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Sultan roared, the sound thick as distant jet engines. Fewer syllables than a lion’s roar, it was an “aaarrrgggnnnooohhh!” of raw sound Jared Montaine heard even over the chainsaw. Sultan raced back and forth in his cage, his orange and brown striped tail straight up as he slammed against the steel fencing. His neck ruff stood up, and he charged stiff-legged, the bouncing gait of a threatening cat. Seeing the tiger so agitated gave Jared a twist of unease. Six years with the animal and he’d never seen the cat enraged. Sultan stayed angry until Jared turned the chainsaw off. 


At eleven o’clock, a half dozen pine trees lay in knee-high chunks on the ground. Jared untied his bandana from his scalp and wiped off his face. The October sun emitted a warm, hazy glow and the Florida humidity made the air thick, sticky. Rank gasoline fumes mixed with the breeze that carried the scent of wild cats, rotting meat, and shit. Jared saw Peter, his refuge assistant, unzip and step behind a tree.


“Calm down, big guy. No more scary machines, okay?” Jared sat down next to Sultan’s cage. The tiger rolled on his back and prodded at Jared through the fence with paws the size of dinner plates. The odor of cat enveloped him—Sultan smell, rich and wild and dirty. Jared tugged at the tiger’s toes, easing out three-inch claws, inspecting their ivory curves. Death in sickle-shape. “What are you doing, you handsome beast?” 


Sultan mmmwwwrrr’d back at him and licked the sweat from Jared’s neck through the steel fence. The tiger’s tongue was hot and rough.
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