And this one doesn’t really have an ending.”

“They all have endings.” The snow leopard smiled now, and she saw the end of his tail twitch, under the covers. “There is a pattern to each one, even the ones that appear to end too soon.”

She thought again of the kindness in Jonathan’s asking his patients if they were feeling pain, and of how confidently he navigated the simple patterns of the buildings of Ghost Town. In losing his physical sight, perhaps he had acquired the knowledge of other patterns, invisible to her, and felt his way just as surely through them until he found their end. The thought made her fur prickle. In the warm air of the cabin, she shivered.


18: Plant Twenty-Three

Barda slept fitfully that night, and though he awoke to fading images of disturbing dreams, they had all fled by the time he sat down to breakfast. He called Lapis before he took his first bite, and didn’t get through. He called the captain again before leaving for the office, upon arriving at the office, and every half-hour thereafter, but Lapis did not answer.

He called Kara and Jonah instead, until Kara stopped answering the radio. Jonah, the unfortunate, did not have the confidence to do that, and so spent most of the day answering Barda’s requests for more information about the average speed of transports, the condition of the streets, the backgrounds of the families of the people connected with the hospital, and whatever other minutiae Barda thought might prove relevant to his mystery.

Kara called him an hour after his lunch. “Sir, I have a message from Lapis,” she said.

“What? Why didn’t he call me directly?” Barda glared at the screen as though the police captain were on the other side.

“He couldn’t get coverage. I had to go down to the hospitals and locate him personally.”

Of course he was lying. Even when he’d been at that other hospital, there had been some sort of coverage. He simply hadn’t tried. If he found Meli, though, none of that would matter. “What did he find?”

“Nothing, sir.”

“Nothing?”

“He found three hospitals and no trace of your daughter.”

“That’s not possible!” Barda called up some of his research and pointed at the screen. “The Three Hundred Fortieth. Tell him to go back there and talk to a hare, her name is Jelana. Her sister was killed by the Vishons five years ago!”

“Sir?” Kara sounded tired, but Barda plowed on regardless.

“By the Vishons! That means she was in league with the Family. Tell Lapis to take Jelana into custody. We’ll get information out of her.”

“Sir, Lapis has already sent the men back to their security detail. At least that way they’ll get back to their posts tomorrow morning.”

“I did not authorize him to give up,” he snarled.

“He’s not giving up, sir. He’s pursuing other angles.”

“What other angles?”

She sighed. “One of his men overheard the wolves say that once they got the radiation suits, they could move in and finish the job.”

“What does that mean?”

“He didn’t know yet.”

“That’s why he called you, so he didn’t have to tell me that he’d failed,” Barda said. “You don’t think they have a dozen operations going on? They were talking about something else. But I’ll tell you what I’m talking about. If Lapis doesn’t find Meli, he’s finished. Tell him to bring the men back.”

“You want me to go all the way back to the hospital and find him, sir?”

He considered that. “No. I’ll send the men out from here directly in the morning.”

“Yes, sir. Is there anything else?”

“No. If you hear from Lapis, tell him to call me.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll be back in a little over an hour.”

“Thank you, Kara.”

He brooded over that information for most of the afternoon, leaving poor Jonah alone and checking and re-checking his records. If Vrissa had been telling the truth, then Meli had to be found somewhere in that jumble of text and old, grainy photographs. He called up the same articles again and again, searching for the clue that would lead him to his daughter, but as the sky darkened, so did his temper, until he came to the inescapable conclusion that the wolf had lied to him.

At that point, he turned his mind to the thoroughly enjoyable pursuit of dreaming up successively unpleasant tortures to extract the correct information from the painted wolf. A claw here, a bite here, pressure applied to this delicate joint…he imagined the wolf’s screams as he begged for the chance to tell Barda where his daughter was.

“What? Yes?” He snapped to attention at the rapping on his door. “Kara?”

The door opened, admitting Garro’s tall frame. The tiger’s eyes were narrowed, his ears flat, his breathing heavy. “Sir,” he said.

“Sit down. What’s the matter?”

Garro approached his desk, but stood bracing himself on the back of the chair. “Processing Plant Twenty-Three, sir. When they changed shifts at the afternoon bell, there was a fight. We don’t know how it started.”

Barda waited for him to go on, but the other tiger was staring out the window. “Well? What happened?”

“There were only two security guards on detail. They were both killed. So were five of the workers. We had no backup security, so we couldn’t send any additional security until Lapis’s men came back, just about half an hour ago. We’ve shut down the plant and are holding everyone on shift, trying to find the ringleaders.”

“Shut down the plant?” Barda rose from his seat, staring Garro in the eye.

“We had to, sir. In the forty-five minutes it took us to respond, the rioters damaged some of the equipment.”

Barda clutched the edge of his desk, heat rising in his blood. He pointed a finger at Garro. “You were supposed to stop this from happening!”

“How could I stop it?” the other tiger yelled. “I couldn’t be everywhere at once!”

“I trusted you,” Barda hissed, “to run TeraMine while I focused on finding Meli. You were supposed to help me.”

“I was trying! You left me in an impossible position!” Too distraught for politeness, Garro didn’t react at all when Barda glared furiously at him.

“When I first started, we didn’t even have a security force,” Barda snapped.

“No. We had workers responsible for policing the behavior of the others. We decided to replace them with hired security.”

“Because of the corruption. But we didn’t have any riots back then.” Garro stared at him and didn’t say anything. “I wager that when you look up the files of the crew of Twenty-Three, you find a lot of incidents in their background. You should have checked for that sort of thing and assigned more security to crews that had a higher chance of disruption.”

Garro ran a paw across his ears. “I didn’t have time. I had to put this plan together. If you’d told me that last night…”

“I’m sorry that I assumed you were capable of running TeraMine,” Barda said. “It’s a mistake I won’t repeat.”

He saw Garro’s ears shoot up. “You can’t…”

“Send Virana Masti up to see me. I’m putting him in charge of the company going forward, until Meli is found.”

“Barda…”

“Yes?” Now, Garro flinched from his gaze.

“This isn’t fair.”

“Fair,” Barda mocked. “Let me worry about what’s fair. You tell Lapis to find out who damaged plant equipment and who killed the guards. Turn the murderers over to the police and have the vandals fired and beaten.”

“I’ve already given the orders to interrogate the witnesses, and I’ve pulled the files for everyone there and suspended them temporarily pending the outcome of the interrogation. But you have to see…”

“I see,” Barda said. “Don’t worry about that. I can see just fine. You go make sure this is done tonight, and plan a meeting with Masti in the morning. I’ve got some business of my own to take care of.”

The younger tiger’s muzzle twisted into a grimace, whether of anger or shame, Barda couldn’t tell. He nodded and muttered, “Yes, sir,” and then bowed and walked out of the room.

When he’d gone, Barda turned and stood by his window, looking down at the street. The insects down there had hurt his company, damaged his machinery, and affected his revenue. He wanted to run down there and exact his revenge on each one of them, taking ten lives for each of the guards killed, taking pieces of them for each piece of machinery stolen, taking their credits to replace the ones he’d lost. That he’d ordered punishments at a distance did nothing to cool the knot of furious fire building in his chest, a flame fed on the knowledge that when he stripped away all the pretense and rhetoric, he was the one who’d ordered the guards away from their posts, and he was the one who’d entrusted the inadequate Garro with the management of the company.

His paws curled into fists and pounded on the glass, and then he dug deeper and realized that he had done those things on the advice of the painted black wolf, the wolf who was still his captive. The wolf who knew where Meli was and wouldn’t tell him. The wolf who, ultimately, bore the responsibility for all the disasters that had befallen him that day.

He left a note for Masti to wait until he returned. Claws out, smiling a savage smile, he got into his private elevator and took it to the fourth floor.

He took dinner in his office following the meeting with Masti. Like Garro, Masti had been born on New Tibet and lacked the breadth of experience that Barda had. Unlike Garro, he was at least good at listening and following orders. Barda spent his dinner hour typing up the separation of duties, keeping the frustration of the exercise at bay by reliving the visit he’d paid to the stubborn wolf. The exercise had left him tired but satisfied, fulfilling his need for revenge and providing him with a trophy, to boot.

When he’d arranged that, he sat down to compose a set of orders to the acting captain sending ten officers to the Three Hundred Fortieth district’s hospital to question Jelana and search the place even more thoroughly. He’d only gotten past the first paragraph when the door to his office flew open, and Kara burst in.

“Sir!” She was panting, her eyes wide. “The prisoner…he’s been murdered.”

Barda examined his claws, scrubbed clean now, and smiled. “Disposed of,” he purred. “He was no use to us, and he caused an incident in one of the processing plants this afternoon.”

He had never seen Kara shocked before. Her muzzle hung partly open. “Disposed of?” she echoed faintly. “You…?”

“It was an unpleasant task, but one which needed to be done.”

“But sir…he’s Family.”

“Was Family,” he corrected her.

“Sir…” Her eyes darted back and forth, and she retreated half a step. Her fur looked uncharacteristically thick, showing her alarm as plainly as the nervous lashing of her tail.

“Calm down,” he said. “Nobody knows he was here, except for Lapis and those two officers, and they don’t ever have to know that he’s no longer here. Unless you want to get Lapis to help you dispose of the remains.”

“Me?”

“You’re the only one left I can trust,” he said. “Just take the thing to the furnace in Plant Twenty-Three. It’s shut down, so nobody will be there to see you and nobody will notice a little extra fuel when it starts up again.” He had thought this through. The idea of using the damage the wolf had caused to dispose of his body seemed quite fitting to him.

“Sir,” she gasped. “I can’t…”

“Kara,” he said, “I need your help with this.”

“I…I need to use the toilet,” she said.

She darted out of the room, and he heard the door of the bathroom slam shut. When she reappeared, her fur sleeker and ears up, her tail was under control and her eyes had lost their wildness. Good, reliable Kara. He could always count on her.

“All right, sir,” she said. “I’ll help dispose of the body. But you have to help me. Lapis is out of town and I don’t trust anyone else.”

“Me?”

“Yes, sir.” She wasn’t entirely over her alarm, he could see; her breath came a little too fast, and her eyes shone with repressed emotion. But she was in control of herself, clearly, so he addressed her reasonably.

“I can’t. I wouldn’t be able to take my bodyguards, and I can’t go out without them, not after what happened.”

“Then call Raja Garro,” she said.

He tightened his lips. “No.”

“Then sir, there is nobody else. I can not do it myself, and the body must be moved tonight.”

“Can’t you wait for Lapis?”

“Do you want to divert him from the search for Melinda?”

Father’s teeth, she’d turned his own arguments against him. He struggled, but saw no way out of her logic. “All right,” he said. “Let me finish these orders. Go wrap it in a sheet or something. I’ll be right down.”

When she’d left, he called to his concierge and ordered a car brought around to the back, no driver necessary, along with a map of the section of city they’d have to drive through. That done, he finished his orders to the security detail, taking more time than necessary so as to put off the unpleasant errand.

Even wrapped in a sheet, the body was foul-smelling and heavy. Kara had done a good job cleaning up most of the blood and fur, but even she couldn’t completely get rid of the smell while the thing was still in the room. When they’d finished, she said, she would come back and fill the room with cleansers and deodorants.

She made sure there was nobody watching before Barda brought the body to the transport, and she drove while he sat in the front, casting uneasy glances at the back seat. It was halfway there that he realized he’d seen lights behind them every time he looked back.

“We’re being followed,” he said.

She jumped, and the vehicle lurched to one side. “Are you sure?”

“Turn left here,” he said. She did, and the car behind them followed. “I’m sure.”

“What do we do?” Her voice, he was pleased to note, was reasonably steady.

“Go in a circle here. Let me think.”

It didn’t matter who they were, though he had a pretty good idea. They had to distract them, or block them somehow. He would need another car to do that, a car with specific instructions. After a moment, he called up the concierge again on his radio. “This is Barda. I need another car, with a driver, sent to the Church of the Circle at One-Twentieth Street. Give the driver a radio and call back with his number when he’s at the location.”

Kara kept her eyes on the road, her ears flicking toward him as he talked. “Going to switch cars, sir?”

“No,” he said. “Just going to make it difficult for them to follow us. Head for the Church. He should get there before we do.”

Again, he admired the ease with which she’d accepted the mission he gave her. She was smarter and more competent than any of his executive staff, and the only one in which he could truly place his trust.

On the way to the church, the concierge called back with the driver’s number. Barda punched it into his radio, and a second later, the driver answered, young and nervous. “Listen to me,” Barda said. “We’re approaching the Church on Alkoa Boulevard. There’s another car behind us. You’ll recognize our car; it’s the same kind you’re driving. When we pass the Church entrance, I want you to pull out right behind us and stall in the street. Block the entire way. Can you do that?”

“Sir, what if the other car hits me?”

“Then I’ll double your pay for the night,” Barda said. “Are we clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

He clicked the radio off and looked at Kara, whose ears were focused on him. “You understand?”

She nodded. “When I reach the church, speed up.”

“Good.” He draped an arm across the seat back and watched the lights through the back window.

The Church of the Circle was a large, imposing edifice of white stone, with six round towers surrounding a large dome. Over the central structure, a large silver circle lay flat, held above the top of the dome by several metal struts. The circle gathered the faint light that penetrated the clouds and mingled it with the lights of the city, gleaming above the streets like a beacon. Mystical nonsense for the filthy masses, Barda had thought the one time his daughter had dragged him to a service, but now he was grateful to her for the experience, because the Church was perfectly placed on his route, and he remembered the long, narrow street to one side. As the halo came into view, he felt a warm rush of excitement and grinned. The Circle was going to deliver them from their enemies after all, with a little help from Father Tiger and the luck of the heavens He carried in His right front claw.

Barda extended that claw on his own right front paw, tapping the car’s console for luck as Kara sped up. They passed the huge lot behind the church, where he saw the shine of headlights appear. He turned, eager to watch his plan unfold, and couldn’t keep from cackling in glee when he saw his hired car pull out and their pursuers slide to a quick stop. They backed up immediately, cutting the wheels hard to turn around. “Turn right,” he snapped at Kara, “and then an immediate left.”

She complied, sending the car skidding around a couple tight turns. The body flew against the door and fell to the floor of the back seat. “Now left again,” he said, and called up the driver on his radio. “Clear the street. We’re coming back.”

“Sorry, sir,” Kara said as she pulled the car around another corner and grazed a lamppost. “I’m not a driver.”

“You’re doing great,” Barda said, staring behind them. The streets remained dark. They passed the Church again, the street now clear, and drove on with nothing but darkness behind them.

He’d visited his processing plants many times, though not recently. Every time he’d strolled up to one, the noise and lights and even the smell caused his heart to swell with pride, knowing that every light, clang, and wafting stench meant more revenues for his empire. He’d never seen an inactive plant until Kara pulled up to Plant Twenty-Three.

While she opened the back door and started hauling the body out, he stood in the cold, blowing snow and stared at the hulking plant, dark and silent. His paws tightened and then relaxed. Soon enough, the plant would be roaring to life again, the lost revenues forgotten as easily as the body of the wolf would be consumed in the furnace when it started up again.

“Sir?” Kara was struggling, the body half out of the car. The wind caught a corner of the sheet and flapped it noisily.

“Wait.” He took out his master set of keys and strode to the door, unlocking it and propping it open before returning to the car. He took the back half of the body and lifted it easily.

They carried it in through the open door, where Barda guided Kara to a bench next to the furnace. He swung the heavy double doors apart and lifted the body, and with Kara’s help, slid it inside. The sheet caught twice, and when it had slid inside, with a loud thud, he saw scraps of white fluttering from the edges. He picked them off, tossing them back in, and felt fur between his fingerpads.

“Sir?” Kara said when he hesitated. “I think we should leave.”

“Yes,” he said. “Just turn on the lights for a moment.”

“The lights?”

“There’s traces on the edge of the frame,” he said. “I want to make sure I catch them all.” He sniffed, and caught the scent of wolf, very faint.

She hesitated, and then strode back to the door. “Where…?”

“Any of them, there by the door. Just for a minute.”

He heard the click of switches, and after a moment for the lights to warm up, he got a clear view of the frame and saw two places where black hairs remained. “There,” he muttered, plucking them off and tossing them into the furnace. After one last inspection, he waved to Kara, and closed up the furnace as she killed the lights.

She was backing the car out of the parking lot, and Barda taking one last look at the plant, when he caught a flicker at one of the windows. “Stop,” he said.

“Sir, we should get out of here before anyone comes, or alerts the police.”

He stared intently at the window. Snow swirled through the air, catching the moonlight. Had he imagined it? “Just a second,” he whispered.

There it was again, a gleam of light. He growled and stepped out of the car, was halfway to the building before Kara shut off the engine and hurried after him. “Sir,” she hissed. “If it’s the police, we shouldn’t be found here!”

He had his keys out already and was unlocking the door, his other paw going to the gun at his waist. “It’s not the police,” he hissed back as Kara joined him. “It’s someone out for trouble. They’ll get trouble, all right.”

“Sir.” Kara put a paw on his arm. “Please, we should go. They won’t find the body. They’ve no reason to look in the furnace.”

He hesitated. Her eyes were wide. Was her judgment sound, or clouded by fear?

The deep clang of the furnace opening echoed inside the plant. Without even a glance at Kara, he finished unlocking the door, and pulled it open. One paw held his gun before him as he stepped through.

He saw two shadowy shapes, both pointing flashlights like luminous eyes into the yawning door of the furnace. He heard echoing words, “he’s in here…looks like Vrissa…” before one of the flashlights swung his way, and a smooth, deep voice said, “Company.”

“Kara, light,” Barda said in a low voice. She stepped in beside him and flicked the switches. Lights flickered eerily in the plant, casting shadows that for a moment made the shapes by the furnace appear huge. Then they came on fully, revealing two wolves.

Barda felt a flicker of anxiety upon seeing a white trenchcoat next to a black one. On a second glance, the wolf wearing it was salt-and-pepper grey, not white, and when the lights came all the way up, he saw that the coat wasn’t white either, but beige. The wolf in the black trenchcoat was black, and he spoke first. “Tiger Barda,” he said, dusting off his paws. “What a pleasure. And here we thought we’d lost you.”

“Clever stunt by the church,” the wolf in the white trenchcoat said. His was the deep voice that had called the warning.

“If you’d just called us, you know, we would have taken care of the body for you.” The black wolf’s voice was softer and lighter, but no less dangerous. “Instead of having to follow you all the way out here to retrieve it.”

He lowered his gun. Of course, they weren’t upset that he’d killed the traitor—and that in itself was telling, a clue that he was on the right track. “You weren’t supposed to know where he was at all,” he said.

“It’s a mistake to try to keep secrets from us,” the soft-voiced wolf said. “We know much more than you can imagine.”

Barda suppressed the flicker of irritation at the arrogant tone of this lowlife wolf. “I know a good deal myself,” he said, and then decided to gamble. “That one told me a lot before he died.”

He saw the wolves exchange glances. “How unfortunate,” the soft-voiced one said.

Kara shifted uneasily beside him as Barda stared down the black wolf. “For you, perhaps. I wonder why you didn’t simply tell me yourself. Or approach me honorably.”

“That,” the black wolf said, “is not what I meant. Tiger Barda, we would be most grateful if you would throw your firearm out the door behind you.”

“I’m sure you would,” he sneered, “but why should I?”

“Because it will remove the ability to act on the temptation to use it. Believe me, if you fire that gun in this plant, it will be the last thing you do in this universe.”

Kara grabbed his other arm; he shook her off. “You do not threaten me,” he said, raising the gun again.

“I am afraid that is exactly what I am doing,” the black wolf said, offhandedly. “You can count, can you not? A standard transport, like the one you saw following you, carries four. Assuming we left one with the vehicle, where do you think the fourth member of our party is?”

Kara grabbed his arm again, and this time he let her. His fur was starting to prickle, and the contact reassured him. “I’m not interested in that. I would like to ask you a couple questions, and I don’t need to fire the gun.”

“Then you won’t mind throwing it away.”

“I’m not going to throw the gun away,” Barda said.

“Perhaps the situation has not been made clear to you. You are covered by three guns, and at most you could hope to shoot one of us before one of the others finished you.”

Kara’s paw tightened on his. “Go back to the car, Kara,” he said.

“Stay where you are,” the deep-voiced wolf said.

He felt Kara hesitate. “Go,” he said.

“If you go,” the black wolf said, “we’ll shoot your boss.”

She froze. Barda cursed them for knowing just what to say. “Just answer my questions and nobody will have to shoot anybody.”

“Oh, somebody has to get shot,” the black wolf said. “As payment for our friend in there.” He gestured toward the furnace.

Now Barda felt a cold chill down his spine. “He was a traitor!”

“He was a member of our Family. You take one of ours, we take one of yours.”

One of yours.

Meli.

“No!” he yelled. “Don’t you dare!” He felt pressure on his arm, Kara’s fingers. The perfect assistant. He wrenched his arm free of her grip and strode forward, jerking his thumb back. “Take her!”

“Sir?” Hurt, puzzled, betrayed.

Turning his head fractionally to the left, the soft-spoken black wolf nodded once.

Barda turned to his right, trying to see where the wolf was looking. He saw nothing in the shadows of the processing plant, but just as he turned his head, he heard a ‘phut’ sound, and another immediately after, and felt the passage of two bullets from that direction, passing behind him. And then a small sound, a sigh, and the soft thump of a body falling to the ground.

“Now your best course would be to leave,” the black wolf said. “Before we shoot you.”

He had to look. She lay crumpled on the floor beside him, blood spreading out beneath her and pooling on the floor. Her muzzle still wore its expression of worry; not fear, but concern for him, even as her wide eyes stared at the pair of wolves. They’d forced him into this, made him kill her. An even trade for that worthless painted pelt in the furnace? Kara was worth a thousand of him. Fury knotted his muscles, straining his breathing.









The wolf in the beige coat had retreated behind the furnace door, but the black wolf remained coolly exposed, now pointing a gun of his own at the tiger. “Don’t worry about her,” he said. “We will adopt your excellent idea for disposal of the body and will even take care of the floor. We always clean up our own messes.”

Hand shaking, he raised the gun, but the black wolf inclined his head toward the invisible shooter, and he lowered it. “Why did you take her?” he cried.

“We’ve told you. A life for a life. You chose the life. Believe me, we do not usually—”

“No, not her…my daughter!”

“Tiger Barda, if you do not leave now, you will join her in the furnace.”

He was smart. He was creative. There had to be a way out of this. He stepped backwards out through the door he’d come in. “Kara,” he whispered, looking at her body one more time, “I promise I will avenge you.”

Snow crunched under his feet and swirled around him. The wolves by the furnace were still watching him alertly as he took another step back. He judged the distance of the car behind him and took one more step, then swung his gun up in a smooth motion and fired. The black wolf spun around and fell.

The deep-voiced wolf brought his own weapon up. Barda turned and ran for the car, reaching it as he heard two more shots behind him and the smack of impact into the front glass of the car. The surge of triumph at having struck back, the pride in his own marksmanship, those overwhelmed the shame of running away and kept him on his course as he threw himself into the driver’s seat and slammed his fist against the starter button.

The engine roared to life. Another shot shook the frame; the beige trenchcoat stood in the plant door now, ten yards away, taking aim. Barda kicked the car backwards, skidding across the snow away from the shots, wishing the wolf had ventured outside so he could have run him down.

The wolf lowered his gun, and now he did run out of the plant, giving chase. Barda grinned savagely and slammed the car into forward gear, making the engine scream in protest as it fought against the car’s momentum. The wolf’s ears came up; he saw the change in direction and glanced at the plant door, then raised his gun.

Barda lowered his head as much as possible, urging the car forward across the snow, fighting to hold it in line. The wolf’s shot took out the forward glass altogether, and had he had time, the second would have surely have found its mark in the tiger’s head. But he had barely fired when he had to jump back and run for the safety of the plant. The car screeched over the space where he’d fired from two seconds later.

He had time for one more shot. Barda heard it clang harmlessly into the side of the transport as he sped past the door. He hesitated for a moment, instinct telling him to go back and finish the fight, or maybe go around the side to find their car and take out the one they’d left with it, but he knew that that battle would more than likely end in his own death. He forced himself to keep driving, leaving the ghostly lights of Plant Twenty-Three in his back window.

Frigid air rushed in through the broken front window, and snow piled on the front seat. Twenty minutes back to TeraMine—he’d never make it without freezing. He pulled over into an alley, found a pair of gloves, and called the driver from the church parking lot to tell him to come pick him up.

While waiting, he searched the car to make sure there was nothing left in it to identify him. He’d have to call Lapis to have security dispose of it, but in the interim he didn’t want any traces that the police could find, if one of the lazy officers happened to stroll by the alley and actually prefer investigating to taking the safe path of ignoring everything.

He started with the back seat, leaving the door open to blow out any remaining traces of the scents of blood and wolf. The sheet had kept the car clean enough that there wasn’t much he could do. Kara’s efficiency.

It was in the front that memory overwhelmed him. Her scent was all over the front seat, and the tension in his chest came back, muscles knotting in his arms. He saw her body sprawled on the processing floor, the smirk of the wolves watching her fall, and even the sweet memory of watching the black wolf spin and fall himself didn’t make up for that. He wanted to run back to the plant and tear their throats out, rip their limbs off, make them eat their guns, and then go back to Tyrrrix’s office and do the same to every wolf he encountered until the big tiger begged him to stop.

He opened his eyes and found that he’d shredded part of the seat, along with the fingertips of his gloves. Breathe, he told himself. Stay in control. He retracted his claws and forced himself to inspect the rest of the front, making sure nothing was in there either before stepping back and wrapping his coat around himself. He looked one last time at the car and fixed the image in his mind, holding it there as he turned and walked through the snow to the mouth of the alley.

The driver pulled up right where Barda had told him to. The white fox opened the door as he saw Barda striding out of the alley toward him, but the tiger waved him back inside. He half-expected to feel the sting of bullets or hear the deep voice of the wolf warning him of something, so he grabbed the back door and threw himself inside as fast as he could. “Go,” he growled, and the fox obeyed immediately.

He spent the ride home staring out at the snow. There would be time enough to plan his next move in the morning. For now, it was all he could do to make his fists unclench and his mind relax. The darkness outside was broken with white trails of snow, but inside him it was absolute.


19: Our Ghosts

Guilt, boredom, and the cloud of tension in the air conspired to drive Meli from the cabin after her breakfast again. At least this time Shamil had spoken to her, but the wolf’s grief still clouded her eyes, and her ears remained lowered. Jac was no better, though his reticence was borne more of anxious protectiveness of Shamil. She felt more alone inside the cabin with them than walking around on her own, and it was clear that whatever questions she still had would not be answered today.

As she skirted the edge of the town, she felt the weight of the Shivers outside the town. It was hard to believe they couldn’t just walk in and take what they wanted, that all that was protecting her from them was a fragile skin of diseased people and radioactive waste. After all her father had told her, she felt a chill just knowing they were still there, waiting.

She told herself that she should seek out Jonathan this morning to make sure he felt she’d paid off her debt to him, but the image in her mind as she walked was that of Tyrella Sinja, the heroic nurse to the whitemouth planet. Having gotten a taste of nursing work, she had considered that she could be heroic herself, just for helping. Besides, contaminated or no, Jonathan was better company than the morose wolf and fox.

Meli found him walking his rounds with his usual untroubled stride. He accepted her presence at his side without question, and gave her a pair of clean sterile gloves to put her at ease as they approached the house where Marit lived with two other ermine. The previous day, when she’d followed Jonathan to this house, only one of the ermine had been home, recovering from a broken leg. He had been sleepy, taking Jonathan’s medication with a mumbled ‘thanks.’

The scene could not have been more different today. Even outside the house, she could hear the singing, some catchy, bouncy, lively melody. Jonathan saw her ears cup forward and smiled. “I don’t usually get to visit the happier houses. Since Tefa broke his leg, this is one of my favorite stops.”

All three ermines were home, and continued singing as Jonathan dispensed his medication. With the gloves, she was able to help him find things in his bag and hand them to his patients. The cheerful ermines reminded her of Cab, and made her wonder how he was. She was only startled out of that reverie by the words of the song that followed her and Jonathan out the door.

“Oh, the word has gone around to the corners of the town of the lemming and the wolf in the Pits…the lemming taught the cubs, and the wolf taught the subs, and they always closed the door when they kissed…”

“Must they sing about such boorish subjects?” she said to Jonathan as they walked past another house. Inside the window, someone was whistling, and Meli was grateful, for it drove the other catchy tune from her head.

“What’s boorish about it?” Jonathan asked, turning to her with what was becoming a familiar half-smile.

“A wolf and a lemming?” Meli said. “That’s…wrong.” He didn’t say anything, just kept looking at her with that smile that told her he didn’t agree, and so she went on. “I mean, how are they going to have cubs? What will the others think?”

“Perhaps,” Jonathan said, “that is why they sing about it here, in the open. Nobody here wants to have cubs.”

“Nobody?” Having cubs was not something she’d thought much about, but it was always in the back of her mind, that once she married Passa Gerrar, she would have a family to raise.

“Of course not,” Jonathan said. “The risks…and even if the cub is born healthy, it would be an orphan soon enough.”

A painful stab reminded Meli of how close she had come to being an orphan herself. “Oh,” was all she said, in a small voice, but she raised her eyes to the bridge and beyond as she said it.

“And there are no others to think good or ill,” Jonathan continued, unable to see the direction of her gaze. “You are likely to see some mixed species pairings here, so I would recommend you acclimate yourself to the idea.”

Meli focused on the words, coming back to the conversation. “Just because you’re dying doesn’t mean you don’t need to conform to the rules of polite society,” she said. “I notice people still say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ here.”

“All the more reason to observe the rules of polite society,” Jonathan said. “But there are some needs which outweigh the rules. Why is it so strange that these desperate souls take love wherever they can find it?”

“It’s not really love, then, is it?” Meli said. “Father Tiger says that tigers feel love for other tigers, and pity for other species.”

“But you’ve forsworn Father Tiger, haven’t you?” Jonathan said.

She paused. “Well…the Circle says…” She searched her memory. “The Circle says that like calls to like.”

“And can you not be alike to someone of a different species?”

“No. They’re not tigers.”

He blew an amused snort. “Very well.” She saw him turn and wave to a lemming who’d called his name cheerfully, and Meli realized that for the first time, she was walking through the heart of the town, the ring of houses immediately surrounding the cafeteria.

Strictly speaking, it was a square, not a “ring,” and actually it was two squares. The outermost houses were arrayed in broken lines, as though a double square had been planned but never finished, and some of the lines were so far askew as to make the completion of an actual square impossible, even if anyone had provided the missing houses. By contrast, the inner houses formed a complete and regular double square, with a street of sorts between the two squares of houses. In the center, the large cafeteria rose over all the houses, and in front of it the planners had left a large open space for people to gather.

Where the outer ring had been quiet and still, the inner ring hummed with activity. They passed a white wolf limping on crutches and muttering to himself, pausing every few steps to look up at the power plant or out to the city, two white hares leaning against the side of a building lost in an amiable argument, a motley group of four playing some kind of game with white throwing pieces, and a lemming furiously drawing in a notebook.

She stopped to see what he was drawing, and he held up the book for her. It was ruled with crisscross lines, but his drawing stood out from the blue background ruling. He’d done a lovely portrait of a female lemming, and she told him so, causing him to beam happily as he brought the book back into his lap, setting immediately back to crafting his lines.

And everyone they passed had a kind word and a smile for Jonathan. After hearing that he ended people’s lives, she expected him to be shied from and feared by the ghosts, and was amazed at first that they didn’t know. As she thought about it a little more, she thought, maybe they do.

A loud, sharp clang interrupted her reverie from the direction of the cafeteria: the midday meal being announced. She expected the ghosts to hurry to their meal, but the only one who did was a hare who emerged from a house, one arm of his long white coat flopping emptily as he walked quickly past Meli into the cafeteria. The others acknowledged the bell with a flicked ear or a turned head, but didn’t interrupt their activities. The four gamers hurried their throws and elbowed each other with grinning comments of “come on, come on, come on,” and the lemming licked his lips as his pen flew over the paper.

“I guess nobody’s hungry,” she said, and though she hadn’t meant the comment for him, Jonathan nodded.

“They’re used to dealing with hunger,” he said. “There’s no urgency here, though. They will eat when they eat, and there’ll be enough food for everyone.”

“Urgency.” She looked around the peaceful street, where the two hares were just starting to walk towards the cafeteria, continuing their argument as they did. This was unlike any street she’d ever been on in New Tibet, the people lingering because there was no cold to hurry their steps and drive them indoors. And yet, for all the lack of urgency, as Jonathan had put it, there was a certain intensity about the game, the argument, the drawing, as though they knew the cold was imminent, and would drive them back indoors soon enough.

“Not in that sense, at any rate.” Jonathan inclined his head.

“Are you hungry?” she asked.

“If you’ll be all right, I think I would like to get some food. I won’t ask you to go inside.”

“I’ll be fine. I think I’ll go see if Jac’s made any lunch.”

She walked with him to the cafeteria and stood far enough back from the entrance that the ghosts didn’t come close to her as they entered. The room was filled with white coats and white fur, a richly varied palette of scents that made her mouth water, and the low, friendly babble of a community, reminding her of the cafeteria in her private school on Old Earth, a dim memory of a large room echoing with the chatter of five, six, and seven-year-old cubs, shrill voices striving for identity amidst the tumult. The noise here was more subdued in volume, but just as chaotic: here a lemming grinned and shouted, “How dare you!” in mock indignation; there the lame wolf and a hunched-over raccoon sparred playfully with their crutches; Marit and the other ermine walked past her singing about the wolf and the lemming again, and Marit actually waved a small paw at her as he passed, a gesture she found herself returning without realizing it.

The smells were making her hungry, so she left the cafeteria and walked back to her cabin. Only as she was walking away did it occur to her that she had visited TeraMine’s cafeterias many times and never seen such a convivial scene as that.

The mood in her cabin was much more reminiscent of those TeraMine cafeterias. The odor of fish permeated everything, even overwhelming the old, dried spices Jac had found in the house. In comparison to the smells of the cafeteria, it was depressing, making her dream of the sauces Cab would be bringing back when he returned. He and Shamil were eating quickly and silently out of their bowls when Meli walked in, and it wasn’t until she walked over to the small stove that Jac said, “Help yourself.”

She snorted, and pulled off her sterile gloves, tucking them into her collar before taking a bowl. To the fish from the pot, she added some bread cubes from the open box nearby. “How much clean food is left?” she asked, thinking about the rich smells from the ghosts’ cafeteria.

“A day or so,” Jac said. “Cab should be back today.”

“He should have been back yesterday,” Shamil said.

“He’ll be back,” Jac said, laying a paw on her knee. “Don’t worry about Cab.”

“How can I help it?” Her voice was low and resigned, and the tone brought back echoes of Meli’s mood from the night Cab had left. “Everyone who gets involved with me gets hurt.”

The tigress shivered and ate her fish. Jac withdrew his paw and said, “That’s not true.” When she turned her eyes on him, he spread his paws and said, “I haven’t been hurt.”

“Not by losing Jeff?”

Jac’s ears flicked, but he kept them up. “Look at all the people you’ve helped.”

“At what cost?”

“I’ve been hurt,” Meli said, and both canids turned to look at her, Shamil with sorrow, and Jac with scorn.

“Do you ever think about anyone but yourself?” he said sharply.

“Leave her, Jac, she’s right,” Shamil said dully. “I thought I was doing the right thing…”

“You were,” the fox replied. “You are. Don’t question yourself.” He looked at Meli. “Where have you been all morning? Trying to escape?”

“Jac,” Shamil said softly.

“I’ve been helping Jonathan on his rounds,” Meli fired back hotly, to cover the flush of shame she felt that the fox had found her out so easily. “For all that you care.”

“Melinda,” Shamil said gently, “you are not speaking to open eyes and closed ears. We do care.”

The question, never far from the top of her mind, bubbled over, obscuring the curious familiarity of the phrase. “Then why did you kidnap me? Who asked you to?”

Silence met her question. Shamil looked away, and Jac looked down at his bowl. Finally, the wolf opened her mouth, but Jac spoke first. “You can’t tell her. You promised.”

“She has a right to know,” Shamil said. “If I’d told her in the beginning, maybe she would have understood better.”

“She wouldn’t have. We talked about this. She’d just have obsessed about it.”

“You just told me not to question myself,” Shamil said, and Jac fell silent, ears drooping.

The nearness of her answer frustrated her so much that, hungry as she was, she set down her bowl. “What?” she demanded. “Tell me!”

The wolf stood and walked over to sit down on the bed beside her. She saw Jac tense, watching them both, and then she looked into Shamil’s eyes, and the sadness she saw there made her wish that she could stop the wolf, that she could say, don’t tell me, because she was suddenly afraid that the answer would be worse than the question. But she couldn’t speak, couldn’t move, could do nothing but coil her tail around her waist and take it in her paws as she waited for Shamil to speak.

She, too, seemed to be struggling, but not for long. “Melinda,” she said, “it was your mother who asked us to kidnap you.”


20: Open Eyes and Closed Ears

Meli felt a rushing in her brain, but her mouth responded automatically. “You’re lying,” she said, as she tried to figure out what Shamil could possibly hope to gain from such an outrageous statement. Of course, she was trying to get Meli to be sympathetic to her, to accept her plight thinking that she could make her believe that her mother was behind all of this and therefore it must be in her best interests, but even the wolf should be able to see what a stupid plan that was. Meli’s mother was dead, had been dead for years. She couldn’t have orchestrated a kidnapping, and if she had, she would have brought Meli to see her right away. “How could you…how dare you…”

She lifted an arm, and out of the corner of her eye she saw the fox tense in readiness. But the look in Shamil’s eyes made any action on his part unnecessary. Meli’s arm wavered, then dropped to her side. “You’re lying,” she whispered. “My mother…my mother died.”

She said it hoping to be contradicted. The blossom of hope she’d always trampled in her heart was growing now. Her mother had never been found; she’d just disappeared. What if she’d just left? And oh, as much as that would hurt, that she’d abandoned Meli for eight long years, all would be forgiven now. What would she look like? How would she greet her grown up daughter? What would she say?

All these thoughts flashed through her mind in the moment before Shamil’s expression put them, too, to rest. “I’m sorry,” the wolf said softly. “Yes, she did. But she loved you, Melinda, so very much.”

Looking at Jac, she expected to see scorn on his muzzle, but he looked away as soon as she met his eyes, his ears down in sympathy, and that action drove the truth of Shamil’s story home. She felt as though chalky white soil was filling her chest. Words wouldn’t come, only a half-formed sob. “Huu…”

Shamil put an hand on her arm, and Meli shook it off. The wolf replaced it, more insistently, and said, “I know it’s a shock. But I swear to you, it’s true. If you need some time…I can let you absorb it, tell you the rest later.”

“No!” She didn’t want to wait any more. Struggling to breathe without crying, she shook her head again. “No. I want to hear.”

Shamil nodded. Her paw relaxed, but didn’t release the tigress’s arm. “She came to us almost eight years ago, in the dead of winter. She’d collapsed on the street and some raccoons brought her in. I was on shift that night. We didn’t know what to make of this tall, elegant tiger wrapped in a snow-covered blanket, mumbling to herself. She couldn’t tell us her name or anything about her; she was delirious with a fever. I sat up with her all night, because I was worried she wouldn’t make it.

“She did. We had enough medicine to get her through the night. When her fever finally went down, she stopped mumbling, but didn’t say a word all that first day. She was a mystery, but it was clear that she was very sad about something. We thought she’d survived a terrible accident.”

Meli closed her eyes, the flow of the narrative keeping her tears at bay. She tried to remember her mother as she’d last seen her. She had a flash of being put to bed, of the smell of jasmine and a lullaby sung in a soft voice, but the image was shadowy and the features hidden in the depths of memory. She saw herself instead, lying in bed in the hospital, being surrounded by strange creatures and far from her home. But her mother had not been kidnapped. She’d gone there of her own volition. Why?

“She wouldn’t take any food for the first day, but she started eating the second day. She was…in bad shape.” Shamil must have heard Meli’s indrawn breath. “Only from hunger and exposure. But that was enough. She tried to leave after two days, but she…she couldn’t walk. And she had nowhere to go. She tried to hide it, but it was obvious.”

“Why not?” Meli said, and then shut her mouth because her voice was shaky.

Shamil hesitated. “She wouldn’t say. We asked. She just said, ‘I can’t go back.’“

She turned to Jac. “You were both there?”

Jac nodded, but didn’t say anything, deferring to Shamil. She went on. “She didn’t want to take our food, but we wouldn’t let her starve. So…”

Meli looked outside. Her fur prickled. “You brought her here.”

“Yes.”

She felt about to cry, or throw up. A wild thought occurred to her. “So she’s here? She’s still here?”

The wolf shook her head. “No. She passed many years ago.”

“Did…did Jonathan…?”

“It was before his time,” Shamil said gently.

She couldn’t shake the image of her mother covered in white robes, but now the robes were made of white soil. Moisture pressed at the corners of her eyes. Hardly daring to ask, she stuttered, “W-what did she s-say about…about m-me?”

The wolf’s paw slid down her arm to grasp her paw, and she found herself unable to pull away. “She said you were her greatest joy,” Shamil said. “Not a day went by that she didn’t worry about you. That’s why she made me make that promise, the last time I saw her.”

Meli didn’t trust herself to speak, but Jac spoke up. “It was your father,” he said. “She cared about common people and he didn’t.”

“He cares,” Meli said reflexively, defensive anger giving her voice stability. “He employs more of them than almost anyone else on the planet. He gives them jobs.”

“Jobs that pay so little they can barely afford to eat, or make a better life. Jobs he takes away on a whim. Jobs that threaten their life.”

“Jac,” Shamil said softly, and he subsided. “She wanted you to learn both sides,” she said to Meli. “She wanted you to see that charity is worthwhile, to see the worth in those your father scorned.”

“So she asked you to kidnap me?” The concept was so ridiculous that she tried to laugh, but it came out as a squeaky hiccup.

“Yes,” Jac said into the silence.

“Not quite,” Shamil amended. “She wanted us to get to know you. She thought we could get in as servants, she had some ideas that we could show you the hospitals…”

It was all rather too much for Meli. The questions came thick and fast, and the one that made it out first was, “Why didn’t she come back?”

“She wouldn’t say,” Shamil repeated gently. “The Shivers came after her, found her here, and she stood at the bridge and told them to go home, that she wasn’t coming back. We asked her why, but she wouldn’t say.”

Meli looked at Jac, then back at the wolf. Asking why the Shivers had been after her mother would lead her to questions about her father. “I want to see where she lived when she was here.”

“You already have,” Shamil said, and picked up the jasmine scent Meli had taken out of Jonathan’s house.

Meli took the bottle from her. She’d never really looked at it, just set it down by her bed and forgotten about it, but now she held it close to her muzzle. Jasmine overwhelmed any other scent that might have clung to the brown glass through the years, but she could still imagine her mother holding the slender bottle, tipping out a drop to her wrists or neck, or just unstopping it to let the fruity, spicy scent lift her away from the snow for a time. She turned it over in her paws, and though the ache in her chest didn’t fade, the bottle provided a connection to her mother that calmed her. “So she ran away from my father, rather than try to talk to him.”

“She used to say that she could not speak to ‘open eyes and closed ears.’ She loved your father, though.” Jac snorted at that, but kept silent otherwise.

Jasmine filled Meli’s nose as she turned the bottle over and over, only now seeing the import mark from Old Earth. She was so used to seeing imported bottles that she hadn’t even found it out of place here, another ghost in a haunted town. Shamil’s story had brought the bottle from the background into her awareness, and now she could not put it down.

She was eight again, sitting at her mother’s side as she applied the scent, reaching up her paws and feeling them close around the warm glass of the bottle. The raised lettering on the glass fascinated her as she ran her fingers over it. The bottle smelled like her mother, only stronger, much stronger.

Her mother and father had gone out, leaving her with Sashi. She slipped into her mother’s room when the lemur was in the bathroom, and pulled the bottle down, along with her mother’s necklace. She wrapped the necklace twice around her neck and tipped the bottle out onto her paws. They smelled of jasmine for days.

“You knew my mother,” she said, now a statement of wonder rather than a question.

“Not well,” Shamil said.

“All those years.” She turned the bottle around again, and ran her fingers over the raised letters on the glass.

The silence dragged on until she looked up abruptly from the bottle to find them both staring at her. “So?” she said. “So what now? Even if my mother did ask you to kidnap me, I’m still a prisoner here and you have no way to get me back to my father.”

“No,” Jac said, “we don’t. So maybe you should try to learn something while you’re here.”

“Give me time,” Shamil said. “I’m working on it.”

Meli laughed. “How? By curling up in your bed?” She got up, wrapping her paw around the bottle and clutching it tightly. “I’ll go work on it myself. If I think of anything, maybe you won’t have to see me again, and then you can forget about your stupid promise.”

Jac stood at the same time she did, his fists balled. “We have gone through hell for you,” he said.

“You’ve gone through hell?” She laughed bitterly and stepped to the door. “At least you passed through it. I’m stuck here.”

“We’re all stuck here!” Jac yelled as she descended the stairs. “You’re nothing special!”

She ignored him, walking back toward the cafeteria with her own paws clenched tightly at her sides. The reality of Ghost Town struck her: the plastic ground, the identical cabins, the wretched inhabitants, and now it seemed ludicrous to think that her mother had been here. The plastic under her paws was a different world, one where she didn’t belong, and certainly her beautiful, elegant mother had no business being here. It was all concocted by Shamil and Jac to make her believe there was some purpose here; that was all. A silly story contrived by desperate villains.

But no, she thought, they weren’t even successful enough to be villains. They were petty criminals who had succeeded in kidnapping her almost by accident. Everything since then had gone wrong. They were more to be pitied than feared.

She settled on that, letting her anger fade as she joined the bustle of the inner town again. Clusters of ghosts lingered in the plaza outside the cafeteria, finishing their conversations after finishing their meals. She walked through them to the entrance where the noise was, if anything, louder. Standing midway between a pair of lemmings and a group listening to a fox declaim grandly, she searched out Jonathan, or anyone else she knew.

As she watched, she was reminded of another scene, a party her parents had taken her to. After her mother’s departure, her father had taken her to few parties; whether he himself had stopped going or whether he’d just stopped taking her, she never discovered. At this time, though, nine-year-old Meli had watched her mother move gracefully through the clusters of people at her father’s side, smiling and talking with an easy charm that convinced Meli that the party must be in her honor, she was so obviously the center of attention.

This luncheon was like a relaxed party, but there was no glamorous tiger moving through it to connect the groups together. Regardless, they found their own connections as groups split up and re-formed, none of the inhabitants in a hurry to move on. She thought about her mother sitting with these ghosts, and smiling and talking, and the concept was not quite as farfetched anymore. She recalled Jonathan’s words about the creative, vibrant community, and thought that if only the people were tigers, her mother would have loved it.

Jonathan was seated at a table near the door, eating placidly as three or four ghosts piled a stack of boxes onto a cart near him. Meli realized after a moment that they must be preparing the lunches to take around to the infirm who couldn’t leave their beds, and she stepped forward to talk to him before he set off on his errands.

The ghosts parted respectfully as she passed, and a hare in the group listening to the fox raised his paw in a short wave. She nodded back automatically, though she didn’t remember who he was, and walked up behind Jonathan.

He raised his head at her arrival, nose twitching. “Meli?”

“Yes.” She saw that she was holding the jasmine bottle less than a foot from his nose, and moved it.

“Are you coming to help hand out lunch?”

“Um…I wanted to ask you, who’s the oldest resident here?”

“The oldest? That would be either Selena or Bernard, though I’ve never asked their ages.”

Her whiskers twitched. “I mean, who’s been here the longest.”

“Ah.” He smiled. “That would be Selena. Everyone else save for Shel has arrived since my arrival. What did you want to ask?”

“Just something about someone who used to be here. Maybe.” She watched him for a reaction, but he just smiled blandly. “I’ll catch up with you later.”

“I’ll be back in my cabin after delivering lunch,” he said. “No more rounds today. But I know that Bernard was hoping to see you again, if you have time.”

“I’ll try to catch up with him,” she said, already scanning the cafeteria. She found the tall vixen across the building, talking to her pair of lemmings, and walked over to join them. Heads turned to follow her progress, but the attention didn’t bother her that much today.

“Good Circle to you,” Selena said peacefully, smiling at Meli’s approach.

Haxi, the mute lemming, raised a paw. The other said, “Hello, miss,” cheerfully.

Meli’s tail twitched behind her. She folded her arms and said, “How long have you lived here?”

“I have always been here,” Selena said, her high voice so musical that the words sounded chanted, “and always shall. The Circle placed me here and when I leave, I always return.”

The lemmings were looking raptly at her. Meli struggled to find the right words. “Were you here eight years ago?”

“Of course.” Selena smiled and put out a paw as if to touch Meli’s arm. Although she’d put her sterile gloves on again, the tigress drew back, and Selena withdrew the paw without offense. “I remember you, dear, as I said when you first returned. I told you I did. Your scent is distinctive.”

“You…” She looked down at the bottle in her paw. The raised letters were warm against her pads. “You remember me.”

“Yes.” The vixen’s clear blue eyes were fixed on her. “We did not speak often, but my memory has not faded yet.”

“What did we used to talk about?” Her heart beat faster.

“About the Circle, of course. I don’t wish to flatter myself, but I believe I was responsible for your conversion.”

Meli blinked. “For my conversion?”

“I know, you did not convert officially,” Selena said, “but be assured that the Circle recognizes your intentions. You needn’t worry.”

“I’m not.” Meli had to think about that for a moment. “I appreciate your help. I am much happier with the Circle.”

“Would you like to read my treatise?” Selena said. “It is nearly complete.”

“Someday. But what else did we talk about? Did we discuss my family?”

Selena smiled. Meli saw her tail curl back and forth behind her. “I’ve told you, dear, we are all part of the Circle even though we don’t all recognize it. Oh!” Her ears perked and she smiled. “I’ve discovered this way of looking at it, since you’ve been gone. The Circle is a path, a long road we are all marching along. Everyone shares it, whether they know it or not. But those of us who know the road and watch for the signs can move more quickly along it. And so it is here on this material world. You can bring your family along by showing them the way; they don’t have to see for themselves. You see what I mean?” She smiled brightly.

Meli nodded. “That’s from the Second Cycle text, though, that part about the family.”

“Yes, but the road, my dear, the road is my own invention.” She pouted. “You were worried about your family following the Circle. I thought you would appreciate hearing that.”

“I was?” Awareness of what Selena meant dawned slowly. “I was worried about…my husband?”

“And your daughter.”

She clapped a paw to her mouth to hide her gasp. Selena smiled. “Your daughter must be nearly grown by now.”

“Yes,” Meli said. “Nearly.”

“I’m certain she’s benefited from your guidance,” Selena said. “You needn’t worry so much about her.”

“I can’t help it,” Meli said. “She’s all alone.”

“‘Aloneness is when no one can understand because you can’t tell them’,” Selena said. “Do you remember telling me that?”

“No,” Meli whispered.

“Your daughter is not alone. She has her friends to talk to, and they understand her.”

“I don’t know that they do,” Meli said.

“We are never alone on the Circle,” Selena said, changing tacks smoothly. “Your prayers are always with her.”

“Selena,” Meli said, “did I tell you…did we think up some plan to…to give my daughter guidance?”

“I told you that the prayers would be enough,” Selena said. “You may have your doubts, but I will be proven right.”

“Oh.” Meli held a paw to her head. “Thank you, Selena.”

“You should come by to read my treatise,” Selena said. “I would like you to see it.”

“I will.” She couldn’t stop thinking about her mother, worried about her daughter, thinking about her path on the Circle, and maybe, when she realized she was dying, passing on the task of looking after her to another, the only one she could, a wolf named Shamil.

If her mother had been here at all. She had only the word of this vixen, who was clearly not quite right. But she had been talking to someone, another tiger with a daughter she was worried about.

The lemming with the artificial leg interrupted her thoughts. “Miss,” he said, “did you really leave and come back?” His eyes had widened and were bright with excitement.

“Yes,” Meli said, and turned to leave, ignoring his delighted clap.

“I told you,” Selena said to her back, “that your weaknesses would be made strong by the Circle.”

Meli stopped and turned her head. “What?”

Selena wore a wise, beatific smile. “To return here proves that you are stronger than you thought, and that the Circle has given you strength to meet the weakness in you. We all draw strength from each other, and the Circle brings us together to share that strength.”

This, too, was from a text familiar to Meli, one of her favorites. When she attended services in person rather than over the terminal, this text was followed by a moment of silence, during which she fancied she could feel the room growing powerful in some spiritual way. She’d always thought that the text meant that when many Circle believers came together, they could accomplish anything. Until this moment, she hadn’t thought that it could also mean that one person, alone, could take strength from the others.

At that moment, though, she did not particularly want to discuss the question with Selena, not in front of everyone else at the luncheon, the disturbingly guileless lemmings and the cheerful, insouciant ghosts. She walked away, weaving back through the tables where fewer and fewer ghosts were chattering away.

Jonathan had left already, but she did not even look about for him as she left the cafeteria. Another thought had entered her mind, and she wanted to act on it before the opportunity vanished. She raised a paw to another of the ghosts in the small plaza outside the cafeteria without really seeing who it was that had waved, and made her way through the two nearest houses to the outer ring of houses.

They all looked identical to her. She vaguely recollected that Jonathan’s house had been on the side facing the power plant; she remembered stepping out with the bottle of jasmine and looking up to see the cooling towers. But which of the ten houses along that side was his? She strolled down in front of the housefronts, hoping to recognize the interior. It was difficult, though, to see inside the dark houses without actually stepping inside. She paused outside some of them, listening and sniffing, but she couldn’t get up the courage to step inside.

Outside the fifth house, she caught Jonathan’s scent. She looked around to see if anyone was watching, and then slipped quickly inside the house.

The room still smelled lightly of jasmine. Nothing had changed since the last time she’d been here. The picture still sat on the dresser, dusty and dark. This time, the sterile gloves gave her the courage to explore the drawers, but the only ones that weren’t empty contained neatly organized rows of clothes or medical supplies, arranged with square precision.

She folded her arms and looked around the small room, trying to imagine her mother living there. Jonathan’s house felt more spacious than many of the rooms she’d visited, because it had only one bed where most houses had two, three, or four. But that very spaciousness made it also feel empty. There were no corners to hide scraps of memories, no closet to hold the remains of a life. She even got down on her knees to look under the dresser and bed, but the floor had been swept clean.

Had her mother lived here for years and left no trace? Well, she thought as she stepped out into the light, all the residents here were ghosts. Did any of them leave a trace?

The thought gave her a cold chill. She hugged her arms to herself and walked back along the houses.

She wandered with no real goal in mind. The identical houses and white-robed figures passed through her vision, until she was stopped by a low voice singing. She didn’t recognize the melody, but it reminded her of something one of her friends had sent her, from Old Earth or Skarva or one of the other planets with highly rated musical cultures. At first, she tried to capture it in the net of her memory, to place where she’d heard its like. When that proved futile, she just closed her eyes and listened.

The song had no words, and needed none. The slow tune and the soft voice told the story, suffusing Meli with sadness, but within the pathos was a ray of hope. Slender though it was, it touched every element of the song, like a shaft of sunlight breaking through a curtain of clouds to illuminate the ground beneath. She felt that the song was her song, that it was telling her that though her situation was desperate, she could yet emerge safely from it.

She couldn’t have said how much later it was that the singing stopped, and she opened her eyes to walk on. The singer lay alone in one of the houses, and as much as Meli wanted to ask where the melody came from, she felt loath to go inside, even with her sterile gloves. She didn’t want to imagine what state the inhabitant inside was in, and preferred to keep her tenuous kinship unsullied by further knowledge.

Her steps took her across an empty space and to another row of houses as she circled the town aimlessly. She was passing one window when a rich, deep voice called out, “Not going to visit me today?”

She paused, recognized the voice, and backtracked to step into the house. The sight of the emaciated snow leopard, surprisingly, was welcome. “Hello, Bernard,” she said. “More poems to write out?”

“If you’ve the time. How are you enjoying your time in Ghost Town?”

She sat in the chair and turned to face him. “It’s become very confusing,” she admitted.

“How so?”

She looked across the dusky room into his eyes, which shone faintly with collected light, and because he was a cat, like her, and because she needed to release some of the collected pressure on her chest and heart, she took a breath and said, “Did you know another tiger, here?”

He shook his head. “No.” The room was still for a moment, and then he said, “Do you think there used to be someone here you knew?”

She nodded, and said, “When someone…when they die, what happens to their things?”

The snow leopard let out a low, rattling sigh. “They’re destroyed.” He propped himself up on one elbow. “The ghosts leave no traces.”

“You’re leaving your poems,” she said.

“Oh, there is always the library.” He smiled. “They leave no traces, but they leave impressions. The library is the true ghost town, haunted by the beauty of the spirits who have passed through this place.”

Meli frowned. “I haven’t seen the library,” she said.

“Nor have I.” Bernard gestured to the outside, in the direction of the hill and the power plant. “It sits partway between the town and the power plant.”

“Why so far?”

He fixed her with a stare, but the corners of his muzzle twitched up. “Better to ask someone who was here when the town was founded.” She sputtered, and he waved a paw and laughed a dry laugh. “The library is where the traces are left. It is like the graveyard. Why would you want it in the middle of town?”

“Oh.”

She was silent after that, and he respected the silence until she looked up and met his eyes again. “Forgive an old cat’s curiosity,” he said, “but I am no longer able to leave the house, and when Cab is not here, the only stories I hear are those I tell myself. I would be most interested to hear your story.”

She had been imagining a library where the books were arrayed like paper tombstones, each one inscribed, and his words broke her free of that image. Her initial instinct was to remain silent, but perhaps because the echo of the song lingered in her ears, she hesitated only a moment, and then began. “My mother disappeared when I was nine years old…”

He listened attentively to her story, from its beginnings in a bewildered young tiger cub at the top of the TeraMine building to the young tigress in Ghost Town, eight years later. She told him how hard her father had worked to make sure she wanted for nothing; she told him about her kidnapping and the black demon in the hospital, and she told him Shamil’s revelation. She left out her conversation with Selena, though she told him Selena had claimed to recognize her.

When she’d finished, she felt silly, hearing it all spelled out like that. “Of course,” she said, “that’s ridiculous. I mean, my mother winding up here.”

“I don’t think so,” Bernard said calmly.

“You don’t?” Apprehensive, she lashed her tail. “How would you know?”

“I wouldn’t,” he replied. “But I wouldn’t dismiss it as ridiculous.”

“Oh? And why not?”

He shrugged, the smile playing along his muzzle again. “You ended up here.”

“Well, yes, but…” She paused. “You mean, you think that my mother was kidnapped too?”

“Perhaps.” He leaned back on his pillow. “I can’t say how it might have happened. Just that it does not seem, as you said, ridiculous.”

His words shifted her perspective again. She could see her mother lying in the bed just as the snow leopard was now: weak, but still regal. The change felt disorienting, as though she were viewing the world through a crystal that kept shifting. “So…would she have left anything in the library? If she were here?”

“Perhaps.” Bernard’s voice sounded deeper, graver, when he faced the ceiling. “From what I understand, though, it is organized very loosely, if at all. You would likely have to spend a considerable amount of time there to find anything.”

“I have time,” she said.

“Use it wisely,” he said. “You never know when it will run out.”

“I don’t know how I’ll ever get out of here,” she said. “Unless the Shivers give up on me.”

“You’ll leave when you make the decision to leave,” Bernard said. “You’ll leave when the consequences of staying outweigh the consequences of leaving.”

“Like I said. When the Shivers give up.”

“Consequences,” the snow leopard said after a moment, “are not only immediate and physical.”

Meli opened her mouth to reply tartly that the immediate physical consequences of putting herself in the paws of the savage wolves pretty much outweighed anything that might happen after, but her remark was forestalled by the crack of a gunshot, then another, peppering the air like distant fireworks. She froze; Bernard lifted his head, eyes narrowed and ears at attention. He turned his head, and when Meli met his eyes, it was as if he passed his urgency to her through them.

“Cab,” he said.

She got up and ran for the door without another word.

At the edge of town, facing the bridge, a cluster of ghosts had gathered, silent and watchful, staring at the hill that concealed the entrance to Ghost Town. Meli joined them, standing between them and the transport she’d arrived in, and strained to see past the artificial trees. The parked transport sat silent, doors closed, but she saw motion through one of the front windows and knew Marsha was watching as well.

She heard the rumble of the transport before she saw it, a low mechanical growl that sounded as if the hill itself were gathering itself to spring. Then the transport came into view, an older model than the one parked near her, lurching across the road as it tumbled down the hill. For a moment, she was certain it was going to plunge into the gorge, and the gasps to her right told her she wasn’t the only one to have that fear. At the last minute, the course straightened and the transport rolled across the bridge, and now Meli thought it was not going to be able to stop in time to avoid hitting the parked vehicle.

It careened forward off the bridge, swerving to the left and then the right. Inside the parked transport, a white shape moved back and forth past the windows, but still the doors remained closed and Marsha did not try to escape. The transport was moving too quickly; it could not stop in time, now, and the only chance was that it would swerve to one side. As the arriving transport came into focus, at least part of the reason for the erratic behavior of the transport became clear: the windshield was in ruins. More white than clear, it was dotted with at least two holes, and the glass around the holes was opaque with cracks. There was no question of anyone seeing clearly through it.

It veered again, sliding off the road and away from the parked vehicle, but towards the ghosts and Meli. As one, they scattered backwards, running for the refuge of the buildings. Meli had her doubts as to whether even the flimsy prefab houses would stop the transport, but at least they would slow it down.

Ghosts were still hurrying out from the town to see what the commotion was, but as they saw their fellows running back at them, most of them turned immediately. Meli saw a fox take Jonathan by the arm and lead him into the shelter of a house; she recognized a hare and ermine as they urged people to get back, get back! Even in the chaos, most of them stayed out of her way as she ran, whether because they remembered not to touch her or simply because she stood out, blue and orange amidst the white.

She glanced back over her shoulder in time to see the transport clip the corner of the parked vehicle, altering its course away from the town while sending the other transport skidding across the plastic ground. Meli slowed and then stopped; the transport was headed in the direction of her cabin, where Shamil and Jac were standing now, watching, but it had slowed and there was no danger of it running into the cabin or the river gorge.

The wolf and fox began running even before it stopped, and Meli ran, too. There was no movement from the transport once the wheels had stopped; it sat like a creature who had expended its last breath reaching a refuge. Meli thought of the holes in the windshield and the gunshots, and thought, something’s happened to Cab. If there was any resentment left in her towards the little weasel, it remained buried under the force of anxiety, her heart pounding from more than just exertion as her feet hit the plastic ground.

Jac reached the transport first and threw open the driver’s door. It was on the other side, hidden from Meli, but she heard his bark of alarm, and then his shout, “Get Jonathan! Get Jonathan!”

Her fur prickled. She skidded to a halt, torn between wanting to see and the urgency in Jac’s cry. Behind her, the ghosts were still hanging back, and she wasn’t sure any of them had heard his call. She whirled on her feet and ran back to them, calling, “Jonathan! Jonathan!”

He was still on the arm of the fox, coming to the fore. “Cab’s hurt?”

“I think so. I didn’t see. Hurry!”

“Want me to carry you?” she heard the fox ask as she turned to run back to the transport.

“Just guide me,” Jonathan said.

They ran behind her, and despite his handicap, the hare kept up with them until they reached the transport. Shamil had come around to their side and disappeared into the side door, and as they drew closer, Meli could hear her talking to someone inside, her tone high and urgent. Jac was talking too, more quietly but with the same urgency, and as she rounded the front of the vehicle, she saw him crouched over a motionless form on the ground, brown and white and splattered in red.

“Come on, hang on,” the fox was saying, “don’t quit on me now, pal. Look, Jonathan’s here to take care of you. It’s all going to be okay now, right? Just hold on for another few minutes, we’ll get you patched up.”

Meli stopped dead, unable to tear her eyes from the sight. It was Cab, his eyes closed, his body leaking onto the plastic ground. But the blood didn’t pool; it drained through the ground, and she only knew he was bleeding because she could see the blood pumping out of his right shoulder, a bright and terrifying red. The wound covered the upper portion of his chest as well, soaking his white shirt with gore.

“Let me see,” Jonathan said, letting the fox guide him to the weasel. He felt the material of the shirt and said, “Get that off.”

While Jac worked to remove the shirt, the other fox stood back, a few feet from Meli. She didn’t know him, but when their eyes met, she saw her own worry reflected in his. “Jonathan can fix ‘im up,” he said softly, and she nodded, because she didn’t know what else to do.

Cab’s chest and stomach fur was streaked with red as well. Jonathan ran his fingers around the edge of the wound, and though she expected him to ask Jac for the details he couldn’t see, he remained silent until he turned to her. “Melinda,” he said calmly. “If you still have your gloves on, could you get me a compress from my bag?”

She knew where those were. Kneeling, she opened the bag and found one, handed it to him, and waited. He ripped open the packaging deftly and applied the patch of gauze. “Clamp,” he said, “and then needle and thread. And gloves for Jac.”

She handed him the items. Jac put on the gloves as Jonathan’s slender fingers felt inside the wound. Cab moaned and then cried out, but Jonathan probed calmly, eyes pointed to the clouds as he looked through his fingers. “I have the gloves on,” Jac said when he’d finished.

“Hold the clamp,” Jonathan said, and now he asked a couple terse, pointed questions about the nature of the wound. Jac responded with some hesitation, and as Jonathan moved his fingers, opening the wound, Cab cried out again.

“Melinda, find something for him to bite down on,” Jonathan said. “This will get more painful.”

“Something in the truck,” Jac said.

Meli hurried around the front and collided with Shamil. “Is he okay?” the wolf asked.

“We need something for him to bite down on.” They heard the weasel cry out again.

Shamil disappeared into the truck, and came out a moment later with a piece of wadded cloth. Meli took it and ran back around the front, Shamil close on her heels.

“Hold his head,” Jonathan said as she knelt in front of him. She was beyond asking how he knew she was there. She took Cab’s small head in her paws and placed the cloth between his jaws, feeling even more like Tyrella Sinja.

“Bite down,” she said. “It’ll help.”

He bit, hard, as Jonathan pulled a piece of metal from the wound and set it to one side. He had taken over the clamp and now handed Jac the needle and thread. “You’ll have to do this.”

The fox’s eyes flicked to Meli, seeking, she thought, to transfer the responsibility to her, but before she could even respond, he looked back down. “Right,” he said.

“Get the artery first,” Jonathan said. “See where I trimmed the edges of the wound? I’ll hold them together, but you’ll have to sew them. We have to work fast, restore his circulation as soon as possible.”

“Right.” Jac’s paws twitched, but when Jonathan released the clamp and reached into the wound, the fox followed quickly. Meli watched him work, intent on his job, and even though his breath was coming in quick pants, and his bloody paws, when he lifted them away, trembled, he remained focused.

Cab moaned again and tried to thrash from side to side, distracting her. “Hold him,” Jonathan said tersely, and she did the best she could to immobilize his torso.

“I can’t get behind it,” Jac said, holding the needle and thread awkwardly up, a length of thread still trailing down into Cab’s shoulder, as if pulled from a carelessly made garment.

“Here.” Jonathan held his paw out, and Jac placed the needle in it. “You have to do it by feel.”

“Do I need to hold it?”

“Not now.”

Meli watched in amazement as the blind hare worked, his fingers deftly diving into the wound as the rest of them held their breath and waited. Cab’s thrashing had subsided, and the only sound now was the loud rushing of the river beneath them. The seconds stretched into agonizing minutes as Jonathan worked in silence, his eyes unsettlingly pointing off into the distance.

“Get some boiled water,” he said, and the other fox took off without a word, sprinting around the transport. Meli heard him call for water, his voice growing fainter and fainter.

“All right,” Jonathan said, “it feels right to me. I’m going to release the clamp and feel for leaks. Jac, Melinda, tell me if you see any.”

“Go ahead,” Jac said. Meli held her breath.

Jonathan pulled the clamp out and immediately felt inside. Peering over his shoulder, Jac said, “There’s a spot.”

He guided Jonathan’s fingers to it, and together they sewed it up. “Now?” the hare said. “I don’t feel anything.”

“I don’t see anything,” Jac said.

“Good. Let’s clean out the wound now. Any fur, bone fragments, anything like that, get it out. The ribs are broken here, but they’ll heal.” He started feeling around gently, occasionally dropping pieces to the ground. When he lifted his fingers out, Jac darted in to pick out a piece of fur, and by the time the fox returned with the water, Jonathan was ready to use it.

“Just a little longer, Cab,” he said, though the weasel had stopped moving several minutes ago.

They lifted him to a sitting position so the wound could drain more easily. Water flowed down his fur, scarlet at first, and then only pink against the red-stained plastic. When they’d used it all, they settled him back down to sew up the skin over the wound.

“Is he going to be okay?” Shamil asked.

Jonathan sat back on his heels and sighed. “I hope so. He lost a lot of blood.”

“He brought a passenger. She’ll need attention too.”

“All right.” Jonathan got to his feet. “You know where to take him, I suppose.”

“Yes.” Jac stood too, stripping his gloves off and looking down at Cab, his ears down.

Meli looked at the house on the river bank, where she and Jac and Shamil slept. “Our house, right?”

“No.” Shamil had taken Jonathan and the fox around the other side of the transport, leaving Meli and Jac alone. “The water, if nothing else, was contaminated. He’s going to have to stay here now.”

“What? But…it was boiled.”

Jac shook his head, . “Doesn’t matter. It’s gotten inside him now. He’s a ghost.”

Stunned, Meli looked down at the weasel’s face and closed eyes. Even when she’d seen him asleep in the past, the energy that animated him had always been coiled just below the surface. Now she wanted to wake him up to make sure he was still there, in the brown-and-white colored husk. “But that’s not fair,” she protested.

Jac’s eyes narrowed, and Meli braced herself for his stinging retort. But a moment later, his expression softened, and he shook his head. “It’s not such a bad thing,” he said quietly. “Plenty of food, and he’ll likely have a good five or six years, plus a couple more after the problems start.”

She searched his eyes. “You’ve thought about it.”

He gave her a weary smile, one of the few unguarded expressions she’d seen from him. “Not seriously. I couldn’t stand it here. I’d go nuts. You can’t do anything about the rest of the world from in here.” He bent down. “Can you help lift him? We need to carry him steadily.”

She nodded, and thought, a few days ago I would have told him to find someone else. Yesterday, I probably would have told him that. Part of her still resented having to do the manual work of lifting him, even though they wore their gloves and wrapped his wound in a blanket so her dress wouldn’t be stained. But there was a part of her now waking, that noted the difference in Jac’s expression, the kindliness of Jonathan and Shamil, and remembered the loneliness in her apartment. Isn’t it nice, the small voice said, to be part of this group? Even if there are no tigers, even if you are clearly honoring them with your presence, you are getting something back after all. You’re not alone.

And isn’t that what your mother wanted?

Maybe it is, she thought, and maybe it isn’t. But even disregarding Shamil’s story and Selena’s addled memories, Meli was remembering things she’d forgotten or pushed aside: her mother chiding her for treating Sashi like a servant, tempering one of her father’s rants about inferior species with a private coda that Meli had mostly forgotten, except for one line: “Your father has strong beliefs. You should observe, and form your own.” She’d remembered the words, and until now she had believed that her mother meant that she should observe the foundations of her father’s belief and agree with him. And that was what she had done.

Her father would have tossed Cab aside, let him die. Not worth the trouble and risk to save, he would have said. Once, she might have done the same. Seeing how much he meant to Jac and Shamil, to all the ghosts here, and, yes, to her, forced her to revisit that logic.

Not only that, but Cab had risked a great deal to bring back food for them. She looked at the front of the transport as they carried him around it and saw that there were three places where bullets had pierced the glass, two more where the flattened shape of the bullet remained embedded in the metal frame of the vehicle. She shivered. How had he survived, leaking blood as he was, to guide the truck over the bridge, around the parked transport, and away from the river? His muzzle lolled to one side, still giving no hint of the strength within.

They got him around the front of the transport, where Jac paused to wait for Shamil, who was carrying a thin white figure out of the door and setting it on a stretcher held by the fox and a lemming. Whoever it was must not have been much heavier than Cab, because they lifted it easily. As they caught up, Meli recognized the form on the stretcher.

“Hello, dear,” Carria said.

Meli nodded back. “Hello. How are you feeling?”

Carria lifted an arm. “A little better, you know? The weather here is remarkable. Simply remarkable.” She coughed.

“You don’t have to talk if you don’t want to.” Shamil paced her stretcher anxiously as the fox and lemming carried it along, Jac and Meli keeping up on the other side.

“It’s okay, Shamil.” Carria covered her muzzle and coughed muffledly. She turned to look at Cab. “He was very brave. Will he be all right?”

Meli surprised herself by saying, “We hope so.” She caught Jac’s look of surprise and glared back, defying him to denounce or scorn her. He looked down, but she saw him grin as he did.

“Good,” Carria looked up at the clouds as they carried her along. “He could have gotten back safely, but he saw them with that truck, and once he saw what it was, he had to go do something about it.”

“What truck?” Shamil asked.

“The one with the radiation suits,” the vixen said. “He saw it approaching the checkpoint and thought it was going to the Shivers, and it was. He told me to wait and then came back in a big hurry.”

They had to wait while she coughed again, covering her muzzle with a paw that became flecked with blood, as if the other bullets that had penetrated the truck were rattling around in her stomach. Again Shamil asked if she wanted to stop, but Carria waved her off. “He said he’d gotten rid of the truck somehow. Said it would take them a while to get another shipment. But of course, they knew he was there, and they surrounded the transport as we drove away. I heard shooting. He didn’t say anything after that except ‘hold on’.” She looked over again. “Are you sure he’ll be all right?”

“Jonathan did the best he could,” Shamil said.

Carria smiled and nodded. “Now, I’ll rest,” she said, and lay back to look up at the clouds.

The fox and lemming broke away from Jac and Meli about halfway to Bernard’s house. Shamil waved to them, saying, “They’ve got a house for her. I’ll just go get her settled and find Jonathan.”

“We’ll drop off Cab and then unload the transport,” Jac said, as he and Meli moved away down the other row of houses.

When they walked in, Bernard looked as though he wanted to jump out of the bed. “What happened?” he said. “How is he?”

“Sleeping,” Jac said. “Come on, Melinda, over here.” She followed him back to one of the empty beds, and helped him set Cab down gently on it.

“What happened to him?” Bernard’s eyes shone in the dim house.

“He got too close to some Shivers,” Jac said, standing between their two beds. “They shot up his transport and he still managed to drive it back to town.”

“Idiot,” Bernard said, and Meli was surprised to hear his gruff voice uneven. “Why did he do that?”

“They were gathering some radiation suits,” Jac said, his ears down again.

The room was still for several moments. The snow leopard broke the silence finally. “Can you turn me around?”

His head was towards the window, his feet toward Cab’s bed, and Meli saw at once what he wanted. Jac looked at her with a tired smile. “I don’t know,” he said. “Can we?”

“Let’s just move the bed,” Meli said.

They dragged the bed around, and Bernard turned over onto his stomach so he could watch Cab sleep. “Paper,” he rasped, and Jac fetched several sheets of paper for him. He took them, propped himself up on his elbows, and started to write, without taking his eyes from Cab.

Jac inclined his head toward the door. Meli followed him out.

He stripped off his gloves as he walked. “Let’s go unload the truck,” he said, taking her past the cafeteria to a waste receptacle where they both dropped his gloves. “And thanks for all your help,” he said.

“You’re welcome,” she said stiffly.

“Listen,” he said. “We really are trying to figure out a way to get you out of here.”

Of course you are, she thought, and for some reason, as much as she knew she wanted to go back, she found herself oddly reluctant to go. That bothered her, made her tone sharper than she’d intended. “What about your mission?”

“Mission?”

“You know, what my…what my mother charged you to do.”

He glanced at her. “What do you think about that?”

“Since when does what I think matter?” She asked it reflexively, but without her usual bite.

“And here I thought you’d changed,” he said. “I guess you can’t change a tiger’s stripes.”

Her retort died when she saw his slyly teasing grin. “I don’t know what I think,” she said. “Is that really true, about my mother?”

“Of course,” Jac said. “Shamil has no reason to lie to you.”

Meli sighed. “It’s just a lot to try to understand.”

“I don’t think we should have anything to do with it, frankly,” Jac said. “Your father wants to raise you to be selfish and bigoted, that’s his business. If you don’t want to be selfish and bigoted, that’s yours.”

“Then what is your business?” Meli asked.

“The money.” Jac shrugged. “Though to be honest, I’m starting to question whether even that is worth the trouble.”

They emerged from between two houses and saw a white shape bounding from the transport, back along the river edge. It disappeared into the parked transport, and across the still ground they heard the door slam.

“Teeth and bones,” Jac swore. He hurried to the transport, and poked his head inside. By the time Meli got there, he was stalking in the direction of the other one. “She can’t take that much food,” he said. “Of all the times to pick to get out of the…can you unload what she left? I’ll be right back.”

By now, her acceptance of menial tasks had ceased to startle her. “All right.”

Meli was hoping to see something other than fish, but the back of the transport was stacked with six identical boxes, all bearing the label “Dehydrated Frozen Fish.” She picked them up, and looked around for any small containers of sauce. She’d mentioned the sauce specifically, and unless Marsha had taken it, it didn’t look like Cab had brought any. Even though she knew it was petty, she couldn’t help feeling a little resentment. She’d held his head while he bled on her, carried him to the house, and he hadn’t even been able to bring back some flavored sauces for her.

Looking around again, she did spot a flat box that had slid partially under the back of the driver’s seat. No jars of sauce rattled inside when she picked it up. It was so light that, not wanting to take an empty box back to the house, she set down the food and opened the top to look into the box.

Inside, clean-smelling and neatly folded, was her third best evening dress.


21: The Heart of the Shivers

Barda had refused to communicate with anyone for the entire day following Kara’s murder. He had gone to his office to avoid having to talk to the servants, but had regretted that almost immediately, as the sight of Kara’s empty desk brought back all the memories of the night before, how the Shivers had bested him and taken his most trusted companion. Once in his office, he’d been loath to leave it, to walk past that empty desk again, and so he’d remained there until night had fallen and the lights were low enough that he could pretend that Kara had just gone home.

In the meantime, he plotted his next move, ignoring the calls from Garro and Masti. Even the beeping of his portable radio filled him with suspicion. He had decided that the only way the Family could have tracked him was to be listening in on the radio, and that had partly led him to his course of action. He would no longer be able to circumvent the Family, that much was for sure. They were following him, listening in on the radio, and undermining Lapis’s investigation. He knew it was not advisable to confront Tyrrrix again so soon, and he didn’t want to appear in front of the head of the Family with his truncated tail. But the prosthetic was still two weeks away, and he could not wait that long. By the time the sky outside his window darkened and his office lights dimmed down, he had talked himself into his course of action.

He did not even return to the office the next day. In the morning, he put on his best blue suit, the one with the TeraMine logo embroidered on the lapel. He accompanied it with a yellow striped cravat and pocket handkerchief, a gold pen and watch, and his dinari-hide belt.

When he called down to the concierge for a car, he could hear the wariness under the polite responses the raccoon gave. “With a driver,” he said. “Not the driver you sent out two days ago.”

“Was his performance not satisfactory, sir?”

“It was fine.” I just don’t want someone to be able to put together all my movements. “I just want to give everyone a chance to drive the CEO around.”

“Yes, sir.”

He had decided not to notify Tyrrrix directly, but to let him find out via his spies on the radio. He’d left a message for Garro telling him where he was going, and as he’d expected, his radio beeped twice within five minutes of his message being sent. He ignored it until he had closed the door and settled back in the seat of the car. Then he answered. “Hello, Garro.”

“Barda, why in the name of the Father are you going to see him again?”

“I have to,” he growled. “There’s no other way.”

“If, as you think, they kidnapped Meli, then you’re playing right into their paws.”

“I hope not. That’s why I let you know where I was going.”

“What if it’s too late?”

“It can’t be.” If they wanted to kill her, they’d do it right away. They wouldn’t be stringing him along like this.

“Barda…”

“If something happens to me, I trust you will take appropriate actions.” He paused. “Or will at least tell Masti about it so he can.”

Garro sounded hurt, now, in addition to worried. “That was unnecessary. Will you please just come back so we can talk about it?”

“There’s nothing more to discuss,” Barda said. “This is the only course left to me. I’m going to offer to cancel the Hajida deal, if that’s what he wants. I can’t take any more risks. I’ve lost enough.” He hoped that sounded sincere enough for the listening Shivers.

Garro was silent, then said, “All right. I trust you.”

“Thank you.”

“By the way, where’s Kara? I wanted to set up a meeting with Masti and the head of production. We got Twenty-Three back up yesterday evening.”

“She’s indisposed,” Barda said. “Work it out with your secretary.”

He held the silent radio in his paw for another moment before sliding it back into his pocket. It beeped twice more on the way to the Shivers’ compound, but he ignored it both times. He’d delivered his message to Tyrrrix, and the tiger would now know that he was coming, and what he intended to offer. Barda wouldn’t have been able to lay out his position as clearly in person to Tyrrrix. He hoped that that would make the negotiations go more smoothly.

Upon arriving at the large, ornate gate set in the stone wall, a grey wolf in a black uniform came out to greet them. “Tiger Barda to see Tyrrrix,” Barda told him. The wolf nodded curtly and stepped through a small door in the stone wall. A moment later, the gate slid open.

The first time he’d visited the compound, Barda had been struck by the long, sloping surfaces that were allowed to keep a pristine coat of snow. In the city, snow filled the crevices of buildings and insinuated itself into every ledge and cornice it could, but the only open areas were the streets, kept grey and filthy by the constant flow of transports. This time, he noted the clean white spaces, but at a distance, his mind on his daughter and the meeting he was driving toward.

He walked into a building with plain beige walls conspicuously bare of expensive imported art. The carpet was comfortable, but not plush, and there was no effort to mask the scents of all the residents. Barda could smell wolf, strongly, and tiger, subtle but powerful in the background. For the largest and most successful commercial group on the planet, the décor was severely understated. Even if their activities were largely illicit, there was no reason not to flaunt their wealth here. Nobody entered the compound without knowing exactly what the Family did and how they went about it.

Tyrrrix kept his office on the ground floor of the building, near the back. A grey wolf who could have been the twin of the guard at the gate escorted Barda inside, where he apologized perfunctorily before submitting Barda to a thorough search. Finding no weapons, he led Barda to a large antechamber where he sat with another tiger and a pair of female wolves, all of whom stared as he sat.

He suffered through the indignity of being treated like just another visitor, reminding himself that all debts would be paid in time. Considering his situation, he realized that it was not impossible, nor even unlikely, that the tiger and wolves, as well as whomever was occupying the head of the Family at the moment, had all been called to the office for his benefit. After a suitable period to drive home that he was imposing by not calling ahead, he would be magnanimously brought in ahead of the other waiting people. It was similar to what he would have done, given those resources, and so he was not surprised when, shortly after his arrival, Tyrrrix’s booming voice said, “Let us hope this resolves your problem,” as a grey-muzzled black wolf limped out of his office. The wolf stopped to give Barda an insolent stare before continuing on his way.

“Come in, Tiger Barda,” the voice continued, and Barda rose. He smoothed his suit down and bestowed a superior glance on the tiger and wolves as he strode in through the doorway.

The large picture windows at the back of Tyrrrix’s office looked out onto a garden of snow sculptures, today crafted to resemble a family of tigers at play, the father on his back lifting a cub in the air, the mother with her arms around two younger cubs, an intricate and beautiful tableau. It reminded Barda of Meli when she’d been younger, and his chest tightened. The sculptures must be refreshed every so often; he wondered whether Tyrrrix had anticipated his visit and prepared this to drive home to Barda what was at stake.

Behind a low, glossy table in an elegant wooden chair, Tyrrrix followed Barda’s progress across the room before getting up to extend a paw. He wore a simple white robe trimmed with gold thread, and a silver armband on his right arm. “To what do I owe this pleasure?” he purred, but his hard, golden eyes belied his soft manner.

Barda clasped his paw and smiled back with the same hardness. “I have grown tired of playing games,” he said. “I’ve come so that we can settle this affair.”

“Nothing would give me greater pleasure.” Tyrrrix sat back behind his desk and gestured at the empty chair on the other side. Barda took the seat. “Would you care for a refreshment?”

“Telphisi and soda water, if you have it.”

“Of course.” Tyrrrix reached out and depressed a button set into the top of his desk. “Jordan,” he said, “two Telphisi and soda waters, if you please.”

“Yes, sir,” returned a crisp, light voice.

Tyrrrix smiled and released the button. “Now,” he said, “to which game might you be referring?”

He was prepared for a certain amount of talking around the issue, but he would not stand for a lot of it. “I am talking about this affair with my daughter.”

“Yes.” The tiger leaned back and folded his paws together in front of him. “I do regret that we have been unable to help your captain. As I understand it, he has not exactly been forthcoming in his dealings with us.”

“Nor have you been with him,” Barda countered.

“You know that we have certain confidences we cannot share,” Tyrrrix said. “One might have expected you to expend every effort and show us all the information you have, in order that your daughter be found.”

“Lapis was ordered to cooperate fully with your men,” Barda said, knowing that Tyrrrix knew that was a lie, and expected it. “I will certainly have words with him if he did anything to delay this investigation.”

Tyrrrix’s answer was forestalled by the arrival of a young tiger, not quite Meli’s age, wearing a grey robe and carrying two drinks on a serving tray. He placed the tray down on the desk and stepped back, waiting with ears perked.

“Thank you, Jordan,” Tyrrrix said. “That’s all.”

The cub bowed and turned smartly, making his way quickly out of the room. Barda took the glass closest to him and sipped it, letting the sharp, meaty taste of the alcohol cover his annoyance that Tyrrrix had Telphisi on hand, and of equal or better quality than he himself stocked. “Excellent,” he said, raising his eyebrows and setting the glass back down.

“I have a connection on Hallia who procures it for me.” Tyrrrix took a sip himself and set it back down. “But we were discussing your daughter. I must speak frankly when I say that the greatest impediment to our investigation has not been your captain, but yourself.”

“Me?”

Tyrrrix inclined his head. “I do not believe I need to review the incidents to which I am referring. You have committed several regrettable actions, which have commanded the attention and energy of several of us.”

He had committed regrettable actions? After all they’d done to try to keep the truth from him, not to mention planning the kidnapping in the first place? “I regret nothing I’ve done,” Barda said. “Regret implies reconsideration. I am trying to move forward.”

“Do you understand what I am referring to?”

Barda bristled at being spoken to like a cub. “I believe I do,” he said. “Do you understand what I am saying when I say I want to move forward?”

“Why don’t you enlighten me?” Tyrrrix said.

Barda pushed his drink aside and leaned forward. “I want my daughter back,” he said. “I know you’re holding her, and I just want her back. If this is about the Hajida deal, I’ll cancel it. All right? I’m willing to make that concession. I just want Meli back.”

Tyrrrix looked at him over his folded paws. For a long time, he didn’t say anything, and his ears were half back. Barda looked around the office, at the plain wood paneling and the paintings on the walls. His eyes came to rest on a lurid picture of New Tibet, Mount Arken done in bizarre red shading under a purple sky. For someone wealthy, Tyrrrix certainly had odd tastes in art.

“I do not think you do understand,” Tyrrrix said. “You speak as if we have no choice but to deal with you.”

Barda brought his head around. Was the old fool suggesting that they terminate all their business arrangements? The increased profits wouldn’t make up for the lack of security, but at the same time he couldn’t believe that the Family was doing well enough that they could afford to ignore TeraMine. He paused, collected himself, and said, “I was told when I arrived here that I had no choice but to deal with you.”

“This is true,” Tyrrrix said. “However, we prefer to deal with clients who understand the value of family.”

Barda’s paws clenched the ends of the armrests. “I have come here begging you for my daughter’s return,” he said. “How can you say I don’t understand family?”

“A family is not just blood relatives,” Tyrrrix said. “Did you not hear that two nights ago?”

“I wasn’t going to bring up that business,” Barda said. “The loss of a valuable employee, a friend, a…” He paused. “A good person, is nothing like the same as losing a peon, a worthless know-nothing failure. Since we are being frank.”

Tyrrrix pointed at him. “This is what I mean. No member of our family is worthless.”

“This one was,” Barda said. “Really, you should be thanking me for ridding you of him. You’d have had to do it yourself sooner or later.”

“Then it would be our decision,” Tyrrrix said. “Family matters are handled by the family.”

“Yes, yes,” Barda said. “I told you I wasn’t going to bring up Kara, so you can leave this be as well, can’t you? Now, I do think that Kara is a fair exchange for that black wolf who was there.”

“You shot Krinn in the stomach. He survived to a hospital and is in critical condition, but the doctors expect him to survive. The bullet, fortunately, passed all the way through him.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Barda said with as much false sincerity as he could muster.

“What I am trying to impress upon you,” Tyrrrix said, leaning forward, “is that you have failed to grasp even a basic understanding of how we operate, that all of our family is truly a family. Strike at one and you strike at all.”

“I understand perfectly.” Barda kept his voice under control with some effort. “You retaliate, revenge killings, so that people respect your Family. I admire that. You take care of your own, and it means you have to do less killing, because word gets out about you. I respect you. Okay? I have come here to offer my respect and to compromise the best interests of my business in order to convince you to return my daughter to me.”

Outside, snow had begun to fall. Barda hadn’t noticed until that moment. It collected on the back of the cub who was being tossed into the air, on the muzzle of the mother and father, and between the ears of the cubs. He saw now that the two cubs being held by the mother had sharply pointed ears, not rounded, and longer, thinner muzzles than a tiger cub. Because they were sculpted to be cubs, the distinction had escaped him at first; now he saw that they were wolf cubs.

“Do you have any radiation suits available?” Tyrrrix’s apparent non sequitor surprised him.

“I can check.” He kept his ears up, fighting the reflex to fold them back in confusion. It was a common tactic, to catch your adversary off guard, but a childish one. He’d thought Tyrrrix beyond such things.

“Here is what will happen. You will leave here and return to your office, and procure for us half a dozen radiation suits. You will cancel your Hajida deal. Two days after you deliver the radiation suits to us, we will report back to you on whether we have been able to locate your daughter.”

Despite himself, he growled. “I’ve been very frank and open with you. I’d appreciate the same courtesy.”

“Courtesy,” Tyrrrix said, “is earned in trade, not deserved. To be frank and open.”

Barda rose from his seat, but the other tiger did not react. “I know you kidnapped her,” he said, pointing a finger. His stump of a tail lashed behind him. “Why do you persist in pretending you don’t know that?”

“You would do well to remember where you are,” Tyrrrix said icily. He made no signal, but in the picture window, superimposed on the sculpture of the father and cub, Barda saw the reflection of the doorway as a dark shape moved into the light. “We have had our doubts about you for many years now, Tiger Barda, and you are doing nothing to help your case. You will leave now, and follow my instructions.”

He’d gone too far. He turned his expression into an apologetic smile. “I would never take any action against you, Tyrrrix,” he said. “The stress of losing my daughter…you understand…”

“Better than you ever will,” the other tiger retorted. “Please do not sit back down.”

Barda, who had been about to, placed one paw on the desk instead. He inclined his head. “I’ll get the radiation suits and cancel the Hajida deal,” he said. “I’ll let you know.”

“Devain will see you out,” Tyrrrix said, and turned his attention to the terminal on his desk.

Barda seethed all the way back to his car, walking behind the short, stocky wolf. To be treated like a misbehaving child! Well, they would see. Once he got Meli back, he would go about making his arrangements, staying off his radio. He could recruit people from his mines, call in favors from other friends. He could meet with the other CEOs and convince them that they would be better off without the Shivers altogether. Their combined might could break Tyrrrix and his precious Family.

He got into his car, imagining a highly satisfactory tableau in which a kneeling Tyrrrix was begging for his life as Barda laughed and told him that he didn’t understand how Tigers treated their family. He took the imaginary Tyrrrix’s tail as a trophy and cast the fallen leader out to live in the Reaches along with all of his tigers and wolves, where he could build his own snow sculptures and never trouble Barda again.


22: The Star In The Clouds

Jonathan could not spend much time with Cab over the next day, nor the day after, and Bernard could not get out of bed to care for him, so Meli found herself there when she wasn’t walking about town helping Jonathan. Jac and Shamil joined her, bringing clean blankets they threw over the beds so that everyone could sit down. “They won’t pick up much contamination on the top, not in a few days,” Jac said, and Meli wondered what would happen after a few days, but kept quiet.

Cab remained unconscious, in shock from loss of blood, Jonathan pronounced. They had none to give him and no way to effect the transfusion even if they did, so they took it in turn to tip his head forward and drip water into his mouth, making sure he swallowed it. Apart from that, there wasn’t much they could do for him except keep him comfortable.

When they were not caring for Cab, Meli transcribed some of Bernard’s poems, because he said he liked her handwriting better than Jac’s and Shamil’s. Meli, though perceptive enough to know when she was being flattered, didn’t mind the chore, because she had found several poems in the course of transcribing that she wanted to commit to memory, and she was anxious to see whether there would be any more.

She did not ask Jac or Shamil anything further about her mother, and they did not volunteer any more information. Initially, she’d worried that there would be friction between herself and the fox and wolf, but concern for Cab and the tacit agreement not to talk about the secret they shared forged a bond they had previously been lacking.

When Bernard grew tired of dictating, they talked about poetry, each of them reciting favorite poems. Meli was pleased to find not only that she could recite several poems from memory, but that her recollections were well received by the others.

“I love the imagery in that one,” Shamil said after one of Meli’s recitals. “It reminds me of seeing Charisse’s cub born.”

“Nice phrasing,” Bernard put in. “Did she write anything else?” And Meli happily recited the other three poems she’d memorized, her tail waving with delight that one of her favorite authors was so appreciated.

Toward the end of the second day, as the light of the day was fading into the soft light of the two moons, all filtered behind the wall of clouds, Bernard had just finished telling Meli his story, how he’d lost his wife in childbirth and had been unable to care for his cub after coming down with a disease of the digestive system that sapped his strength. He’d held on here in Ghost Town longer than he’d predicted, “thanks to this little fellow’s friendship,” he said, waving a paw at Cab.

They fell silent after that, the wolf and fox both looking at the weasel. Meli looked at them, and thought them a most unlikely pair. Their recent détente emboldened her. “How did you two meet?” she asked.

Jac and Shamil exchanged looks. “Through Jeff,” Jac said. “A long time ago.”

They didn’t say any more, but Meli saw that Jac took longer to look away, saw the look in his eyes as he did, and when he did turn his head and his eyes met hers, her understanding was reflected plainly in his clear brown eyes. He scowled, shifting his attention to the open doorway.

The knowledge gave her an edge, the power she’d been craving, but now that she had it, she felt no impulse to use it. Instead, she turned her attention back to Shamil, who didn’t seem to have noticed anything. “Have you always worked at the hospital?” Meli asked.

“I have,” Shamil said. “My mother was a nurse there, and I never wanted to do anything else. I grew up filling prescriptions and holding paws. By the time I was grown, the old hare who’d run the hospital didn’t have anyone else to leave it to when she died. Her daughter wanted nothing to do with it.”

Her eyes traveled to one side, as though the person were in the room with them, and Meli realized a second later who she meant. “Marsha?”

Shamil nodded. “She hates sick people. I don’t know why.”

“Her father died of a disease he caught from a patient,” Jac said.

“It started before that,” Shamil said, and Meli caught the rhythms of an old argument between them. Jac flicked his ears and looked away, letting it go. “She’s tried to talk Farley out of working there more times than I can count.”

“They got Farley.”

Cab’s voice startled them all. Shamil rushed to his side while Jac and Meli stood, looking down at him. Bernard had flipped himself over quickly and was now panting from the effort, his eyes fixed on Cab’s.

The little weasel looked around the room. “Sorry to bear the bad news. I got it from Alo over at the bank.”

“You’re awake,” Shamil said. “How are you feeling?”

“Like a Shiver shot me in the shoulder and drained all the water from me. I’m thirsty.”

“What’s this about Farley?” Jac said. Meli had reached for the water even before Shamil turned to ask her to.

Cab sighed, taking the water from the tigress and downing a huge gulp. “Alo said Farley went in asking about the money. They moved him off to one side, and then two snow leopards came in and took him away. They had the TeraMine logo on their uniforms.”

“Is the money there?”

Meli held her breath as the weasel considered Jac’s question. “I couldn’t tell you,” he said. “But my guess is yes.”

“Mine, too,” Shamil said. “They’re better than we thought. It sounds like they were using it as bait, and poor Farley fell into the trap. They’d have to transfer the money for the trap to work, otherwise he wouldn’t have gone in to check.”

Both Shamil and Jac looked at Meli then, and she felt a twinge of guilt and anger. “I don’t know what happened,” she said. “He’s probably okay. No worse than Marsha.”

Jac smirked, but with her, not at her. “Point taken,” he said. “Well, if the money’s there, we should send you back.”

“I knew you wouldn’t dare leave while I have poems left to read to you,” Bernard said to Cab in a low voice.

“Perish the thought,” the weasel replied. “I would sooner take a bath in the gorge.”

“How are you going to send me back?” Meli asked Jac. “We can’t get past the Shivers.”

“Ah, lady, never say never,” Cab said, looking up at her with a grin. “I am proof that it can be done.”

“You were coming into Ghost Town,” Shamil said, “and if you hadn’t foolishly attacked their radiation suits, you wouldn’t have been shot.”

“Foolishly?” Cab raised an eyebrow.

“And bravely,” Shamil admitted. “They’d be in here now if you hadn’t.”

“That is rather why I thought I’d best do it,” Cab said.

“I say it was foolish,” Bernard growled. “Best to return with the information and allow us to prepare for them than to play the hero.”

“Never give a weasel a choice,” Cab said, “for he’ll want to do both.”

“It was very brave, and very foolish,” Shamil said, “and you have paid a higher price than anyone.”

Cab said, “Yes, but this will heal,” and then he stopped and looked at Shamil’s flattened ears, and Jac’s downcurled tail, and then at the water he’d been drinking, and his smile froze. He moved the water away from his muzzle, by reflex, then deliberately brought it closer and took another long drink. He put the glass down and looked around at them all, forcing his smile to return.

“I’m sorry,” Shamil whispered.

“Don’t be sorry for me,” Cab said.

“But you’re dying,” Meli burst out.

Cab smiled up at her. “Aren’t we all?” She tilted her head, ears flat, and he chuckled softly. “There are worse prices to pay, and for lesser victories. And the time I’ll get with this luminary here will be well worth the lack of freedom. Why, he’ll likely kick me out of the house just to stop me bothering him to read more of his work.”

“Never,” said Bernard.

“ ‘Twere well enough the sun doth set,’“ Cab declaimed, “‘The moons deserve their chance to shine.’“

“Don’t you quote my own verses back at me,” Bernard growled.

“Whose should I quote?” Cab still lay on his back, looking at the ceiling, unable to meet Bernard’s eyes. “Nobody else is as good.”

“Should Jonathan know that he’s awake?” Meli asked.

Shamil nodded, and Jac started for the door. “I’ll get him.”

Meli stopped him. “I’ll go,” she said. “I don’t mind.”

He met her eyes, and smiled, then gave an exaggerated bow and extended a paw toward the door. She didn’t know whether he was being sarcastic, but she guessed, and hoped, not.

She found Jonathan in the house of a fox; perhaps the one who was helping him around during Cab’s return, but she couldn’t be sure. His ears perked up at her news, and he picked up his bag. “I’ll come right over. He sounds fine, though. I’m sorry to cut our evening short,” he said, turning to the fox.

“Not a problem.” The fox smiled. “I need to go to rehearsal anyway.”

“Of course. Melinda, if you have a chance, you should go see the play they’re rehearsing. It’s quite good.”

She smiled at the fox as he inclined his head and said, “You’d be welcome. We rehearse down in the amphitheater there.”

“I’ll come down,” she promised, and the fox swished his bushy white tail as he walked away.









Jonathan asked her details of Cab’s awakening as they walked back, and she answered without really thinking of the answers, marveling again at how natural it had been for her to accept the invitation. How extraordinary that it should be offered to her at all, and how strange that she was actually looking forward to seeing the play. She was reminded of one of Bernard’s poems, thinking of the ghosts and their pursuits: “the candle that burns twice as bright burns half as long.” The whole town, indeed, hummed with bright life and activity such as she’d never seen out on the streets of the city, or even at the parties her father brought her to. And these ghosts were on their deathbeds, in some cases, like the emaciated snow leopard whose house they were hurrying back to, who had kept himself alive merely with the flame of his poems and his friendship with Cab. And yet, for all that, they had accepted her immediately, unlike Jac, who still did not trust her completely. They waved to her in the street and invited her to plays and listened to her thoughts and forgave her her clumsy missteps. And she, who had seen the best the Hallian theater had to offer, found herself intrigued and even eager to see the play they were putting on. Noble characters in fantastical places; if she weren’t physically able to escape, at least the play might set her mind free, for a time.

Shamil and Jac stood outside Bernard’s house talking. “We thought we’d let them talk for a bit,” Shamil said as she and Jonathan approached

“I’ll be quick,” Jonathan promised, and walked confidently inside.

Meli glanced after him, remembering something Cab had said a long time ago, and another thought clicked in her head. “Are they…you know, together?”

Shamil smiled as Jac barked a good-natured laugh. “No,” the wolf said. “Bernard’s not that type.”

“But Cab won’t commit to anyone since he met Bernard.” Jac grinned. They all looked back into the house, and his grin faded.

“We were going to go back and eat some dinner,” Shamil said, “and discuss how to get you past the Shivers.”

“Actually,” Meli said, “I’m not terribly hungry, and they’re rehearsing a play. I think I’ll go watch that.”

Jac arched an eyebrow. Shamil just nodded. “All right. We’ll be there when you get back.”

“I’ve never seen a rehearsal,” Meli said, mostly to Jac.

“Nothing wrong with that.” Genuine warmth leaked through the tightness of his smile. “Hope you enjoy it.”

Jonathan came back out of the house and stopped just past the entrance, whiskers twitching as he turned his head toward each of them in turn. “His vital signs look better. He’ll need food, but only light food to begin with. I recommend fish.”

He was smiling as he said it, and as Jac and Shamil returned the smile, Meli realized that it was a joke. “We’ll bring some back,” Shamil said. “Anything else?”

“Plenty of water,” he said. “He’s still weak from loss of blood. Keep him in that bed for another couple days.”

“Easy for you to say,” Jac said with a snort.

“We’ll do our best,” Shamil said.

“I’m sure you’re up to the task.” Jonathan turned toward Meli. “Now, did I hear you say something about attending that rehearsal?”

“I was going to,” she said.

“Might I accompany you?”

“You? But…”

He smiled. “I can still hear. The problem is that when I go to see the play itself, I am often missing certain elements of the story, and I don’t want to ask anyone to explain them to me because it will ruin their enjoyment. If I can trouble you to tell me about the characters during the rehearsal, I will be able to appreciate the play when they are ready to present it.”

“Well…okay, then,” she said. “I don’t mind.”

They left Jac and Shamil and walked down to the amphitheater together, Meli donning her gloves so she could help Jonathan down the steps, though as it turned out, he didn’t need her help at all. They took a seat a little ways away from four others who were watching, one of whom waved to them as they sat. Meli recognized her and waved back.

The director of the play was the fox Jonathan had been talking to, and he was running around the stage so frantically that he barely spared them a glance as they sat down. The play was being staged by only five actors with minimal scenery, mostly boxes stacked atop each other at varying heights to represent walls or tables or benches. There were lights, too, which surprised Meli. “Where does the electricity come from?” she asked Jonathan.

“There is a power plant just up there, remember?” he said, smiling. “Its backup generator is still running, producing a small amount of energy still. Enough to power a few necessities.”

Two of the actors took a variety of minor parts, while the other three portrayed the main characters: a male hare, a male wolf, and the lead, a female raccoon. Meli recognized her, having seen her around town and noting the grace with which she carried herself. She remembered wondering what illness she could possibly have, and that was no more obvious now than it had been then. The hare and wolf, by contrast, had visible handicaps; the wolf was missing one paw and one eye, and the hare was confined to a wheelchair.

In the play, the hare needed to be sent off planet for an operation to help him walk again, but his wife’s job only paid her just enough to survive on. The raccoon played his wife, without false ears or anything to make it appear they were the same species. Perhaps the costumes weren’t ready yet. Or maybe, she thought, remembering the ermines’ song, there wasn’t any need for them.

“She works in a mine,” Meli whispered to Jonathan during the first scene. Of course, she thought, her father’s mines were better run than this fictional mine. The author must have combined the worst characteristics of mines for dramatic effect.

She watched the raccoon try to steal an ingot of the valuable refined metal to sell for a shuttle ticket and get caught by the wolf, her boss. When he told her that there were other ways to get money, Meli squirmed, and under her breath said, “you wouldn’t.”

At first, she refused. But it became obvious that she had no choice. She told her husband that she had inherited the money from a dead relative and that they would be leaving together in a week’s time. Twice as she was planning her complex scheme, he almost found out. “He’s looking at the envelope,” she whispered to Jonathan during one tense scene. “She doesn’t see that he sees it.”

She diverted his suspicion both times, and they spent one last night together. The hare acted his part well enough, but the real star was the raccoon. “I wish you could see this,” Meli said to Jonathan, her thoat constricting. “She’s so sad, but she’s happy for him. She’s really good. You can see it all in her ears and eyes.”

“I can see it through your words,” Jonathan said.

“She’s put him on the shuttle,” Meli said during the next scene. The dialogue had ended with their last exchange, in which the raccoon had wanted to say good-bye, but couldn’t without arousing the hare’s suspicions. “He’s on, and she’s walking away. And they’ve made a big crate into the shuttle, they rolled him into it and out the other side, I guess, and now they’re lifting the crate. Oh, they have lights on the bottom for the exhaust. And now there’s just a single light overhead, and she’s walking in the center of the stage looking up at it. Oh.”

“What?” Jonathan asked, when she remained quiet.

“That’s the saddest smile I’ve ever seen.” Meli rubbed her nose. “The wolf just came on and she walked away with him, but she looked back up at the light, and it’s slowly fading now.”

“And now they’re in bed, and he’s…I suppose he’s taken his payment.” Seeing the wolf and raccoon together looked wrong, but it was only in the context of the play. She hadn’t thought twice about the hare and raccoon’s marriage since the first act.

“The first of his payments,” murmured Jonathan.

“Yes,” Meli said. “And she’s lying on her back, and…oh, there’s the light, the single light above her. She’s seeing the shuttle again. And now her arm is dropping and her eyes closed, and the spotlight on her faded out. The shuttle light is all that’s left.”

“She died,” Jonathan said, still speaking quietly.

“No, she just went to sleep. Didn’t she?”

“She died. She saw him safely away and she let herself go.”

They joined in the small audience’s applause as the single light faded out. The actors got up from their places, bowed briefly and waved, and then huddled around the director as he barked out instructions for improvements.

“Would you walk me back to my house?” Jonathan asked Meli as they got up.

She did, and only when she turned to face the slight breeze did she realize that her eyes were damp.

“That was beautiful,” she said.

“Jarrin is an excellent writer, and Jo a wonderful actress. She’s only been here for a year. I regret that I’ve never seen her act. I hear she is beautiful as well as talented.”

“She is, for a raccoon,” Meli said.

Jonathan was silent. “I mean, she is,” Meli said. “Quite beautiful.”

“I love the dialogue,” Jonathan said. She felt the queasy grip of guilt at her remark, and at how quickly he changed the subject. So she resolved to remember not to qualify her compliments next time, and agreed with him about the dialogue, and did not mention species again all the rest of the way to his house.


23: Consequences

Meli woke without knowing why. Shamil and Jac were both sitting up in their beds, the points of their ears straight up and alert. At first, all she heard was the silence. Her eyes flicked from the wolf to the fox, but she couldn’t bring herself to break the tension by asking what was going on. Faintly, voices intruded on her awareness, growing louder, and then a crack that was becoming all too familiar.

Jac sprang out of bed, grabbed the white coat that was lying on the floor, and threw it on over his shorts.

“Jac,” Shamil said, “you don’t have any armor.”

“I’ll be careful.” He paused at the door after those words, turned, and held her eyes with a steady look. “I promise.”

“There’s no cover from here to there,” Shamil said, but the fox was already gone.

“What’s happening?”

“The Shivers.” Shamil was already out of bed and pulling on her own coat. “Come on, we need to get you away from the bridge.”

While Meli was fastening the blue dress, Shamil threw some food into a bag. “We’ll have to eat it cold,” the wolf said, “but better than not eating at all.”

“How are they attacking?” Meli said. “I thought they wouldn’t come into the town.”

“So did I.” Shamil looked around the room, grabbed a small pack of bandages, and joined the tigress at the door. “Ready?”

Meli remained behind Shamil as the wolf stuck her muzzle out into the air. The sound of voices was louder, but there’d been no more gunshots. Shamil took two steps down the front stair, then beckoned Meli forward. Together, they hurried across the open ground to the row of houses.

The ghosts were active, clustered behind doors and at windows, talking in low voices that were raised as Shamil passed.

“What’s going on?”

“Shamil! Who’s out there?”

“Were those shots?”

The wolf just raised a paw and said, “It’s going to be okay,” each time. Most accepted that reassurance. If they had a chance to observe her bristled tail, none of them remarked on it. Meli couldn’t help but see it, couldn’t help but feel as though her stomach were being churned around in a mixer. If Shamil were really that scared inside as well, how could she remain calm?

Over the growing tumult of voices, now behind her, she thought she heard Jac barking crisp orders. The next moment, she was sure it was someone else and that she’d been mistaken. Shamil kept hesitating as they reached the houses, then moving forward. Meli expected her to duck into Bernard’s house as they passed it, but even though she could hear the light and deep voices of the snow leopard and weasel talking back and forth, Shamil didn’t hesitate there.

At the last house before the open stretch of land leading down into the plain, the wolf stopped. “There’s an empty house here,” she said. “We can hide there.”

Meli nodded, and then her eye was caught by a small white building, out on the plain itself, a hundred feet beyond the bright red markers she’d been told to avoid. “Is that the library?”

Shamil glanced, nodded. “We can’t go there, though.”

Now that she’d seen it, Meli wondered what might be there. Papers her mother had written, unsent letters to her daughter, perhaps? “Just for a few hours? Until the attack’s over? They won’t pass that barrier, will they?”

The wolf hesitated. “It’s full of contaminants.”

“I’ve got gloves.” Seeing Shamil waver, Meli persisted. “It’s the safest place.”

“It won’t be a full attack today,” Shamil said. “This house should be safe enough.”

Luck, or the Circle, sent Marit around the corner of the nearest house. “There you are,” the ermine said upon spotting them. “Jac wanted to make sure you were safe.”

“We’re going to hide in the library.” Meli seized her chance before Shamil could say anything, and set off down the gentle slope.

“Meli! Wait!” She kept walking. A moment later, the wolf gave an exasperated sigh, and told Marit, “We’ll either be there or in this house. What’s going on?”

Their words grew fainter. Meli slowed her steps. “Don’t know yet,” Marit said. “Someone came across the bridge, and…” He moved, or the wind carried his words away, and Meli didn’t hear anything else until Shamil’s hurried footsteps.

“I’m sure the house will be safe,” the wolf said, catching up to Meli.

“But I do want to see the library,” Meli said. “And it’ll be even safer.”

Shamil was silent for a moment. “You’ve certainly come a long way from the tigress who didn’t even want to get out of the transport for fear of the radiation. You must be pretty scared of the Shivers to be willing to risk contamination.”

Meli arched an eyebrow. “My father used to use that trick on me, too. I still did what I wanted.” Mostly.

The wolf hid a bark of laughter rather ineffectively behind one paw. “All right, all right. We can go, but only for a few hours. And I’ll warn you, from what I’ve heard, the library isn’t organized at all.”

“That’s all right,” Meli said. Already the fear of the Shivers had faded, replaced by the lure of the papers. She had already figured out how she would find her mother’s writings.

Even so, she paused again at the boundary, an angry red marker with a handwritten “Danger!” plastered across the front of it. Shamil placed a paw on her arm. “We can always go back.”

Meli pulled her arm away. “You wouldn’t even be letting me do this if it wasn’t safe, would you?”

“No,” the wolf admitted. “I wouldn’t. Come on.” She led the way, off the plastic ground and down a rough dirt path. Meli followed cautiously, remembering the last time she’d walked down off the plastic, onto the loose scree by the river gorge. This ground was chillier under her pads, but also firmer and easier to navigate.

The library looked exactly like the cafeteria, a large grey prefab whose simple entrance bore no marking or picture. Shamil stopped ten feet from the door and took out a roll of bandages from her pocket. “Wrap this around your muzzle,” she said, handing Meli a length of gauze and beginning to wrap her own long muzzle in another. “It’ll likely be dusty in there.”

“You’ve never been inside?” Meli brought the gauze to her muzzle. It smelled faintly medicinal. This might ruin her idea, but she couldn’t think of an alternative; Shamil was firm about these precautions. Slowly, she wrapped the gauze around her head.

“I haven’t,” Shamil said through the gauze as she reached around the back of her head and taped her wrapping. “I never had a reason to. Here.” She held out another piece of tape to Meli, who took it and taped her own gauze. She looked down at the wolf, who nodded approval. Together, they stepped inside.

Meli’s expectations of a cathedral or library-like interior bore no resemblance to the sight that met her eyes. Tables, shelves, cubbyholes, yes, but only in one corner did any of them hold paper, and the papers that were there were piled and strewn at random.

“Oh,” she said, walking over to them.

“This is…not quite what I expected,” Shamil said.

“Me neither.” She’d thought that they would at least be separated by author, even if the authors weren’t labeled.

“Well, we’re here now.” The wolf sighed. “And we’ve both seen the library.”

The piles of paper stretched halfway along one wall, and a third of the way across the back. Even though confined to one corner of the room, the idea of sifting through them all overwhelmed Meli. “I want to find my mother’s writings,” she blurted out. “Did she do any?”

“Yes,” Shamil said, so quickly that Meli understood that the wolf had known all along why they were here. “But I don’t know where to look. And we only have the one pair of gloves. What are you hoping to find?”

“I don’t know. Something. Anything.” Something about me.

Shamil’s paw rested lightly on one wrist. “She loved you, Melinda.”

Meli paused, then nodded. “I just want to see something of hers. Something she said.”

The paw squeezed her, released her. “I understand,” Shamil said. “I’ll try to help. Come on, let’s start over here.”

Meli put the gloves on and searched through three piles of papers, growing more and more weary as she did. She had hoped to find her mother’s papers by locating the scent of jasmine, but either the gauze or the age of the papers rendered that plan impossible, so she sorted through them with gloved paws. She found fragments of poems and plays, equations and observations, drawings and diagrams, but nothing in her mother’s handwriting. The papers were loose sheets and journals, mostly; she discarded the journals if they didn’t have her mother’s handwriting on the front or the first few pages. Then one journal fell open to reveal a page of poems, quite different from the drawings on the first few pages, and she realized that the journals were shared. The hopelessness of the task gripped her. She took a break.

“How long has it been?” she asked.

Shamil padded to the door and looked out. “We shouldn’t stay more than another hour, two at the most. Do you want me to look?”

Meli shook her head. “I know her handwriting. I’ll keep looking.” She got to her feet and tackled the next stack.

She would have missed it after all had Shamil not happened to be looking at just that moment and noticed the one paper stuck underneath the one Meli had just tossed aside. “There’s two there,” she said, and when Meli peeled back the one on top, her heart thrilled at the unmistakable handwriting below. Even shaky with age (sickness?) as it was, she knew those loops and whorls as well as she knew her own.

The proof that her mother had really been here sent shivers along her fur. Eagerly, she scanned the page, not even bothering to sit down. She scanned first for her name; not finding it, she read the words. The page talked of the hardships suffered by the inhabitants of New Tibet. “I could not look upon their suffering without taking it as my own,” her mother had written. The entry ended two thirds of the way down the page with the lines, “I did all he would allow me to do. I wish I could have done more for them.”

Shamil did not say a word as Meli read the page two more times. Her mother’s voice was plain in the turns of phrase, but where was the mention of the suffering her daughter was suffering without her? No matter how thoroughly she read, she could not find it. She cast the paper aside and dove back to the stack, making sure to look at each sheet. Only two more pages came to light, one the first part of the writing she’d already found, the other a near-incomprehensible plan for redistribution of money among the poor of New Tibet. On neither page was she mentioned.

“There’s nothing here about me,” she mewed, setting the pages down.

“She loved you,” Shamil said. “She may not have written it down there, but—”

“But why not?” Meli cried. She wanted to tear the gauze from her head so she could breathe more easily. She felt the scent of jasmine lay hidden somewhere for her to find, if only she could bring all her senses to bear.

“Maybe it’s in another page, in another pile.”

“So many piles.” She looked wearily around and turned back to the wolf, framed in the doorway. “Is it time to go?”

Shamil nodded. “We can stay a little longer, if you want.”

“No,” Meli said. “Let’s go.”

The buzz of activity in Ghost Town had subsided to its usual level when they returned. Shamil hurried directly to Bernard’s house, and found Jac there, talking to Cab and Bernard.

“You’re safe!” Shamil rushed to the fox and hugged him. Meli was not surprised to see him hold the hug as long as he could.

“They must have gotten some more suits. One came across, probably just to scout, but he got Piotr in the leg anyway. Jonathan says he’ll be walking again in a couple weeks. ‘Til then, we’re down one sentry and one fighter. Marit got the Shiver with a couple rocks. I think we put a leak in his suit.” He sat down again. “The good news is that it’s hard for them to fire their weapons in those suits. The bad news is they won’t need to fire much. They’ve got enough people to swarm in here if they have suits for everyone, and Piotr says they do.”

Meli’s blood chilled, the sting of her discovery forgotten. “And then what?”

Jac didn’t look at her. “Then…they take what they want.”

“I’ll fight them,” Meli declared.

Shamil shook her head. “We’ll keep you as safe as we can, but if it comes to that, don’t fight unless you have to. And you shouldn’t have to. Likely, they only want you for ransom.”

“Or they want to hurt her as revenge for something her father did.”

“Jac.”

For once, he didn’t back down before that tone. His ears went down, but he kept talking. “She has a right to know what to expect,” he said. “I’m not just trying to scare her. I know these people.”

“He’s right,” Cab put in.

Meli was more frightened by the seriousness of the weasel than by Jac’s words. “My father doesn’t…” she began, and then bit her tongue. “What could he have done?”

Jac shook his head. “If I knew, I could warn you better. They might…they might only try to take an ear, to prove to him that you’re alive and scare him into bargaining. Or, if he’s hurt or killed one of them, they might take out their revenge on you.”

“An eye for an eye,” Bernard intoned.

“That’s their religion,” Jac said. “And Night and Bright could just…” He stopped.

The silence grew intolerable. “Could just what?” Meli said.

Jac shook his head. “Be very, very careful around those two. If it comes to that.” He stared out the open door, and then forced a smile. “But we’ll make sure it doesn’t, ay?”

“If I could get out of bed, all this would be unnecessary,” Cab said. “As it is, the poor lady will have to rely on you lot.”

“We’ll do the best we can,” Jac said.

“But you’ve already set a fine example,” Shamil added. “If Wolf gives us but half your bravery, we’ll have nothing to fear.”

“Melinda,” Bernard said deliberately, “did you attend the rehearsal of Jarrin’s play?”

“Oh,” she said, startled by the change in subject, “yes, I did. It was very well done.”

“Tell me about it,” he said.

Jac stood, facing Shamil. “They’re expecting us back to plan for tomorrow.”

“Will you excuse us?” Shamil said to the others. “As much as I would like to hear more about the play, duty calls.”

“We wouldn’t dream of standing in the way of duty.” Cab grinned from his bed.

“Thank you,” Meli said to Shamil, “for today.”

“I’m sorry you didn’t find what you were looking for,” the wolf said. “Maybe tomorrow.”

“Maybe.” Meli wasn’t convinced that she wanted to go back and risk the crushing disappointment again. What if all her mother had left were incoherent ramblings about the poor people of New Tibet?

She sat down in the place Jac had vacated, feeling the warmth he’d left behind, and told Cab and Bernard about the play. They asked questions and she remembered details, and Bernard talked about Jarrin’s previous plays, and so it was some hours later, as her stomach growled loudly, that Cab told her to get back to the cabin and get something to eat.

The play remained on her mind as she walked slowly back to her own bed. That kind of selfless devotion was not something that she was used to being affected by. When it appeared in the plays she saw, it was generally overdone and mocked, the character held up as unrealistic and out of touch. But the raccoon had been doing it out of love, and Meli had not been able to stop herself from thinking that if her life were in danger, her father would do anything to save it, and he, too, would spare her the knowledge of what he’d done.

But then the creeping question came back to her, the one she kept trying not to ask: how had he not been able to protect her mother from whatever had driven her away?

She brooded over that on the way back to her house, where she found Shamil sitting on the steps with a bread cube. “There’s a bowl of fish in there on the stove if you want it,” she whispered. “Jac’s asleep.”

Meli nodded and padded quietly in, found the warm bowl, and came back out with it. She situated herself on a step two below where the wolf was sitting. “How was the play, by the way?” Shamil asked.

“It was good,” she said. “It made me think.”

“About what?”

“Just things.” She looked at Shamil and then curled her tail around her legs, and took another bite of fish. “Did you think of anything to stop them?”

“Nothing different from what we did today.”

Meli took another bite, chewed, and swallowed. “You think they’ll come and attack the town?”

Shamil looked down the stairs at her, and nodded.

She ate the rest of her fish in silence. “We can move the transports onto the bridge,” Shamil said while Meli was eating. “That will slow their progress. Maybe we can turn them back.”

Meli scraped the last bits of fish from the bowl and set it on the stair. “You don’t think that will stop them, though.”

“I doubt it.” Shamil sighed heavily. “We’ll think about it some more in the morning.”

The tigress looked up, and thought that Shamil looked older than she ever remembered seeing her. She’s old enough to be my mother, she thought. Meli had trouble remembering a time when she’d seen Shamil as a criminal. Now, the wolf looked like the figure Meli half-remembered, as if from a dream, singing a lullaby to the moons from a hospital window. “Did you ever have children?” she asked impulsively.

Shamil shook her head. “I never wanted to bring a cub into this world.”

“Really? I guess…I guess I can see that.”

“Can you?”

Meli looked up at the wolf’s unreadable expression. “Yes. The hospital is a terrible place for a cub.”

“I wasn’t talking about the hospital,” Shamil said.

“But you said you grew up there.”

Shamil turned her head. Meli caught the shine of her eyes for a second, and then it vanished as the wolf lifted her paw and gestured to the hill beyond the town. “The hospital is just one part of it. It’s a hard world, for most of us.”

“I realize that,” Meli said stiffly. “But people still have cubs.”

“Yes, they do.” Shamil looked off into the distance. Meli stayed quiet, and after a moment Shamil looked back at her. “We’ll keep you safe as long as we can. The empty house, or the library again. After that, we can work on getting you home. There’s a way we might be able to cross the river, back down that way.” She pointed to where Meli had tried to escape. “If we can find enough rope. Even then…but it’s the only other way out.”

“All right.” She looked out into the darkness where Shamil had looked and tried to imagine the Shivers out there, preparing to fight. The closest she could come was to imagine an array of black lupine shadows, crouched in the darkness so that only the shine of their eyes and their blades was visible. She shivered.

Part of her wanted to thank Shamil, and part of her said, thank her? She brought you here, she’d better keep you safe! Logically, she realized that they had no obligation to take care of her any more. The money had been transferred to them and it was only their promise that bound them to return her safely to her father.

Or was it only that? Watching them work with the hospital patients and ghosts, she had the feeling that they would do the same even if they’d had nothing to do with her arrival in Ghost Town. The part of her that wanted to remind her that they were criminals who’d kidnapped her and killed or wounded two bodyguards was facing stiffer and stiffer argument. Even Jac, who’d threatened and attacked her, had shown more restraint in the last few days—in response, now that she thought about it, to her own change in attitude.

Shamil sighed. “I’m sorry we got you into this.”

“I’m not mad,” Meli said.

“I told Jeff…” The wolf paused for a moment, and then resumed. “I told him that I didn’t want to hurt anyone. I thought we could just drive up beside you and get you into the transport with Jac’s help. He said there was too much danger, that we had to create a situation you would be afraid of. I didn’t want to do that.”

Meli listened silently, uncomfortable at the memories Shamil was stirring up. The wolf went on, not looking at her now, but looking at the hill where her husband’s tail lay in the ground. “He wanted danger. He said he wasn’t bored, he was sweet about working at the hospital, but I could tell he missed that life. I told him that violence breeds violence, and he’d nod his head, but…”

“It seems to work for them,” Meli said, nodding to where the Shivers lay in wait on the bridge.

“It’s as hard a life as we have. Brutal and short. I tried to get him away from it. He couldn’t keep away.”

It was a moment before Meli realized that the wolf was crying. She curled her tail around her leg, trying to look away politely. But when she heard a small, restrained whine, she had to reach up and put a paw on Shamil’s leg. Their history drifted behind them, as distant and relevant as the clouds. “I’m not angry at you,” she said.

The wolf’s eyes turned to her. “For bringing me here,” Meli clarified. “If it’s what my…my mother wanted. Her last wishes, I mean. It’s good to know that…I mean, I’m glad she was thinking about me.”

“Of course she was,” Shamil said, her voice shaky. She placed her paw atop Meli’s. “I wish she hadn’t abandoned you.”

That was the point that was troubling Meli, too. “She and my father fought. I remember, kind of. I mean, I could tell things weren’t all right. But they’d fought before. I thought it would be okay.”

“I feel sorry for her,” Shamil said. “I know it was a difficult life, even though she had all the luxuries you have.” Her paw squeezed Meli’s. “I cannot imagine anything so difficult that she would abandon you. I would never abandon my cub, ever.”

Meli felt the hot pressure of tears in her eyes, and looked away so Shamil would not see. She wanted to defend her mother, but she didn’t know how, and she knew that Shamil’s comment hadn’t been meant as an attack. “Thanks,” she said.

“I’m sorry,” Shamil said immediately.

Meli shook her head. “It’s okay, it’s just all so…I don’t know what to think about it. I just…I don’t know.” She slid her paw free and folded it with her other paw in her lap. “I never realized she was so obsessed with helping other people. She was away so often. I just…I always thought she’d come back.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

She did, but… “Not right now.”

Shamil touched her shoulder gently, and she heard the wolf stand up. “Don’t stay up too late,” she said. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

Meli nodded, and the touch lifted from her shoulder. She heard Shamil pad into the room, and heard the creak of the bed as she lay down. She uncurled her tail, letting it dangle off the side of the stairs, and leaned back to look up at the sky. So tomorrow, she would go into hiding. How long would she have to remain there, while the ghosts fought the Shivers on her behalf?

Something about that plan didn’t sit right with her, and she wasn’t sure yet what it was. It was their choice, after all, to fight for her, and who was she to gainsay it? But Jonathan had not only rescued her once already; he’d preserved her dignity in the face of the embarrassing escape attempt. Shamil had held her while she cried. Marit the ermine had helped her as Jonathan had. Bernard had read her some beautiful poems. Cab had worked his way into her affections, somehow, without her even realizing it. Selena had given her the memory of her mother. Even Jac, who’d betrayed, assaulted, and threatened her, had accepted her. That acceptance touched her more than she would have thought possible.

I wish I could have done more for them.

She drew her arms around herself, hearing the words in her mother’s voice. This was what her mother had done, after all. She’d run from some danger, leaving her daughter behind, taking only wishes with her. Meli felt a surge of anger, and then guilt, but the anger remained beneath it all. She cared what these people thought, a situation she would not have imagined possible a week ago, and what would they think if she ran and hid, leaving them to be killed?

You’ll leave when the consequences of staying outweigh the consequences of leaving, Bernard had said.

What would happen to her if she walked across the bridge, right now, and gave herself to the Shivers? They would leave Ghost Town, for sure. They would not harm her, she hoped, not if they intended to use her as leverage against her father. She remembered Jac saying, I wouldn’t trust myself to them. But did she weigh herself against this whole community? Cab had already suffered a terrible loss to protect them. Was she less brave than a little weasel?

She stood and walked into the house. The sounds of even breathing told her that Shamil had joined Jac in sleep. Meli slipped the blue dress off, folded it carefully, and lay it on her pillow, and then donned the evening dress, stretching to fasten it without Sashi’s help.

Should she say good-bye? She hesitated, then decided against it. They would try to talk her out of it, and she wasn’t sure they would not succeed. Best not to give them the option, and leave before she lost her nerve altogether. She raised a paw and slipped out the door.

The moons lit the road even through the clouds, and it was easier to focus on the path than on what lay at the end. She watched her paws move one after the other along the plastic ground, passing the transport with the broken windshield on her left, and only looked up when she approached the other transport. Marsha was still inside, no doubt, hoarding her food and guarding her precious health. As much as she’d grown to appreciate the other people she’d come in contact with, Meli still felt little but scorn for the hare. The transport passed out of her vision and out of her thoughts as she stepped onto the first bridge.

The river hissed below her, radiating enough warmth so that when she stepped onto the cool soil of the hill, she felt a chill. Halfway up the hill, before she could see the other side, she recognized a stand of trees. On impulse, she left the road and walked toward it.

She found the marker quickly amidst the plastic trees, with the paper still attached to it. She crouched down and read it.

‘Twas not our paws that rent him thus,

Our fangs are blameless too,

But he was thus returned to us;

And thus returned to You.

The capital ‘Y’ had been drawn over the original lowercase ‘y.’ Her fingers trailed across the paper as she considered the words. Slowly, she stood.

“What are you doing here?”

She jumped and whirled at the hissed words, finding herself face to face with Marit. “You scared me!” she said.

“You’re not supposed to be out by yourself. There’s no escape this way,” he said.

“I’m not trying to escape,” she said, and then paused. “Okay, I suppose I am. But it’s for your good.”

He looked toward the bridge where the Shivers waited, and tilted his head. “You’re going to, what, walk up to the Shivers and say, ‘Here I am, leave the precious ghosties alone?’“

“As a matter of fact, yes,” she said. “More or less.”

His small ears folded back; he eyed her from one side and then the other, as though he could see her intentions by looking at an angle. “Really?”

She spread her paws. “I can’t sneak like Cab. What else would I do?”

He lifted a paw to scratch his muzzle, looked toward the Shivers again, and back to her. “I don’t suppose I should let you do that.”

She started to object, and then paused. You’ve tried, a seductive voice said to her, and he’s stopping you. You get the best of both worlds. You’re noble and you don’t have to face any danger. Let him stop you. Go back to the cabin.

The temptation lasted only until she remembered Shamil talking about moving the transports, and envisioned assassins in radiation suits massacring the ghosts. She folded her arms and looked at him, and he arched an eyebrow. “Well, no,” he said, “I don’t suppose I can stop you, either. At least I can accompany you. In case things go badly.”

“No,” she said, though the same seductive voice was shrieking at her to let him come with her, “you’d be in much more danger than me. You’re not valuable to them.”

The ermine nodded, and gave her a long look. “May your paws never leave the Circle,” he said formally. “May I at least walk you to the bridge?”

She nodded, and as she walked forward along the road, he fell into step beside her. “Does Jonathan know where you’re going?”

“No. Nobody does. I just decided.” She saw the skeptical flick of his ears. “I don’t want any of you killed because of me.”

Now he looked sharply at her. “Really?”

She felt an echo of her disdain for this creature who presumed so much above his station, but now she was able to quell it immediately. “Is that so strange?”

“No,” he said after a moment. “I would certainly say not.”

They reached the road and crested the hill. Below them, the bridge came into view, after a long stretch of road that went on much longer than Meli remembered. On the far side of the bridge, she could see the squat, dark shapes of the transports. The more she looked at them, the more she imagined shadows flitting around them, waiting for her. She hugged her arms around herself.

“Cold?” Marit said.

A breeze ruffled the fur on the back of her head. “No,” she said.

The ermine looked up at her. “Don’t worry. Jac spent a lot of time telling us how important you are. I’m sure they won’t hurt you.”

“He did? Well, of course, I was worth a million credits to him.”

“How much are you worth to the Shivers?”

She looked sharply at him, but he didn’t seem to be making fun of her. “I don’t know. I don’t know what they want from my father.”

They walked on in silence until Marit said, “You’re braver than I gave you credit for. Trying to escape the way you did, and now going from the stove into the fire…either that, or you really hate it here.”

“I don’t hate it,” she said. “I did, once, but not now.”

“Glad to hear that,” Marit said.

“I think you’re all brave, too,” she said. “You’ve built this town yourselves and you guard it. You eat that food and live next to the burning river. I’d be afraid to live here even if I knew I was going to…”

“Going to die?” Marit chuckled drily when she didn’t finish her sentence. “It’s more a matter of choosing how we go: starving in the hospital, or warm and well-fed here. It’s not that brave, really. It was an easy choice for me.”

“But the radiation, the food…it does horrible things to you.”

“Eventually. And Jonathan is always ready if it gets to be too much.” He paused. “Did he tell you that?”

She nodded, shivering again. “It just feels creepy. It’s not right.”

“It’s not for everyone, that’s for sure. But for me, knowing Jonathan is around is a comfort.” He stopped, eying the bridge ahead. “I think this is as far as I should go. Are you sure you’re ready to do this?”

The transports were clearly defined shapes now, ringed with moving shadows. She turned and looked behind her, at the hill beyond which she could just see the whitish shape of the power plant. The ermine at her side waited patiently, and after a moment, she turned and looked at him, returning his tight smile. “No,” she said, “but I have to, don’t I?”

“You don’t have to do anything,” Marit said. “I wouldn’t tell anyone if you turned around.”

“No,” she said, “but thank you. May your paws never leave the Circle.”

He smiled and bowed, and walked back along the road. She stepped forward, and when she looked back for him, he was gone.

The bridge was very near now. The silhouettes on the far side, arrayed in patient formation, waited for her. Directly above her, the clouds had broken, and through the gap she could see a single star, clear and bright. It reminded her of the shuttle in the play, and for a moment she felt as noble as the raccoon, giving herself up to the wolf. She recalled Bernard’s poem, the first one Cab had recited in Ghost Town, especially the couplet that followed the line about the promise of freedom: “the star through the clouds is as distant as hope / to those on the ground at the end of their rope.” She looked up again at the star. Was she at the end of her rope? No, it was the poor people behind her, her friends, who were at the end of their rope. And she was their star, she was their hope.

She lifted her chin, squared her shoulders, and stepped onto the bridge.

A brisk wind brought snowflakes to her whiskers. They melted immediately, leaving damp traces, but the wind on the bridge was still much colder than the wind that blew through Ghost Town. She shivered, and at that moment, a bright light engulfed her.

“My name is Tiger Melinda,” she said, her voice quavering slightly. “I’m giving myself up to you. Take me home.”

A shape moved toward her, but between the dim light and the falling snow, she did not see the white trenchcoat, the white muzzle, and the deep black eyes until the wolf put a paw on her arm. He smiled and called back to his comrades, “She’s our Tiger, all right, and dressed light on this night, so let’s bring her a wrap or a coat lest the snap in the air bring a chill to her bones that no pill can reverse or abate, that shan’t be her fate.”

She stared at him. “Must you talk in rhyme?”

“Such is my lot,” he said, grinning, “and really, why not?”

“He likes to show off,” said a deep voice to her left, and she jumped; the black wolf had approached silently and invisibly. He tossed a large black coat to her, and watched while she wrapped it around her shoulders. “I’m Night, and that’s Bright. You can come this way. We’ll get you into the transport.”

His eyes were as black as the other wolf’s, and did nothing to put her at ease. At least she was still taller than they were, and so she kept her chin high as she walked between them toward the other Shivers, wrapped in a black coat that smelled of wolf, through increasingly swirling snowflakes. As they escorted her to the transport, she was aware of other wolves near them, but she ignored them all, hoping they couldn’t hear her heart hammering. If they wanted to kill you, she told herself, they would already have done it. The thought did little to make her feel better as she stepped into the dark transport, rank with wolf scent.

“Have a seat, Tiger,” Night said, and started to close the door after her.

Meli stopped it with a paw. “You’ll leave the town alone now?”

“They’ve been most troublesome.” The black wolf bared his fangs.

“Leave them alone!” she cried.

He laughed, and pushed the door shut over her protests. Through the thick glass window, she saw Bright laughing with him as they got into another transport, which pulled out ahead of her.

The grey wolf in the front started the vehicle without a word and pulled it around in a circle, driving away from Ghost Town. Meli looked deliberately away from Night and Bright, at the hill and the bridge behind her, until they became indistinct through the snow and finally vanished.


24: Broken

The Hajida deal was broken, or at least on hiatus. Barda had spent three and a half hours in a marathon conference, made no easier by his insistence on taking every call that interrupted them in case it was Tyrrrix. Garro had helped smooth things over; by the end of the meeting, Jikara-san was talking mostly to him. Barda had been the one, though, who’d come up with the creative solution to avoid the massive legal penalties. And he had, he hoped, conveyed enough of his intentions to the inscrutable fox that they would be ready when he sought to resume the deal next month, once Tyrrrix had been taught his lesson.

Millions of credits to avoid billions in legal fees and hassles, not to mention Hajida’s cooperation in keeping the whole mess under wraps. It was cheap at the price, and he was a little annoyed that Garro didn’t openly appreciate his creativity. He’d apologized for his comments the other day, but even though Garro had accepted, the other tiger still only talked to him in short sentences, and only when necessary. Probably upset about Masti. Barda had pointed out that the arrangement was only temporary anyway, and then they were in the conference and he’d forgotten all that even if Garro hadn’t.

It felt good to get that business behind him. He’d called Tyrrrix and left a message telling him that the deal was broken, but he still had not heard back, not the day of the Hajida conference, not that night, not the next day. Masti was doing well running the company, and as much as he wanted something to occupy his time, he didn’t want to take on any jobs that he would have to abandon as soon as he got a call. He had gotten several calls that were not from Tyrrrix, the most persistent of which had been from Passa Perfit in Human Resources asking him why Kara hadn’t reported for work. He told her that Kara had been taken ill and had gone to visit relatives, but then she’d called him back and said that she’d called Kara’s mother and she hadn’t heard from her either. She asked if he wanted her to alert the police, that maybe they should start looking for her, and he said ‘no’ without thinking. Only when she said, with some concern, “do you want me to call them, then?” did he realize that she wouldn’t understand why he would not want the police involved. He saved himself by telling her that he would call Lapis.

Of course, he didn’t. He put Kara out of his mind as best he could, and went home to Sashi, who had stopped asking him when Meli was coming home, and Susanne, who had produced one bad meal after another ever since Meli’s kidnapping. He stalked around the apartment, shut himself in his office, and slept there, as he had for the last two nights.

In the morning, he walked into his empty office again, and wondered if anything would ever change. If he didn’t hear from Tyrrrix that day, he vowed, he would call him again. He would go down to his home and force his way in, do whatever it took—whatever it took—to get an answer. And as if Father Tiger had heard him, when he sat down at his desk, he received a message from Tyrrrix giving him a number to call.

He dialed up immediately and got the head of the Shivers himself. “Go down to this address,” he said, and read off an address.

Barda scribbled it down and repeated it back. “Is Meli there?” he said.

“Yes.” The signal went dead before he could say anything else.

He felt a thrill, and he pounded his fist on the desk. His first instinct was to hit his intercom and call Kara, and then he remembered. He dialed the concierge in his building instead and told him to bring a car around front. “No driver.”

Armed with a map, he got into the driver’s seat of the waiting vehicle and drove away from TeraMine. As the huge black building receded behind him, he couldn’t keep still, tail lashing, paws smacking the dashboard excitedly, singing to himself. He’d done it: he’d figured out who’d kidnapped Meli and he’d gotten her back, and all without help from Lapis, the police, Garro, or anyone else. He’d salvaged his pride and beaten the Shivers. Oh, they might have won a temporary victory, but they would soon learn that when they played with Tigers, they had to play for keeps.

He barely noticed the streets, any more than was necessary to navigate the city. The address he’d been directed to was in the industrial sector outside of downtown, on the opposite side of the city from where his processing plants were. He’d never been there, so as he got into the area, he slowed down to read the directions more carefully.

His mind raced as he drove past the dark rows of identical warehouses. Here and there, windows showed the flicker of struggling lights, but most were dead and dark. Driving became more difficult the further he got from the city, the streets less well plowed and many of the street lights out. This area needed someone to take over it and straighten things out. If he moved the processing plants here, Barda wondered, how would that affect the bottom line? Transportation from the mines to here would be a little more expensive, but the property would likely be cheaper overall and there might be better facilities for disposing of the waste.

Even the image of the Plant Twenty-Three furnace flickering in his mind like a light in the window couldn’t dampen his enthusiasm. By the time he was pulling up outside the warehouse he’d been directed to, he had already built up his fantasy empire to take over a good section of the industrial park, working out a system of shuttles to move products and workers from the mine, for which service he could charge the workers. It would pay for itself! And Meli had led him here to it. She would be proud of him; they would come down here together to watch the changes to the area progress, and he would name his shuttles after her.

He was chuckling and rubbing his paws together as he walked into the warehouse, fairly bouncing on the balls of his feet. The door had been left open, and inside the large, open room he walked into, he could see the hulking shadow of a transport in front of a lone light at the far end.

“Hello?” he called. “Meli?”

His ears pricked to track a shuffling sound. Behind the transport, he saw a shadow shift, and then he heard a voice that caused the fur on his neck to lift as a cold chill ran through him. The voice was high-pitched, and recited in a sing-song voice. “The lord of the manor, the king of the tower has brought his cold manner to our humble bower where hopes he to see his fair daughter again. Shall we let him see?”

“In due time, my friend.” A deeper voice finished the verse, not reciting, from behind Barda. He whirled, and saw a trenchcoat-shaped figure with small triangular ears silhouetted against the open doorway as the door swung closed.

“You two,” he hissed. “Well, I’m glad Tyrrrix assigns this much importance to my daughter.”

“Your daughter is safe in our care and our paws; our business with you has a different cause.”

He whirled to the transport, where the voice had come from, but there was nobody visible there. Drawing his gun, he turned back to the way he’d come in. With the door closed, the shadows were impenetrable. “Show yourselves!” He turned his head back and forth, listening for movement.

“A little light, to ease his fright?” the high-pitched voice sang.

Barda whirled around again as light flared to life, blinding him. He put a paw up to his eyes as the deep voice said, right next to his ear, “Oh, I don’t think it will do that.”

He caught a brief glimpse of a black wolf in a black trenchcoat with black-lensed glasses over his eyes before a strong paw wrested his gun away from him. It clattered to the floor some distance away.

“Where is my daughter?” he roared.

“Business first,” Night said curtly.

Blurrily, he could see a white figure walking towards him. He backed away from both of them and dropped to a crouch, wishing his vision would clear faster. In the early days, it would have. His heart was pounding now, and he wondered if he would live out the day. Well, he thought, if I don’t, I’ll at least take one of these two with me. “Tyrrrix promised me my daughter,” he rasped.

“You were promised nothing except what you deserve, for all the wrongs you’ve done come back to you tonight,” Night said. He was close enough to throw something at Barda, and the tiger grabbed it reflexively out of the air. It was a tail, a black wolf tail, and as he looked at it with adjusting eyesight, he recognized it.

“This is mine,” he said. “You stole it from my home!”

“To steal implies that it was yours,” Bright said, “but you stole it from one of ours.”

“We caught him.” They had split up, one on either side of him. He backed up, trying to keep them both in his field of vision. Neither of them had drawn a gun yet. “And you took revenge for him already.”

“The cycle stops here,” Night said, and reached into his coat. Barda braced himself to spring to one side or at the wolf, but what Night brought out of his pocket was a folded piece of paper. He handed it to Barda, along with a pen.

It was two pieces of paper, Barda saw when he took them, shoving the tail—his tail—into his jacket. He scanned them. “This is ridiculous. It’s not even up to date.”

Night shrugged. “You will sign them or not. They are purely for your benefit. You cannot alter your fate by refusing.”

He laughed. “I’ll sign them. Then I’ll tear them up after I’ve torn you up.” He scrawled his name at the bottom of both documents and folded them back up, sliding them inside his jacket. Then he threw the pen as fast as he could at Night’s head.

The wolf ducked to one side; Barda followed his improvised missile with a charge, screaming and baring his teeth to unsettle his opponent. Night grabbed one arm, trying to unbalance him, but Barda knew the same fighting techniques and he swung his weight to avoid falling. With his free arm, he swiped at the black wolf; he missed, but he managed to land a good hit with the backswing, connecting solidly with the wolf’s muzzle. He felt the same sense of elation he’d felt earlier as Night staggered backwards. He was going to win this fight.

The black wolf kicked out, sooner than he should have been able to, catching Barda full in the stomach. Air whooshed out of his lungs as he doubled over, grunting, but he kept enough presence of mind to stagger backwards while he recovered, out of the range of any followup attack. And yet, somehow, the wolf had leapt, knocked him off balance and fallen on him

Barda rolled backwards, thrusting the wolf off of him with only his arms, remembering the other black wolves he thought. One-two-three, he thought, down they all go. He was back on his feet, and so was Night, facing him, breathing evenly. Behind him, slow applause reminded him that there would be another wolf to deal with when this fight was over. Was Bright holding back because he thought Night could finish Barda on his own? They would pay for underestimating him.

Night started to say something. Barda charged him.

Again, the black wolf stepped aside, and again Barda anticipated the charge, but this time the wolf wasn’t where he was supposed to be. Barda barely felt the pressure on his legs, but a moment later he was spinning through the air. He landed hard on his back, crushing his tail under him. Pain lanced through it.

“As much as I would love to finish this,” Night said, standing over him, “I don’t have to. Just hand the papers over and go back home. Your daughter will be there.”

Surrender? He laughed, getting to his feet. “Don’t you wish,” he said. “I’ll tear the insides out of you just like I did your friends. All their tricks didn’t save them, and they won’t save you.”

A gleaming row of white teeth flashed at him under the blank black lenses. “Oh, good,” Night said. “I was hoping you’d say that.” His eyes flicked back to Bright.









A soft but powerful pop echoed in the warehouse. Barda’s leg buckled out from beneath him. His mind didn’t connect the two until the searing pain hit, radiating outward from his knee. He screamed and spun on his good leg and toppled over, hitting the cement floor hard with his shoulder. His good leg pushed against the ground as he tried to get up, and then that exploded in pain as well, only this time he saw the blood and bone spray from it as the bullet hit. He screamed again and tried to roll over onto his stomach.

Night stepped on his wrist, immobilizing one paw as he reached down into the tiger’s jacket pocket and withdrew the signed papers, along with Barda’s radio. He looked Barda in the eye and spit on his muzzle before stepping back and pulling a radio from his own jacket.

Barda yowled and swung at him with his free paw, only to feel a tug on his half-tail, and then a sharp pain at its base. He clapped a paw to his tail, rolling back in time to see Bright holding up what was left of his appendage. The white wolf looked at his partner. “The trophy is poor, but he’s not much more,” he said with a shrug.

“Dee Vee Ell Oh Three Oh,” Night said into his radio, and then put it away. “Let’s get him outside.”

“Oh, no, let’s stay. I want to play.” Bright giggled, swinging the half-tail with one paw.

“Tyrrrix said no messes here,” Night said. “And you just played two days ago.”

“But not with a kitty. Ah, well, it’s a pity.”

Pain and shock clouded Barda’s mind, as hard as he struggled to stay alert. He felt paws grasp his wrists, and he was being dragged across the lobby of his building at home by the ghost of a black wolf he’d killed twice now, and the ghost of a white polar bear he’d sent away a long time ago. They took him out into the snow, where the cold snapped him back to life and he struggled briefly. Bright kicked his knee; pain flared up again, making him howl to the wolf’s giggles, and then he was forced into the back of his transport. They tied his wrists together, took his keys, and then Bright got out while Night sat up front and drove.

“Where are you taking me?” Barda said repeatedly, alternating that question with “Where’s Meli?” Night did not speak to him once during the whole trip. Barda asked the questions anyway, their alternation becoming a comforting rhythm while he tried to block out the intense pain in his knees. Had they been lying about Meli? Were they taking him to be killed somewhere? He couldn’t see anything out of the windows from his prone position on the back seat, except for the thick flurries of snow and the clouds overhead.

In the warmth of the car, his mind wandered again, to escape from his pain and humiliation. His wife’s face floated before him, by turns accusing and remorseful, and he railed against her or wept, depending on which it was. “Where are you taking me?” he growled to her. “Where’s Meli?” She made no answer. He looked to the front of the car and saw Kara in the passenger seat, her lovely head bloody and torn. She turned back to look at him and he shrank from her empty stare. “Where are you taking me?” he asked her. Slowly, she turned back to the front, and the next time he looked, she was gone.

He didn’t notice the stopping of the car until the door was flung open. The shock of cold air startled him again, and when he lifted his head, weakly, he heard the roar of the ocean and smelled salt on the icy air. Night stood in the open doorway. He held up the keys to the transport and then threw them, far away and out of Barda’s view. With one last look at the tiger, he walked away.

Barda heard another transport door slam, another engine growing fainter until it disappeared into the growl of the ocean. He managed to turn himself around using only his arms so that he could close the transport door, giving himself a modicum of shelter. Tomorrow, he thought, he would look for the keys, though he knew in his heart that they were at the bottom of the ocean. Perhaps, he thought, with a dull resignation, it would be best if he sought them there anyway. He closed his eyes and saw his wife’s muzzle again. He reached out to her and imagined himself at her side, before lapsing into merciful sleep.


25: Home

Meli lost interest in the view out the window once Ghost Town was out of sight. The houses sliding into and out of view all looked the same, and she was nowhere near her home, she was sure. She sat back on the seat and looked forward to seeing her father again.

Her father wouldn’t let her down, would he? He’d paid the credits that Shamil had demanded, so even if the Shivers demanded another ransom, it would be just a matter of time before he paid whatever they were asking. Certainly he would be angry at having to pay ransom twice, but he would be so happy to see her again that none of that would matter, would it? But what if her father was angry? What if he thought she was going along with her kidnappers? Oh, he couldn’t think that—but there was that news item they’d talked about, the one where the heiress was kidnapped and a huge ransom paid, and it had come out in the end that she’d gone along with the kidnapping and had kept some of the money for herself, upset at her father’s stinginess. Surely he couldn’t believe that of her.

The pleasant reunion scenes began to fade from her imagining. She tried to recall some poetry, thought over lines of the play again to calm herself down. Of course her father loved her; he wasn’t stingy, he let her have whatever she wanted. But they did have that fight about her going out on her own. What if he thought she was trying to have an adventure, and he decided to teach her a lesson by letting her stay in the clutches of the Shivers?

Daylight brightened her windows, turning her thoughts to Shamil, Jac, and Cab, who would just be waking up. What might they be doing now? Cab would be recovering, she hoped, and Shamil and Jac? Waiting for the news that the Shivers had gone, collecting Marsha, and driving back to the hospital. And all the ghosts back in Ghost Town would go back to their work or play: Bernard to his poems, Jarrin to his playwriting, the raccoon to her acting, Selena to her writing. Meli felt a pang of regret that she would never get to read the vixen’s treatise, and realized with some surprise that she was already missing all of them.

She could not forget her talks with Shamil, sitting on the steps, standing in the library, the wolf’s lowered ears and soft eyes as she told Meli her mother’s story, the mystery neither of them could solve. Looking at the head of the wolf in front of her, she wondered if the Shivers could have had anything to do with her mother’s departure. She still didn’t want to accept that they and her father had a history, but if her mother could have died in this remote camp on the other side of the island, and the Shivers had come for her, then anything was possible.

She snapped out of her reverie as the car pulled over to the side. Outside, Meli saw only a cluster of houses around a snowy field whose white plain was broken by jutting metal pipes. “Where are we?” she asked, but the wolf in the front just leaned back and chewed on something. The sharp herbal scent tickled her nose. “Why have we stopped?”

When it became clear that she was not going to be favored with an answer, she leaned toward the door and placed a paw on the handle, intending to alarm him by opening the door. She hadn’t expected the handle to be as cold as it was; the icy chill stopped her and sent her back to the middle of the seat, arms folded.

For at least an hour she waited, breaking the silence on occasion with remarks like, “If I’m to freeze to death, I’d prefer some more talkative company,” and “I’m shocked at the tardiness of your friends. They should be here by now.” The remarks fell into the silence and were lost in the slow chewing sound and the increasingly intolerable stench of the chewing weed.

She studied his small, brown ears and what she could see of his muzzle from her angle. None of the sensibility that Shamil had, she thought, but she found herself wondering what he was thinking, what kind of person he was. He’s a kidnapper, a criminal, she thought, but then again, so was Shamil. So was Jac. She looked out the window at a passing hare, pulling her coat tight against the cold.

When the radio beeped, the wolf reacted. “Moz,” he said into it.

“Dee Vee Ell Oh Three Oh,” responded a deep bass voice.

“Ex Tee,” he said, and set the radio down. It beeped again as he released it and put his paws on the controls. The car purred forward, leaving the small park behind.

In another hour, she saw the dome of the Church in the distance, and straightened up in her seat. A moment later, she recognized the TeraMine tower, and bounced up and down on her seat. She was going to see her father again, possibly within the hour, or sooner. “So what happened?” she asked, unable to keep quiet. “What did my father do to get me back?”

“Don’t know,” the wolf said.

“It had to be something,” she said. “Did he pay another ransom?”

The wolf remained silent. “I hope not,” she said. “He’ll take away my spending money if he did.”

She laughed at herself then, being concerned over such a trivial thing, and thought about how good it would be to get back to her normal life. She wanted a full bath, first of all, with clean clothes waiting afterwards, and then a delicious meal, even with Susanne’s bland kefli sauce. An image of Passa Gerrar drifted across her mind, and she pushed it away. She would have time for him later, perhaps. For a while, she would be busy telling her friends about her adventures.

She’d composed the first chapter in her mind, her kidnapping already distant enough to be exciting rather than harrowing, when she saw the familiar black tower again, now only a short way away. Hardly able to believe her eyes, she slid across the seat and stared out the window, and remained there until they pulled up outside the black building itself. Not the main lobby; the private entrance only residents used.

The wolf looked back at her. “Welcome home,” he said, and that was all. Meli was outside and running through the icy wind a moment later, and she had one paw on the door before she thought that perhaps she ought to have said something back.

The concierge’s eyes bugged out. “Miss Melinda!” the old hare cried. “We’ve been so worried about you!”

“Hello, Dani,” Meli smiled. “It’s wonderful to see you. Is my father home or in the office?”

“I haven’t seen him go to the office today,” Dani said, smiling, “so I guess he’s working at home. Oh, he’ll be so happy. Welcome back, miss.”

Meli gave her a huge smile and ran for the elevator, savoring every familiar detail. The gold veins in the black marble, the corner where she’d banged her head three years ago, the worn patch on the right hand side of the call button, and the tone of the elevator. She put a paw against the soft fabric of the elevator walls and bounced on the balls of her feet as the hum of the machinery drew her upwards.

When the doors opened, she sprang out into her foyer and spun around. The pictures on the walls and the reddish-orange wallpaper with the yellow stars dotted around the ceiling greeted her like old friends. She would have stopped to greet each one personally and renew her acquaintance, but she couldn’t wait to see her father again.

The living room was empty. She could hear Susanne making noise in the kitchen, but didn’t want to talk to the lemming now. Her father must be in his office, and though he hated for her to interrupt him there, she thought that today he would make an exception.

She padded to the door and eased it open, intending to surprise him, but when she slipped into the room, she saw only his smaller burnished wood desk, the chair neatly tucked under it, and the two shelves of books on the walls. His terminal was not up, and she caught only a day-old scent, a faint trace lingering in the air of the room.

Puzzled, she closed the door. Dani would have seen him go to the office, surely. She said good morning to him every day. Unless she’d missed him this morning, or he’d gone out somewhere else. Meli wandered back to her room and breathed in her own scent, and was just marveling at the feeling when she heard a gasp from her bathroom.

“Mem?”

The old lemur took two steps forward, reaching out a paw. “Hello, Sashi,” Meli said, smiling broadly.

Sashi hesitated, so Meli stepped towards her and threw her arms around the lemur. She felt Sashi tense and then relax at the gesture, the long ringed tail curling up behind her. “Oh, mem, I thought you’d gone.”

“Where’s my father?” Meli asked, releasing Sashi. The hug had felt surprisingly good, overcoming the awkwardness of it.

The lemur’s smile dissolved, and her ears folded back. She looked about ready to burst into tears. “He didn’t come home last night,” she said. “Nobody has seen him and nobody has told us where he is. With you gone, we feared he was kidnapped as well.”

“Gone?” Meli said sharply. “Did he go out looking for me?”

“I do not know,” Sashi said. “He did not tell us anything. I called Fos Lapis but he did not answer and I did not want to call anyone else in case…”

Meli held her breath. “In case what?”

“I don’t know.” It was somewhat unsettling to see the normally placid lemur so upset. Meli looked away and saw through the door her father’s office door, open.

She placed her paws on Sashi’s shoulders. “I’m here now, Sashi,” she said. “I know who to call.”

She left the lemur wringing her paws and walked back to her father’s office. She’d used the radio enough to be able to find Raja Garro’s number in the office.

He picked up immediately. “Barda?”

“It’s Meli, Raja Garro,” she said.

“Meli! Where are you?”

“I’m home. Are you expecting a call from my father?”

He paused. “Stay there. I’ll be right over.”

“Just tell me where my father is!” She shook the receiver. “Hello?”

The line was already dead. She set the radio down and stalked out into the living room.

The next fifteen minutes lasted for hours. She talked distantly to Sashi, telling her a little of what had happened to her, but the old lemur’s cries of, “how terrible!” and “the brutes!” annoyed rather than encouraged her. She deliberately left out any mention of her mother, partly because she knew Sashi had known her mother and worried that it would upset her, but mostly because it felt like her secret, one she was unwilling to share yet.

“I am so glad you are back safely, mem,” Sashi said at one point. “It sounds like a horrible experience.”

Meli looked at her thoughtfully, distracted for a moment from thoughts of her father. “Parts of it were,” she said. “But all the same…”

The sound of the front door opening broke the ensuing silence. For a moment, the crisp grey business suit, gold cravat, and small gold pin fooled her into thinking her father had come home, but a sniff of the air and a look at Raja Garro’s downcast eyes dispelled the illusion quickly. She stood to greet him, extending one paw, but he took both and held them, looking down into her eyes. “Hello, Meli,” he said before she could speak. “I’m so glad you’re safe.”

“I’m fine,” she said impatiently. “Where is Father?”

He held her eyes for another moment, and then sighed. “Come, sit down,” he said, and gestured to the couch.

“Where is he?” She didn’t want to move.

“Please.” He guided her to the couch, and sat next to her. She folded her paws in her lap, her fur prickling with the intuition that something very bad indeed was coming. He looked away from her and took a deep breath. “Not two hours ago, an envelope was delivered anonymously to my office that contained two documents. Both were typed, and both signed by your father. The first one was a resignation, naming me as his replacement as the Chief Executive Officer of TeraMine. The second one was a legal document transferring the entirety of his holdings in TeraMine to you.”

“To me? But where was he going?”

“I don’t know. He went to speak to a…a business associate of ours, to ask for some help in finding you. He said the visit had been successful, but he didn’t tell me any more.”

Chills crept down her back. “The Shivers,” she said. “That’s where he went. To get me back.”

Garro’s tail twitched, and he looked startled for a moment, then relaxed. “I suppose you may as well know, if you know enough to guess. So they did kidnap you.”

“No,” she said. “But they were involved. But my father, what about my father?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. I called our…” He looked at her. “I called them. They said, ‘We look forward, not back.’ They wouldn’t answer any questions.”

“I need to talk to them,” Meli said. “I want to talk to Night and Bright.”

The older tiger flinched. “No,” he said, “you don’t.”

“I already have, last night,” she said. “Where can I find them?”

“You…” He gaped at her. “No. I absolutely forbid it.”

“Don’t order me around. You can’t take his place.” Meli smiled, her lips tight.

Garro looked stung, his ears folding back and eyes narrowing. She thought he was going to shout at her, but he caught himself and relaxed. “I have to,” he said. “We don’t know where he is, and I can’t…I can’t spare the manpower to look. We have no clues. He simply vanished.”

“But we have to find him!”

Garro shook his head slowly, regaining his composure. “He went crazy looking for you,” he said gently. “He made some decisions that were unwise, that cost the company a lot of money. We have,” he emphasized the next words, “no clues. At least with you we had somewhere to start.”

She tried to imagine her father gone. Emotion overtook her, catching in her throat. “He’ll come back,” she said. “He has to.”

“When he does, I will happily give up the office,” Garro said. “But until then, I have to run TeraMine. And you have to be strong, Meli. I came over to offer…would you like to stay with me and Himana? We don’t want you to be lonely and we would be happy to have you.”

“No,” she said. “I have to be here when he returns.”

She saw pity in his eyes before he turned away and stood. “All right,” he said. “But the offer stands. If you change your mind, just come down.”

“Thank you,” she said.

He turned to look at her. “Anything you need, just call.”

“I will.”

He raised a paw, and then he was gone.

Susanne was just as delighted by Meli’s return as Sashi had been, scampering back and forth from the living room to the kitchen while preparing a dinner that was, surprisingly, delicious. Meli insisted that Sashi and Susanne join her at the table, and told her story again, paying more attention to the details of Ghost Town. This time, Susanne was the one who looked shocked and horrified, while Sashi merely nodded her head and looked thoughtful.

The next day, she resolved to stay in the apartment, sure that her father would return. She wrote an account of her adventures for her friends, and that took all morning and much of the afternoon. She happened to be writing the part in which Cab returned when Sashi sat down on the bed, next to her desk, and watched her quietly.

Meli broke from her writing when her paws began to ache. Sashi said, “I suppose you are happy to be back to your normal life, mem.”

“Oh, yes,” Meli said, but she was trying to figure out how to convey the sadness of knowing that Cab would be relegated to Ghost Town for the rest of his now-shortened life. She’d tried to express it to Sashi and Susanne the previous night, but they’d only smiled and nodded, baffled at her sympathy for one of her kidnappers. She gave up for the moment and looked at Sashi.

“Passa Gerrar was asking about you. Would you like to call him?”

“Not today, thank you.” She tilted her head. “How do you spend your free time, Sashi?”

“I write to my friends at home,” the lemur said promptly.

“Do you miss them?”

“Yes, mem, but I am not sad to be here with you.”

“I wonder if my mother missed her friends.” Sashi was silent. Meli looked at her. “Was she happy here?”

This time there was a pause before the lemur said, “Yes, mem.”

“What did she do with her spare time?”

“She wrote to her friends as well.”

“Is that all?”

“Yes.” If there was a hesitation before this answer, it was so slight that she couldn’t be sure she hadn’t imagined it.

“She was gone a lot, wasn’t she?”

“She was not neglectful,” the lemur said immediately. “She left you with me, mem, and I took good care of you.”

“Yes, you did.” Meli patted Sashi’s paw. “But I remember she fought with my father. Was she sorry we came here?”

“Oh, no, mem.”

“Do you remember what she and my father used to fight about?”

Now the old lemur looked away. “No, mem.”

“Sashi,” Meli said gently, “I want to know.”

“Your father, mem, he did not want me to say anything.”

“My father is not here.” When Sashi remained silent, Meli said, “I’m almost eighteen. I want to know both my parents.”

The lemur looked down again, but started to speak. “Your mother, mem, she wanted more money to help people. Your father thought it was a waste. She would go out, bless her, and do what she could, but he would not give her any help.”

“And they fought about that?”

Sashi looked up now, meeting her eyes. “About that, mem, yes. He said she was neglecting you, but she was not. She was a good person.”

She looked more closely at the lemur. “Sashi, do you know why my mother left?”

Sashi shook her head, slowly. “No, mem. I cannot imagine.”

Meli sighed. “No. Me neither.”

Passa Gerrar did come around the next day, asking solicitously about her condition and saying all the right things, but when she mentioned something about the Circle, he said, “That’s all very well for the wretches, but we should revere our ancestors who placed us above all that.”

Meli thought about Selena’s devotion to the Circle and about what it meant to the people she’d known, what it had come to mean to her, and she dropped the subject. When he leaned in politely for a kiss at the end of the night, she backed away and placed a paw on his chest. The look of bafflement on his muzzle cleared quickly, replaced with a smooth courtesy that dropped over his features with practiced ease. When he left, she sank into the couch with a sigh of relief.

Raja Garro called on her nearly every day, asking if there were anything she needed, and helping her with the disposition of her father’s holdings. His estate, he kept calling it, and though she did not correct him after the first time, she struck out the term in her mind and would not say it herself. When he was not calling, Meli was searching the numbers in her father’s address book for any clue to contacting the Shivers. The most promising numbers never answered when she dialed them; the others were as unhelpful as she’d guessed they would be.

Those affairs kept her busy until the end of the week, but by then, the apartment where she’d spent most of her life on New Tibet had grown too small to hold her. She paced through the living room, past her usual perch, seeing the whorls traced into the glass as if they were decorations made by the glassmaker on a different planet. For a time, she stood by the window and traced the patterns with a soft pawpad, looking out at the falling snow and the people hurrying about below. Who were they, she wondered? Foxes like Jac? Weasels like Cab? Ermines like Marit? Restless, she walked away without sitting down.

Her father had still not returned. Despite the memory of his interdiction against walking alone, and the fading hope of his return, she left the apartment twice at the end of that week, first to go down to Raja Himana’s apartment for lunch, and then out in the evening to walk the streets of the city.

In her elegant, warm coat, she felt out of place among the crowd of lemmings, hares, and foxes hurrying through the streets clutching their worn garments around them. Each one had a singular purpose that occupied him or her, each one a destination to which he or she was already late. Meli took shelter in an alcove and just watched them go back and forth: there a lemming clutching an envelope in his paw. A courier? That way, a hare, no doubt rushing home to his family; this way, a raccoon dragging a large, heavy bag onto a public transport. A scientist, perhaps, taking home samples to work with, or perhaps a thief stealing from her employer. Why would she be stealing? To support her sick husband, of course. Meli felt a sudden, irrational urge to run up to the raccoon and press a hundred-credit note into her paw, to tell her not to steal any more, which was silly because she probably wasn’t stealing anything to begin with. Her attention wandered to an old female wolf, hobbling across the street, and as she turned a corner, Meli realized what she was missing, and where to find it.

She went back upstairs as the light started to fade, and in the morning, she called Fos Lapis.

He answered gruffly, softening his tone when he heard who it was. “What can I do for you?”

“Raja Garro said that you were helping my father investigate my kidnapping,” she said. “Did you find the hospital where I was first taken?”

“Yeah,” he said. “We only found one suspect there and he’s…not there any more.”

“That doesn’t matter,” she said. “Can you give directions to the concierge?”

“Why?” he said.

“I want to go there.”

Lapis took a breath. “Listen, Miss,” he said, “I am trying to find your father. You don’t think I thought he might turn up there, still trying to find you, not knowing you came home? I have a man stationed there and in one other place. So there’s no need to worry your pretty head about it.”

The hope that she’d felt for her father’s return had faded over the days as she’d become accustomed to the emptiness of the apartment. She would still round a corner and expect to see him there, or hear a rumble of machinery as deep as his voice and perk her ears. After several of these disappointments every day, she was becoming numb to them, but not fast enough to shake off the pang she felt at Lapis’s words. “I’m not,” she said. “I want to go to the hospital.”

“If you’re sick,” he said, sounding puzzled, and she cut him off.

“I’m not.”

“Then, Miss, may I ask why you want to go to the hospital?”

She had a feeling that “to see my friends” would not sway him. “No,” she said. “I want to go. That should be enough for you.”

“I wouldn’t advise it. It’s a dangerous area.”

“You can send a man to go with me,” she said. “A bodyguard. I have no objection to that.”

He paused. “I don’t think I can do that.”

“You’re looking there for my father anyway,” she persisted. “Just send me along when you go.”

“Miss…”

“I am old enough to make my own decisions,” she said sharply. “If you don’t give the concierge the directions, I’ll just take a car out on my own and I’ll get lost, and when Raja Garro asks why, I will tell him.”

“Raja Garro will not want you to go either,” he said, but he was starting to waver.

“He’ll be more upset if I disappear again, won’t he? I’m going to leave in fifteen minutes, either with my own car or one you supply. It’s up to you.” She hung up the radio in the middle of his reply.

When she walked out into the downstairs lobby, a tiger in TeraMine’s security uniform met her and escorted her to a transport. He held the door for her to get in the back, then got into the driver’s seat and drove her away without uttering a single word.


26: The Hospital

She recognized the hospital immediately upon their arrival there, the large red stripe and the word “HOSPITAL” above it, slumped between the houses. When the car stopped, she moved to get out, and then paused. She peered through the seats to the driver, his thick muzzle in profile. “What’s your name?”

“Georg, miss.”

“Are you going to come in with me?”

The driver turned, and nodded. “If you wish, miss.”

“All right, then,” she said, and chewed her lip for a moment. “I’m going to meet some of the people who work here, who I met when I was kidnapped. But none of them were involved in it. Okay, Georg?”

“Of course,” he said, and got out of the car to open the door for her.

Snow swirled about her, filling the crevices of her coat as she hurried to the entrance. She’d been worried about how she would be received, but getting out of the cold now took precedence over that. Georg reached the door before she did and opened it for her. She stepped through and smiled at him as he followed, saying a quick, “Thanks.”

She’d only seen the entrance at night. It was dingy, moldy in spots, and the paint was peeling from the cold brick walls. Nobody was there, and for a moment she stood while Georg looked around, waiting for someone to come help her. The smells of the hospital came back to her, making her fur prickle, and she saw Georg’s nose wrinkle as well, but the smell wasn’t as objectionable as it had the last time she’d been there.

I know my way around, she decided, and headed for the elevator. It rattled to a stop, the door opened, and a hare in a white coat stepped out. For a moment, she flashed back to Ghost Town, but the white coat was dirty and the hare tired, her ears drooping. She looked at Meli and her eyes opened wide, and when she saw Georg in his uniform, they opened wider.

“Is Shamil around?” Meli said softly.

The hare relaxed, though she still cast wary glances at Georg. “She’s on the second floor,” she said. “Would you like to wait here? I can go get her.”

“I’ll just go up myself,” Meli said. She stepped into the elevator, expecting the hare to get out, but she didn’t. Georg pushed in after them, and Meli remembered again going up in the crowded elevator, late at night, terrified. In the daylight, the creaking and rattling of the elevator sounded less like a menacing threat and more like the tired complaints of old age.

On the second floor, the hare squirmed out past her and trotted onto the landing and into the hall, calling, “Shamil!” Meli followed, with Georg behind her, and rounded the corner in time to see the wolf turning to the hare’s call and looking past her.

Meli smiled and raised a paw, but Shamil was not smiling as she walked toward the tigress. Her ears were flat and her arms folded. “This is how you repay us?” she said.

“What?” Meli stared at her, her paw frozen in mid-wave. What had she done wrong? Her tail curled down and around her leg.

“Jac and I hoped you would remember us better than that,” Shamil said, and though her eyes were hard, her voice had no trace of bitterness.

“Better than what?” Meli followed Shamil’s stare to Georg, and finally realized what they must have thought of her, showing up in the hospital with a uniformed officer. “Oh. Oh! Georg is just here as my bodyguard. That’s all, right, Georg?”

“I’m here to make sure no harm comes to Miss Melinda,” the tiger said, his ears perked attentively.

“Did you really hope I’d remember you?” Meli said, stepping forward.

It took Shamil several long seconds to tear her gaze away from Georg. When she finally looked back at Meli, her ears came up, though she did not smile. “Of course we did. Why would we not?”

“Well, I did,” Meli said.

Shamil smiled then, and stepped forward to hug the tigress, and Meli hugged back, her tail relaxing. “I’d love to talk to you, but we have all these patients to attend to. Can you come back later?”

Meli looked around the ward, at all the patients. She smelled the sickness in the air, and wrinkled up her nose. “I can help.”

Shamil gave Meli trays of pills and bandages to carry. Georg insisted on carrying his share as well, as the two of them padded behind Shamil. They hurried to attend to a lemming having a coughing fit, and staunched the bleeding in the right leg of a fox whose stitches would not stay closed because he kept scratching them. True, Shamil did most of the work, but Meli handed her supplies as she needed them, and even helped fetch more when she’d been told where to go.

If she’d thought the elevator pitiable, the supply closet was tragic. Wide open shelves lay dusty and bare, the medical supplies piled to one side. Most of the supplies were cheap cotton balls and gauze, with only a small store of alcohol and a pitiful stash of needles.

“Why do you think we needed the money?” Shamil asked when Meli said something to her about it. “We told you it was for the hospital.”

“You didn’t get it?”

“No,” Shamil said, rewrapping another lemming’s broken paw. “We haven’t even tried. Cab told us they got Farley, remember? We hoped he was wrong, but Farley still hasn’t come back.”

Meli thought of Marsha, sitting alone in her van. “My father hasn’t come back, either.”

“What?” Shamil paused to look at her.

“He disappeared, the night before I came back. Nobody knows what happened to him.”

The wolf finished wrapping the lemming’s paw in silence, then put down her supplies and took Meli’s paws, looking up into her eyes. “Melinda,” she said, “you are strong enough to go on without him.”

The simple sentiment, so earnestly delivered, caught Meli off guard. She’d been expecting sympathy, or bland and meaningless reassurances that her father was fine, somewhere, which was all she’d heard from anyone else. She squeezed Shamil’s paws back and whispered, “I don’t know if I am.”

Shamil smiled. “This from the tiger girl who fought to go along to see Cab sneak past the Shivers? Who helped save his life, later? Who walked out onto a bridge with nothing but shadows at the other end, not knowing what her fate would be?”

“But what do I do now?”

“Well,” Shamil said, “I suspect you can do whatever you want.”

“I don’t know what I want!”

The wolf squeezed her paws again. “It’s okay not to know, dear,” she said. “Sometimes you never find out. But you came down here, all the way here, and you’ve spent the afternoon walking around a filthy hospital holding pills and bandages.”

“I mostly came down here because of you,” Meli said.

Shamil beamed. “You’re sweet, too. You have a good heart, just as your mother said you did. Oh, Jac, look who’s come back to visit.”

Meli turned to see the white fox standing a few feet behind Georg, arms folded. “I see,” he said, and Georg turned his head.

“This is her bodyguard,” Shamil said.

Jac stared at the tiger, and then he grinned. “I guess she needed a new one, eh?”

“I’m not on permanent assignment,” Georg said. “Just for today.”

“That’s too bad,” Jac said. “You should take the job.”

“I would, if it were offered.”

The fox walked past the tiger and extended a paw to Meli. “Hi, Meli. You’re looking very well.”

She grasped his paw and smiled back. “It’s good to see you again.”

“I just came to get Shamil for dinner.” He paused, looking her up and down. “Would you like to join us?”

“Don’t be silly, Jac.” Shamil shook her head. “She doesn’t want to eat plain old fish.”

“Why don’t you come join me?” Meli said with a burst of inspiration. “There’s plenty of food.”

“Oh, no,” Jac laughed. “That would not be a good idea. I imagine arctic foxes are not too welcome back at old TeraMine, eh, Georg?”

Shamil smiled. “Maybe some other time. It was lovely to see you, though. Come back whenever you like.”

“Come on, Georg.” Meli only then noticed that the tiger was still staring at Jac, eyes narrowed. “Georg,” Meli repeated. “Jac is my friend. He runs security at the hospital here.”

“Ah.” The tiger relaxed. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“This is all confusing, I know,” Jac said. “But rest assured, Melinda is as safe here as in her cozy apartment up in the TeraMine tower. We make sure of that, eh?” He smiled at Shamil, who nodded back.

The exchange stirred Meli’s curiosity. “Jac, I was just leaving. Walk me out?”

He tilted his head. “Of course.”

She didn’t want to ask her question in front of Georg, so she said, “Jac fought one of the Shiver wolves all by himself, one of the wolves who came after me. And he beat him.”

Georg didn’t say anything, but his eyebrows lifted. Jac flicked his ears, smiling. “He was young.”

“I don’t know that I ever thanked you properly,” Meli said. “I was pretty terrified. So thank you.”

The fox’s smile remained warm. “You’re quite welcome.”

In the elevator, Meli couldn’t help wrinkling her nose at the intense scents, even though she’d been immersed in them all day. Jac looked at her and said, “Good heavens. I even bathed today and everything.”

His sad smile triggered her memory, tears mingling with laughter as she remembered the little weasel saying those words, that first horrible night in the hospital. “Oh,” she said, “how is he?”

“He’s fine,” the fox said. “Jonathan says he’ll be up and about and pestering everyone in no time.”

“Good,” she said. “Good. I miss him.” She shook her head. “If you’d told me that when I first met him, I’d have…”

“You’d have strangled me.” He tossed a small metal probe between his paws. “With good reason.”

“No, no.” She managed to laugh as the elevator reached the ground floor. “I’d probably just have threatened you.”

They walked out into the lobby, colder than the rest of the hospital. “Georg,” Meli said, “could you warm up the transport for me?”

He looked at Jac, and back at her. “You’ll be safe here?”

“You can trust me,” Jac said. “I’ve been her bodyguard too.”

When Georg had stepped out into the gusting wind, she turned to Jac. “The time you were officially my bodyguard, you made a stinking mess of it. Getting me kidnapped and all.”

“Oh, I thought we were past that,” he said, and then his smile faded. “So what did you want to talk about?”

She twisted her paws together. “My father…I want to ask the Shivers if they know what happened to him. I don’t know how to reach them. I thought, maybe…” The cant of his ears and his lowered tail told her his answer before she’d finished. “…since you used to know them…”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I can ask around, but even if I get to someone who knows something, they’d have no reason to tell me the truth.”

“Can you ask them to get in touch with me?”

“I’ll try,” he said. “I’ve been wanting to ask them about Jeff, too, but…not wanting. You know? But for your father…yes.”

The mention of Jeff reminded her of the other thing. She hesitated, but she had to know. “May I ask you something?”

He nodded, ears out to the side and a wary expression on his muzzle. She went on. “Are you and Shamil…together now?”

His ears lowered. He turned to the window beside the door, and sighed. “No.”

“But you’d like to be.” In his reflection, she saw the answer before he’d uttered a word.

“Is it that obvious?”

She nodded. “Well, it was to me.” She felt proud at having been able to tell, but truthfully she could hardly have missed it.

He turned back to her. “Jeff never noticed. Not in all the time they were married.”

“It’s been that long?”

“Twelve years,” he said. “We met her when we went to visit one of our friends in the hospital. She thought we were irresponsible. We thought she was beautiful.”

Meli folded her arms, ears perked, and nodded encouragingly as he looked at her. “Well,” he said, “we were young, but there was no question, even then. It didn’t matter who was the better fighter, or who was better looking. A wolf and a fox? It would never work. And they were happy together, anyway. Who am I to go shaking that up?”

“You couldn’t find a nice fox of your own?”

“I dated a couple. None of them felt right. Not with us.”

“Us?”

The fox nodded. “Me and Jeff…we grew up together.”

Meli recalled the night of the burial, Jac’s intense mood and barely concealed grief, and how he hadn’t wanted to tell Shamil immediately. “And he married the wolf you loved.”

“We both loved her,” Jac said.

“I know,” Meli said, “but still, it’s sad. You’re a good friend.”

Jac shrugged and turned away again. “Like I said, it’s not like I ever had a chance.”

“Why not? She likes you, too. I’ve seen that.”

“Wolf and a fox,” he said. “Remember?”

“It does seem strange,” she said. “But they do it in Ghost Town. Who’s to care?”

“Of course they do it in Ghost Town. They can do anything. They’re dying.” He turned back, and she could see the anguish, so deeply buried in him, coming to the surface.

She held his eyes, and remembered the words spoken by a little weasel, in another world and another life. “Aren’t we all?”

He stared at her, opened his mouth, and closed it again. The probe he was holding clattered to the floor.

She went on. “Bernard told me we should make good use of the time we have, because we never know when it will run out.”

His ears snapped forward. Hope lit his muzzle.

“Hello, you two,” Shamil said.


Second Interlude

“What were you talking about?” she continued. They’d jumped, so it was probably about Jeff. She was surprised to find that the thought of him didn’t hurt as much as she’d thought it would. Life went on, after all. If you learned nothing else on New Tibet, you learned that.

“Cab,” Jac said. It was cute the way he met her eyes when he lied, challenging her to disprove him. “Meli was asking how he’s doing.”

“I thought he might want to organize the library,” Meli said. “So that Bernard’s poems aren’t lost.”

Shamil nodded. “That’s a good idea. Do you want to come with us next time we go? You can tell him yourself.”

The tigress paused to consider the idea. “You know, I would.”

Her driver returned then, telling her the car was ready. She embraced Shamil and Jac both. “Come see us again,” Shamil said, and Meli promised she would. They braced themselves for the cold as the two tigers left, and then she and Jac were alone in the lobby. He looked out the window, making no move to return to the wards, so Shamil lingered as well.

“It’s amazing, isn’t it? How much she changed? Remember when we brought her in here, kicking and screaming?”

Jac nodded. “I’d never have thought I’d be glad to see her again. I couldn’t wait to get rid of her.” He looked out the small window in the door. Shamil heard the roar of the transport driving away. Jac’s ears flicked back to her when it was gone. “Would you do it all again?” he said in a low voice, without turning.

She didn’t answer immediately. “It’s done,” she said. “There’s no point in looking back. We have to make the most of what we have left.”

He nodded, still looking out the door. “I think that driver likes her.”

“Meli?” Shamil smiled. “I hope so. I like to imagine that she’ll have a good life without both her parents.”

“The father’s no big loss,” Jac growled.

“Everybody’s a loss.”

“Besides,” Jac said, “she’s got us.”

“Us?” She couldn’t tell whether he was joking.

“You, at least.” He examined his claws, working his paws around empty air. “Tell me you don’t feel like a mother to her.”

“Maybe a little,” she said, to cover her surprise.

He looked up and grinned. “Well, I feel like a father. She really grew up fast. She was annoying, disobedient, and she tried to kill me once, I think. Just like I always heard a cub should be. But you really loved her. That made the difference.”

“I hope so.” It astonished her that he had noticed. She allowed herself a small smile as she turned to walk back to the elevator.

At the click of her claws on the floor, Jac said, “Shamil.”

She turned to see his ears flat, muzzle lowered, so that he was peering up at her from under his bushy white eyebrows. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” She saw his fidgeting, and part of her said, No, it can’t…he doesn’t… But apparently, he did. “I hope that driver does like her. I think…I think people should have someone.”

“Jac…”

He saw her about to reject his half-formed proposal, and hurried to cut her off. “Listen,” he said, “it’s been how long? Ten years, eleven? I was happy for you and Jeff, I really was. But it’s not just that I hate seeing you alone. I mean, I do.” His ears were comically askew; she would have laughed had he not been so earnest. “But I just want…will you give me a chance? To keep you company, I mean.”

Deliberately, she said, “I value your company, Jac, you know that.”

He stepped toward her. “You know what I mean.”

“You just see me hurting and you want to help, and…”

“No.” He took another step. “I’ve felt like this for years. I think since I met you.”

It was her turn to feel her ears splay to the sides. “For years?”

He nodded. His ears were up now. “I didn’t want to ruin anything for Jeff. Besides, he was a wolf and I was a fox.”

“You’re still a fox,” she said.

“I know. That’s what I said to Meli.”

“To Meli?” She laughed, a short bark. “She was giving you advice?”

He grinned. “Funny, isn’t it? She just told me…” He was only a foot away from her now. He reached out and took one of her paws. “She told me that we should make good use of the time we have. We don’t know when it will run out.”

“Wise beyond her years,” Shamil said, to cover her surprise, not only at Jac’s words, but at how good his paws felt around hers, and at the flood of warmth she was feeling from looking into his eyes.

“Well, she said Bernard told her,” Jac said, and this time they shared the laughter.

“I don’t know.” She squeezed his paw back. “Jeff and I were well balanced. He was always daring, pushing for new things, and I held back. You’re more like me.”

“Except for being a fox.” He smiled. “That’s a bad thing? You haven’t had enough adventure for one life?”

“I don’t want to completely stop being daring.” She knew it was a silly thing, but it was all she could think of to slow things down.

His eyes sparkled, now. “A fox and wolf dating, that’s not daring?” She didn’t know what to say to that, and he leaned forward. “Just one kiss,” he said. “If it’s weird, or you don’t like it, I won’t ask again, I promise.”

His nose was only an inch from hers, his breath warm on her muzzle. “All right.” She touched her nose to his. “Just one.”

It was not weird, and she liked it very much.


27: Common and Precious

The following day, Meli had a long conversation with Garro about the ransom. He told her that they were trying to get it back from the account, and she told him not to. When he’d finished sputtering, he informed her that it was not her business, and he remained obstinate on that point. Likely he would have won the argument had she not thought to ask whether it was her father’s money or the company’s, and when Garro reluctantly admitted it was her father’s, she pointed out that that meant that it was now hers, so she could do what she liked with it, and what she liked was to leave it in the account it had been transferred to and to stop watching the bank.

Less fruitful were questions about Farley. Garro knew nothing about his capture, and when she pressed Lapis, he would say only that no more suspects remained in their custody, obstinately, over and over. She couldn’t think what had befallen Farley if they no longer had him, but it was unlikely that he would turn up at the hospital if he hadn’t by now.

On her next visit to the hospital, she told Shamil and Jac about the bank, and offered to go with them to withdraw the money. They refused, expressing little interest. She let the matter drop, but noticed over the next month that the supply closet grew more and more full, the hospital looked cleaner, the linens cleaner, and there were several more nurses bustling around helping.

She’d hoped to have news about Farley to give them in return for asking about her father; as it turned out, Jac had met with no more success than she had. He’d gotten a promise from one of his connections to pass on a message for someone to call Meli, but hadn’t been able to get anything more concrete.

After a month, the hospital was running so smoothly that she no longer felt needed. Rather than getting in the way of the nurses who were working to attend to the patients, she walked around talking to patients who looked lonely. She met a fox who couldn’t stop talking about his two adorable kits, a raccoon who’d tried to make a living by accepting food for playing sports (she spent an hour trying to explain to Meli the rules of some game played with sticks on ice, swatting a flat stone of some sort at a net) until a broken ankle had ended her playing days, a lemming who’d worked the same administrative job for ten years and made Meli laugh with her imitations of her co-workers, and many others.

Her eighteenth birthday passed with little fanfare: a special dinner from Susanne and a gift from Sashi, a beautiful necklace of intricately twisted smooth strands of white gold and ivory. “It was your mother’s,” Sashi said. “She didn’t like to wear jewelry so much, but she thought you might. She often said you would have it when you came of age.”

Meli draped it over her paw. How could anyone not want to feel the smooth, heavy weight of the metal against their fur, the light, strong ivory enmeshed with it? “Help me put it on,” she said eagerly.

It looked better on her than it had on her paw. “Happy birthday, mem,” the lemur said. She paused, and then went on. “Mem, there is something I wanted to ask you.”

Meli turned. Sashi’s eyes were lowered. “What is it?” Her heart pounded, wondering if Sashi was going to talk about her mother.

“Since you are growing up, mem…would you mind terribly if I left New Tibet?”

“Leave?” Meli stared at the lemur. “But where would you go? You can’t go back to Old Earth.”

“No, no,” Sashi said, “but some of my friends have enough money to take a shuttle trip to Piarrea, and it is about the same distance from here. We would arrive within four months of each other.”

“Oh,” Meli said. She thought about saying no, she would mind, she wanted Sashi here for always, but the old lemur looked so anxious that Meli didn’t have the heart. Besides, she had the hospital. “Well, of course, Sashi. You’ve been such a good companion—a good friend.”

“You don’t need me any more, mem,” Sashi said. “That one policeman, the one who drives you every time you visit the hospital, I think he would like to be a companion to you.”

Meli flicked her ears and smiled. “Georg?”

“Yes. He’ll be a good match. He sounds like he has a caring heart. And you have your friends at the hospital now, for friendship. Shamil, right? And Jac. You’ve no need for an old lemur.”

“Perhaps not,” Meli said, feeling tears in her eyes, “but I’ll miss you.”

“And I you, mem.” Sashi knelt beside her and hugged her, and Meli hugged back.

“Have you wanted to leave all this time?”

The lemur brushed fur back from Meli’s face. “Not while you needed me, mem. But you have grown up now, and not just because of your birthday. You will find your own path. And you will write and tell me about it, and when I land I will read about your adventures and I will be so proud of you.”

Meli cried then, and Sashi cried too, and they stayed up until well into the night talking about Piarrea, and Meli’s parents, and Old Earth, and all of their friends and their history, and although Meli went to bed with her fur still wet from tears, she knew that the old lemur was right.

Meli saw her off on the next shuttle. When she returned home, she did not want to face the empty apartment right away. So she walked through the streets around TeraMine, visiting some of the small shops with which she’d grown familiar. The shopkeepers knew her, too, as few enough tigers shopped in the small indoor arcades of downtown, and she had come to enjoy the pleasant banter with them as she bought little things she didn’t really need.

The daylight was fading and the wind picking up when she decided she’d better return home. She hurried along the street with all the others, enjoying the danger in the bite of the cold wind, letting it take her mind off of Sashi’s departure. She paused next to a dark alley to let a transport go by in the street, and was about to cross when she heard a whisper from the shadows.

“Rupa…”

Her mother’s name had been Rupa. But it wasn’t only the name that was familiar. She peered back into the alley, her heart pounding. Surely she’d been mistaken. After all these months, it couldn’t be. “Father?” she whispered.

Motion in the alley, a scraping and a harsh breath. She took a step in, but the shadows were deep and she couldn’t see anything. Another step, and now she could smell the urine in the alley, a strong smell. Her father’s smell.

Or was her nose deceiving her, playing tricks on her because of what she thought she’d heard? The acrid odor made her wrinkle her nose, but she stepped forward again, and that step triggered more motion, a loud crashing sound and then something scraping, getting further away from her.

She hurried forward, then had to slow as her paw slipped on some ice while navigating around a dumpster full of frozen waste. Her paw clutched at the cold metal, and came away feeling dirty; she didn’t want to wipe it on any of her clothes or put it back in her muff, so she held it awkwardly in front of her. It got cold quickly in the wind, but she forgot about it a moment later when she stumbled over a shadow and realized that it was the shape she’d been pursuing.

It was huddled on a small platform with wheels, so that she couldn’t get a true measure of its size, but it was big enough to be a tiger. She couldn’t tell where its head was, so she put out a paw. “Father?”

The voice moaned again, “Rupa…”

It was her father’s voice. It had to be. She lowered her paw and encountered cold, but living, fur. “Father?”

The shape shifted, falling away from her paw, and eyes blazed up at her. “No! Not…you shouldn’t…I don’t deserve…” The cart creaked as he tried to wheel himself away from her, then stopped just short of where the light from the end of the alley spilled into it. The shape rocked forward, but the cart didn’t move.

“Father,” Meli said, more firmly, though she still wasn’t sure it was him, “where have you been?”

“You shouldn’t…I wanted, but…and I…” He was half-mumbling, and she couldn’t catch most of the things he was saying. But she could see his arms now, and she reached for it.

“Come home,” she said firmly, lifting his arm, and then she shrieked as she held up his paw to the light of the street beyond the alley and saw from the silhouette that it was missing two fingers entirely and half of a third. She dropped the paw and shrank back.

“Yes…go, I’m…not fit…” He lapsed into his mumbling again.

She gathered her courage. “No. You’re coming with me.” Once more she tugged on his arm and lifted, but she couldn’t pull him off of the cart, and he wasn’t going to get off on his own. Her paws were getting colder by the minute, and she didn’t think she could push the cart by herself, but she didn’t want to leave him, either.

“Stay there,” she told him, and walked the few yards to the street. A small lemming was peering down the alley, no doubt attracted by her scream. The other people kept walking as if nothing was happening.

The lemming looked up at her. “Everything okay, ma’am?” His ears twitched.

She pulled a fifty-credit note from her purse. “I want you to go to the TeraMine building, go to the security desk, and tell them that Tiger Melinda wants you to bring Georg to her at this alley here. Do you have time to do that?”

“Sure, miss. You don’t need to give me money.”

“I can afford it. Here.” She handed him the note, and after a second, he took it.

He returned fifteen minutes later with the large tiger in tow. Georg’s puzzled expression didn’t clear when he saw Meli emerge from the alley. “Melinda,” he said, “what’s going on?”

She had been keeping an eye on the shadow and listening for the creak of the cart. To keep her paws warm, she’d kept them in her muff, cleanliness be damned, but her ears were numb from being perked up to listen. All she’d heard was his low mumbling, but she was too far away to make sense of it. “My father’s in there,” she hissed, pointing into the alley.

Georg’s eyes widened, but to his credit, he only hesitated a moment. Then he nodded and said, “Let’s go get him.”

She loved that he didn’t even question her. “I think he’s hurt. I thought we’d try to get him back to the apartment,” she said.

“If I’d known, I would have brought a stretcher,” he said.

“He sounds bad,” Meli said. “I don’t know how much time we have. And he’s on a cart, so maybe we can use that.”

When they reached him, Georg tried to push the cart, but as it started moving, the figure on it said, “No, no!” and swatted at him with its half-paw. He avoided it easily and pushed the cart out into the street, with Meli walking alongside. In the half-light of evening, she could see that the figure was a tiger, though she could only tell from the size and shape; the orange-and-black pattern of its fur lost in filth and grime, faded to obscurity. It was wrapped in a blanket or coat of some sort, probably as dirty as it was; at least, it smelled as bad. She kept trying to see its face, but it remained hunched over, moaning and mumbling to itself until they turned a corner and faced the large black stone of the TeraMine building.

Meli saw the figure’s head lift, and clearly heard it say, “No!” Too fast for her to follow, its arm flashed out, and Georg stopped, clutching his leg and cursing. The creature thrashed about and fell off the cart, scrambling through the snow of the sidewalk, but it was forced to pull itself along with its arms, Meli saw with a shudder of pity, because something was wrong with its legs. They were twisted behind it, and the paws at the end of them were black and rotting away.

Georg, moving faster than she did, reached down to grab the figure around the waist. Wounded though it was, it was still large and it struggled against him, shouting, “No! No! Can’t go there!”

He wrestled it up from the ground, and as its face turned toward Meli, she recognized, beyond any doubt, her father’s features. There was little of her father in his eyes, though; they were wild and raving. He was struggling with both legs and one arm, keeping the other close to his body. Probably injured, she supposed, standing awkwardly by as Georg pulled him inch by inch toward the lobby of their building.

People on the street were stopping to stare. Nobody offered help. The closer they got to the building, the louder her father howled and the more he struggled, and one of the people watching said, “It looks like he don’t wanna go in there, miss.”

“He has to,” she snapped, and turned to look for the person who’d spoken, but whoever it was refused to identify herself.

“Melinda,” Georg grunted, “why can’t we just take him to the hospital?” He was struggling mightily to keep hold of her father.

She bit her lip. “All right,” she said. “I’ll go have them bring a transport.”

The rank smell of urine and filth in the vehicle was nearly enough to make her open a window to let in the frigid air. She sat in back with her father, talking to him directly as the transport pulled away. “We’re not going back there,” she said as he stared at the TeraMine building through the windows. It slid by and then vanished, replaced by the other metal and stone structures of downtown, but he craned his neck to follow it as it receded behind them. “Father,” Meli said, trying to draw his attention. “Father?”

When he could no longer see the building, he huddled in the corner of the seat and looked ahead—mostly. She caught him glancing at her out of the corner of his eye, as though he were ashamed. Of her? She had so many questions for him, she didn’t know where to start. “What happened—where have you been?”

“Away.” He mumbled it to the back of Georg’s head. “Went away. They sent me away. For what I did. I’m sorry, Rupa…”

“I’m Meli, Father.”

“Meli, she’ll be okay,” he muttered. “Good.”

“Father.” She leaned insistently toward him, but he huddled away from her.

“…don’t deserve your forgiveness, Rupa,” she heard as he pressed himself up against the window.

She almost wished she’d never found him, rather than finding him in this state. Frustrated, she sat back in her seat and watched the road go by.

“Tell him you forgive him,” Georg said.

“What?”

“He thinks you’re Rupa, whoever that is. Play along.”

She looked at her father to see whether he’d heard, but he gave no sign that he’d even noticed. She heard his low mutters, addressed to himself or his paws, or something in his paws.

“Barda,” she said, and felt immediately wrong, calling her father by that name.

He stopped talking and turned his head slightly. One ragged ear lifted, swiveled back to listen to her.

“I forgive you,” she said.

For a moment, he didn’t move. She was about to repeat her words when she caught rumbled words over the growl of the transport. “…didn’t mean to…”

“What didn’t you mean to do, Barda?” She leaned forward, to hear his answer better.

He turned enough to look at her out of the corner of one eye, and then turned back to the window, his ears lowering. “Didn’t mean to,” he said again. “They didn’t hear me right.”

“Who?” Meli was uncomfortably aware that she was delving into a part of her father’s past that she’d never seen before, but she couldn’t stop. If it had something to do with her mother…maybe it had all been just a big misunderstanding between them. “Who didn’t hear you?”

“Gin master,” she thought he said. She frowned.

“The gin master?” As she said the sounds, she pieced together the name. “Jemassar?”

“Who’s Jemassar?” Georg said quietly. His ears, she saw, were also swiveled back.

“Our old concierge. A polar bear. He used to give me little candies. He hugged me when my mother disappeared.” She remembered the smell of him, old and musty, but warm too, with an undertone of the peppermints he kept by his desk. On the fourth day, when she was starting to get desperate, she’d waited until her father had left for work. When Sashi went to the bathroom, Meli had gone downstairs to look for her mother, and Jemassar had stopped her, had gently turned her around and taken her onto the elevator. Once they were on and the doors closed, he knelt and pulled her into a wordless hug, and when they parted, she saw that he’d been crying.

The next time she went downstairs, he was gone, replaced by a matronly hare. She’d never seen him again.

“Jemassar,” her father repeated, his words getting clearer as his tone got sharper. “Told him…he didn’t understand, I didn’t mean for always, just…for a bit…I was angry.”

“What did you tell him?” she asked.

“Change the codes,” he said, “change the codes,” and then he turned, his unnaturally bright eyes fixed on hers, and she could smell on his breath whatever horrible things he’d been eating to survive. “But Rupa, it’s okay now, you forgive me, we’ll be okay again, I won’t get angry again.”

“Change the codes?” She looked at him, bewildered. “The…the door codes?”

“I would never say that,” he said, “I wouldn’t mean it. I know you don’t love them more than Meli. More than me.”

“You changed the door codes?” Her voice sounded distant. She could feel the prickling of her fur as though it were on someone else’s body, someone she was sitting next to in the suddenly very warm vehicle. Georg’s ears, she noticed, were now cupped forward, away from their conversation. Her own were filled with a rushing sound that overpowered even the rumble of the tires on the street.

“Teach you a lesson,” Barda said, “like in Chennai, that time with Haji.” Chennai was where she’d grown up. The name ‘Haji’ meant nothing to her. “You learned then,” he said, “you came back to me and it was good.”

She couldn’t say anything. He went on, “You…gone so often here…I wanted you to stay…” His eyes were pleading now. “You came back…I knew you would…I’m sorry, Rupa.”

He extended his half-paw to her. She recoiled, bringing her own up defensively. “You changed the door codes?” She couldn’t say anything else.

Now he narrowed his eyes. “It was Jemassar,” he said, “he didn’t change them back.”

His ears were ragged, his face filthy, and she could see that one of his fangs was broken. She turned away from his foul visage and foul breath and stared at the snow-covered streets as they rushed past. Her mother had been sent out, the codes changed so she couldn’t come back in. She’d wandered through the snow, frozen and alone, until she’d come to the hospital where Shamil had found her. Meli stared out at the snow, at a plodding figure walking alone on some cold, lonely errand, and for a moment the figure had orange fur with black stripes. Jasmine filled her nose, from memory rather than the air.

“Rupa?” her father was saying, and she felt his touch on her shoulder.

“Get away from me!” she yelled, pushing him back against his window.

He shrank back, his eyes dimming. “Right,” he mumbled, “right.” He turned to his own window and sat there silently.

Georg broke the silence. “Meli,” he said softly. “Are you okay?”

“I don’t know.” She wanted to cry, but couldn’t bring herself to. The only thing she felt now that her revulsion at her father’s touch had subsided was numbness, tinged with an old, old sorrow.

“We’re almost there,” he said.

Together, they carried her father into the hospital, where the on-duty nurses, a vixen and hare, scurried to prepare a bed. They brought down a gurney and Jac, whose smile vanished when he saw the decrepit tiger.

“Why did you bring him all the way here?” he asked Meli.

“He wouldn’t let us take him into our hospital,” she said.

Georg added, “He’s delirious.”

Jac knelt beside him and sniffed. “Phew. Who is he?”

When Meli didn’t answer, the fox looked up at her, and read the answer in her expression. Incredulous, he stared at her father again, and then jumped to his feet and back a step, as though he’d just smelled the revolting odors. Her father flinched at the sudden motion and huddled in on himself.

“Your father?” She nodded, and Jac yelled to the hare, “Go get Floren, tell her not to bother making up a bed.”

“What?” Meli took a step forward, while the hare just stood staring at them, nonplused. “Jac, he…”

“Do you see what he’s holding?”

Meli looked down, but her father was hunched over and whatever he was holding was hidden. “No. It was dark in the alley.”

“I’ll show you.” Jac growled and knelt again, then reached into her father’s blanket. Her father howled and screamed, and tried to fight, but Jac overpowered him easily and pushed him roughly back onto the floor, where he lay and screamed.

“Jac!” Meli put a paw to her muzzle, horrified.

“Shut up,” Jac snarled at her father, and then stood, and showed Meli what he’d taken from her father.

The hare stifled a scream. In Jac’s white paw, he held a ragged black wolf tail, missing half its fur, the white bone showing through in the bare patches. “Dear Father,” Georg said.

“We buried him,” Meli whispered.

“It’s not Jeff,” Jac said. “But it’s meant to be.” He threw the tail at the filthy tiger, who clutched it to his breast and muttered to it. “He killed Jeff. He’s not staying here.”

Meli’s stomach churned, watching her father hold the wolf’s tail, whoever it might have once belonged to. The hare was starting to wheel the gurney back to the elevator, empty. “Stop,” she snapped, and then turned to Georg. “Help me get him on the gurney.”

“Didn’t you hear me?” Jac said. “There’s no room for him here.”

“There’s space on the third floor,” Meli said.

Jac folded his arms. “You think you can just come in here and order people around?”

“It’s not about that,” she said, and pointed to the wall over the elevator, where the lines from the third floor had been reproduced, in bright, neatly formed letters: LIFE IS COMMON. LIFE IS PRECIOUS. “What does that mean?”

He glanced at it. “That has nothing to do with him. It just means that everyone is equal regardless of station.”

“It means that everyone is precious, too. Everyone is worth saving.”

“He killed Jeff,” Jac said, his brow furrowed and muzzle set in a snarl.

“He killed my mother,” Meli said.

Jac stared at her. “Your mother died in Ghost Town.”

“He threw her out, changed the door codes so she couldn’t get back in.” Saying it out loud brought waves of sorrow back, but her passion was strong enough for her to hold back tears, for now. “To teach her a lesson.”

“He told you this?” Jac glanced down at the derelict. “He’s delirious.”

“He thinks I’m my mother,” Meli said. “But he remembers things. And that doesn’t matter, anyway.” Jac’s jaw remained set. Meli softened her tone. “Jac. Whatever he’s done in the past, he needs help. He’s…he’s precious. To me.”

The words hung in the air. Meli watched the fox struggle, his ears flicking, and found herself wondering what her mother had been thinking when she arrived in this same lobby so many years ago. Had she been worried about her daughter, consumed by remorse, or simply afraid for her life? What would she say if she could see her husband in this pitiable state? She would forgive him, Meli was sure.

She looked down at her father. It would have been easy to leave him to his fate, to give him no better than he gave her mother. She could accede to Jac’s wishes, knowing the pain her father had caused them all, and take him somewhere else. She could force the issue, remind him how much she’d given to the hospital, threaten him with money if not force. But none of those was the answer. The people she loved were worth fighting for, yes, but not at the callous expense of others. She had not learned that from her mother, nor from her father, but from Shamil and from the fox standing in front of her, struggling with the same dilemma himself. “Please, Jac,” she said.

The grimace faded from Jac’s muzzle, slowly. His ears lowered, and he nodded to the hare. “Bring him to the third floor.”

Shamil joined them a little while later, sitting with the three of them around his bed and talking quietly. “What if he’s just taking responsibility, remembering it wrongly?” Jac said, holding Shamil’s paw and playing with it. “Not that I don’t think he could have done it. But he is delirious.”

Meli looked at Shamil. “I don’t know,” she said. “I think he did, but I don’t understand why that would keep her away. Why would she say she couldn’t go back? She had other friends.”

The wolf leaned against Jac and sighed. “I wasn’t lying when I said your mother never told me why she left. But that would fit. She still loved him, to the end. For him to reject her, shut her out like that…it must have been devastating.”

They looked at Barda, now sleeping in the bed. Meli saw fur and white bone through the fingers of his half-paw, the tail he was still clutching desperately. She tried to imagine her father in a fight, ripping the tail off someone, and couldn’t. But she remembered him firing countless cooks and servants, his coldly ruthless nature, and the smile when they broke down crying. Could she imagine that savagery turned on her? On her mother? “He still loves her, too,” Meli whispered, as much to reassure herself as to plead his case. She turned to Shamil and Jac. “Can I take him to Ghost Town, when we go?”

“Of course,” Shamil said, and Jac looked relieved.

“I think it’ll be best for all of us.” Meli reached out herself and rested her paw in Georg’s. She felt drained, and terribly sad. “Why did he have to do that?”

Shamil, sitting next to her, rested her other paw on Meli’s knee. “He loved you,” she said. “He placed you above all else.”

“I’m not worth that,” Meli said. “Not all this.”

“Shh,” Georg said.

The wolf smiled, a sad smile, as her eyes traveled up to the lines on the third floor wall, the words Meli had first seen so many months ago. “Of course you are,” Shamil said. “We all are.”

Meli stood and walked to the head of the bed, looking over the small group gathered around her father. She thought about the friendships she’d forged, and about the same bonds connecting them to those who were gone: Cab, Farley, the wolf Jefferson she’d never known, her mother. Life is common. Life is precious. From her father’s sleeping face, she looked to the street below, where her footprints were already blurred by the soft, unending snow.
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