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    This book is dedicated to all the wonderful people in wild animal sanctuaries across the United States of America who work hard to save big cats and other beasts from a miserable life in inadequate housing.


Tiger Territory is not a real place. It's an amalgam of a number of different cat sanctuaries in the US, mixed liberally with some imagination.
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SALLY EASED HER WAY between two yellow cabs blocking the intersection and scampered across the road with the rest of the New York commuters. Who worried about red lights? You took your chance when it came. She stepped aside to avoid a woman pushing a pram and found herself face to face with yet another tee-shirt vendor's cart. A row of white shirts emblazoned with 'I ♥ NY' hung along a rail. Her lips lifting in a sneer, she strolled on. Yes, she could imagine a lot of people did love the Big Apple but she wasn't one of them. Too much traffic, too many people, too many buildings crowding in close, leaning over her. She could taste the air, car exhausts, cooking odors from the roadside vendors' carts, the stink of an unwashed body, perfume, cologne. That was one of the downsides of cohabiting your mind and body with a weretiger. Her sense of smell was heightened, even when she didn't deliberately employ the cat's sensitive nose.

"I don't like it here," the weretiger grumbled in her mind. 

"Too bad. Ash has to do business, so we're stuck." Sally wondered how his negotiations were going. It was hard to imagine her husband would like this city any more than she did. She maneuvered around the scaffolding set over the sidewalk, sidling sideways to allow a vastly overweight man to pass her.

"Can we go to that open place? Where they had the trees and the lake?" the weretiger pleaded.

Central Park. Yes, it was her favorite part of New York, too. "Aysha, we've been there three times already."

"There is grass. And animals." Aysha licked her lips. So did Sally.

Sally felt that tingle of predator that Ash had explained came with the territory. She had learned to avoid zoos, including the one in Central Park, but it was impossible to avoid the carriage horses. "I don't think they'd be too impressed with you bringing down one of the horses, my dear. But okay, we'll go to Central Park." If the weather stayed reasonable. Clouds had thickened over the city and a cold breeze probed at her light jacket. 

The rain fell as Sally waited at an intersection, not heavy, but persistent. Damn. She searched for a patch of blue somewhere. Anywhere. But the cloud cover was uniform. What now? Sally gazed around her. She didn't fancy wandering under dripping trees. Maybe she could kill some time in the Natural History Museum? If the weather fined up, she could go to the park later.

Scampering with her collar turned up, Sally ran for the nearest subway entrance.

"Huh. So where do we go now?"

"A museum." 

Ignoring the cat's exasperated huff, Sally clattered down the stairs into the subway, found the right line and bought a day ticket. The platform was crowded. Of course. But at least the trains came often. Soon enough the wind that preceded an oncoming train ruffled her hair. Aiming for a not too overcrowded carriage, she surged forward with everybody else and managed to snare a seat beside a large black woman. Twice the train stopped, people poured out, more people flowed in, almost like a tide. Groups gathered around the doors. Hands grasped the backs of seats. She glanced up at the line map. Next station, West 81st,, under the Natural History Museum. Some garbled announcement floated through the station, then the doors soughed shut and the train shot forward. Faster and faster. 

Sally straightened up. Shit. What was happening?

Unconcerned passengers swayed with the carriage's motion. The big black woman next to her grinned. "Dis an express, honey. Next stop, Harlem."

"Harlem?" Sally gulped. She'd heard about Harlem. Black street gangs, violence, rotting houses. "I suppose I can get a train back."

"Sure. Just cross over to d'udder line. No problem." The woman settled back into her seat, her bag clutched tightly in her lap.

The train slowed. People rose from seats, edged closer to the doors, like greyhounds at a starting gate. The big woman beside Sally stirred, making it clear she wanted to stand. Sally obliged, shifting into the line of strap-hangers and leaning forward with the rest as the train rolled to a halt. Rustling, shuffling movement accompanied the press to the platform. 

Sally got out of the way of hurrying commuters who knew what they were doing. It was amazing how they seemed to disappear, like ants boiling out of a kicked nest. The second platform was reached via an overhead walkway. Up the stairs, over the bridge and down. She'd clearly not been the only one who'd made the mistake of catching an express. She was sure she'd seen the fellow in the business suit just crossing the walkway now, on the train. He rattled down the stairs to the other platform, where he stopped to check the board for the schedules. 

She'd never been to Harlem. This was a different side to New York, away from Broadway, Fifth Avenue and Times Square, beyond the high rises of the business district. And it wasn't as though she had any fear of being mugged. The worst part would be not to hurt anybody. She flexed her fingers and let a little part of the weretiger press. Talons.

Aysha brightened. "We hunt?"

"No, just checking we can fight back if we have to," Sally said, following the exit signs out to the street. Aysha snorted.

Her backpack slung off one shoulder, Sally stepped into a street lined with New York's famous brownstones, the metal emergency exit stairs criss-crossing their facades. The rain clouds still hung low and threatening, but here, at least, the rain had stopped. Water dripped from the trees, trailed down the gutters and gathered in pools. Harlem didn't look like such a bad place. Much better than Mumbai or Kolkata. Sure, the paint was peeling here and there, but late model cars lined both sides of the street. Instead of beggars or urchins, a young black woman in denims and trainers almost jogged behind a Labrador on a leash. A few youths smoking cigarettes slouched outside a convenience store near the station's entrance.

Harlem was being gentrified, she'd guess. Like her mother's little house in working class Melbourne. No garage, tiny rooms, but very close to the city centre, a Mecca for young, single people wanting the urban lifestyle. She strolled along, taking in the apartment blocks, half a dozen stories high. A car rolled down the street, the doof doof of rap music loud, despite the vehicle's closed windows. Give it a few years and those kids would be complaining of tinnitus. Sally brushed a raindrop from her cheek. Time to get back to the station and catch a nice, dry train. She crossed the road.

Aysha growled. "Wait."

Sally stopped. "What?"

"I smell tiger."

"Don't be silly. This is a city. The world's citiest city."

"I smell tiger."

Sally felt her lips curl. In her own dimension, Aysha was doing the same thing, curling back her lips, her fangs exposed, her nose snuffling the air. Cautiously, Sally opened her senses to the great cat. She wasn't all that good at control, yet. If Aysha wanted to take charge... Her muscles tingled. It was so damned addictive. She and Ash had run through the jungle together several times. There was nothing like the adrenalin of being a powerful animal with a thirty foot stride, seeing through her cat's eyes, smelling a kaleidoscope of scents. She still marveled at how she could not only know what the smell meant, but also know when it was made. Almost like a time machine.

"Yes. Tiger. Not far." Aysha was decisive. And she was right. Sally's heart thudded in her chest. She smelled it, too. A mix of the seductive odor of male tiger and the urine the cat had used to mark its territory. A full-grown male. Sally turned on the spot to find the source, seeking the strongest scent, while the rain came down harder, drizzling down her neck and under her clothes, a cold trickle on too-warm skin. 

There. Over the road. In an ordinary apartment block? Surely not. A tiger? 

"There," Aysha rumbled.

Sally crossed over and went up the steps into a gloomy foyer. At least it wasn't raining in here, but that was about the only positive. Peeling, water-stained wallpaper hung on the walls, and the wooden floor was scuffed and dirty. The place had an elevator, the buttons scratched form years of use. She wondered if it worked. The smell of tiger was stronger. Somewhere here. There was a door in the corner, probably the stairs. The knob turned and she pushed the door open to reveal a dark, dusty stairwell, flights leading up and down. The smell of tiger rose from below, rank and dangerous. Sally's heart hammered. 

"He is old," Aysha murmured. "Old and hurting."

Sally's fear drowned in a rising tide of fury. What sort of animal left a tiger in a basement? "Let's go see," she said to Aysha.

Allowing the weretiger's senses to augment her own, Sally crept down the stairs. Somebody had been down here not too long ago. The dust on the treads was confined to the edges. That meant people came down here. The cat down there in the darkness might not bother her, but men with guns would. Everybody in this country seemed to have a gun. She ended up on a floor covered with garbage, in front of a solid looking door. The tiger knew she was there, she heard its chuff.

Sally rattled the knob. Locked, of course. She would have to break in, and she could only do that through Aysha. "Will this tiger understand you?"

"Of course. It is a tiger. I have told it we will help."

That was good to know. Ash had told her the tigers sensed that the weretigers were not a threat to them. But that was in India. Still, if Aysha was sure. She'd have to be careful. She couldn't afford to let the weretiger take over. Sally concentrated, letting some more of Aysha's strength seep through the barrier. Two steps back, a few deep breaths, then she kicked the door, aiming at the edge just below the lock. The door flew open, the sound of the blow echoing through the stairwell, booming and banging into eventual silence. Sally's heart beat a little faster. She hadn't counted on all that noise. She slipped into the basement, closing the ruined door behind her as best she could. 

The tiger stood facing her, a full grown male, one of the rare white tigers, with a collar around his neck. A cage like the ones they used for circuses was pushed up against the wall, the gate open. The stink of urine and feces almost shut her human senses down. Sally felt her clothes tighten. Aysha was asserting herself. Too much. "Not here, Aysha. Not in a city. We can't be revealed."

"Huh. There is no-one to see."

"Yes, but there is up there."

Aysha chuffed at the tiger, which stepped forward cautiously, its head lowered. Sally put out a hand and stroked the cat's huge head. Oh, you poor, poor beast. How many years have you been down here in this prison? She scratched her fingers through his fur, fondled his ears while he pushed against her. Would it have a run? Some garden? This was wrong. Slow anger seeped up her spine. She couldn't afford to get angry. Anger led to Aysha, a full-grown tiger, black as night and filled with vengeance. This might be a concrete jungle, but the Black Tiger's role was to protect its own.

Control. She had to keep control. Even now she felt the tightness of her shirt as her muscles tried to change. Stupid. Stupid. She couldn't do the weretiger thing here, in broad daylight. "Settle down, Aysha. We'll find a way. But we won't achieve anything by letting you run wild."

The weretiger's growls subsided.

What else was here? She gazed around the basement with her enhanced tiger vision. A metal enclosure stacked with boxes was attached to the wall opposite the tiger's cage. This must be what it was protecting. She sniffed. Heroin. Drug-dealing human parasites. Anger welled up again, and with it the siren song of the were-tiger. No. Not here.

"Someone is coming," Aysha warned.

Yes, damn it. She heard the rhythmic bang of footsteps on the stairs. The tiger raised his head and she sensed his anger and his fear. He growled, deep in his throat. There was nowhere to hide but she had an advantage in the dark. She flexed her hand, allowing her talons to protrude just enough. Then she jumped up and crushed the light bulb. Breathing deeply to calm herself and Aysha, she eased her way behind the heroin cage and froze.

"Shaddap, you bastard." 

The footsteps had reached the bottom of the stairwell. Light flared through the broken door. Sally heard the man gasp, "Fuck", and then a rustle and a click. She could almost see him pull out a gun and flick off the safety. 
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SNARLING, THE WHITE tiger charged the damaged door. The snarl changed to an anguished howl of pain. The tiger backed off, shaking its head.

"Get back, fuck you. Get back." The voice was guttural and coarse. He pointed a black object in his hand at the tiger and pressed with his thumb.

The tiger howled and slunk into the cage.

Aysha took over, leaving the human Sally outside reality, watching the weretiger. It was all she could do to yell, "Don't kill!"

The weretiger leapt, striking the man on the chest. "No, no... aaah." The gun went off, booming and ricocheting around the confined space. The man's body slammed onto the concrete floor. He still waved the gun in one hand. Pinning his chest with one paw, Aysha flicked the hand gun away with the other paw. Terrified eyes stared into her face. He'd emptied himself, the fouler smell of human excrement joining the rest of the fetid stench. Snarling, she grazed his neck with her teeth. He went limp.

"I'm human, I'm human, I'm human," Sally muttered. And then she was, kneeling over the body of a man, her clothes tattered rags hanging over her body. Panting, she pressed her fingers to his carotid artery, which pulsed far too fast. Blood oozed from two scratches on his neck. He was lucky he'd fainted. Sally didn't think she would have been able to stop Aysha tearing his throat out, otherwise. 

"No," Aysha said. "He deserves no better."

A deep growl reverberated. The white tiger stood beside her, his gaze fixed on his jailer. What she'd started he would finish? She pressed a hand on his shoulder, and spoke through Aysha. "No. My prey. I will finish it." His head lowered and the muscles relaxed.

Sally scrambled to her feet. Somebody must have been alerted, what with the roaring and the gunshot. She wouldn't have much time. Clothes. She needed clothes. She fumbled for the backpack, which contained a 'just in case' change for just such an emergency, light weight trousers and loose tee-shirt. Her walking shoes were undamaged. She flung off the remains of her jacket and shirt, then pulled on her garments. Just as well Ash had insisted, even when she pooh-poohed the need. Next the tiger. She tugged at the fastening for the collar, calling on a little of Aysha's strength to open clips that had rusted on. Her fingers slipped gently over the sores and her eyes filled with tears. You poor, poor beast. I'll make sure you live out your days somewhere nice. She dragged the thug into the circus cage and dropped the door, which clanged with the finality of a prison cell. She hoped.  

Ash's voice spoke in her mind. His calm, deep voice left her trembling. "Sally? What's happening?"

She might have known he'd realize something was amiss. "Ash, I've just found a tiger in a basement in Harlem. We have to rescue him."

"Calm down, Sally."

Furtive footfalls sounded from the stairwell and a voice called, "Hello?"

"I'm okay. But call the police, will you?" Sally called.

"Ma'am-"

"Don't come down here. There's a tiger." As if to underline the statement the white tiger growled softly.

"Holy shit." The footsteps retreated. "Okay, I'll call the police."

"Where are you, Sally?" Ash said as the sound of running feet faded up the stairs.

Sally gave him the address. "Bring a transporter for the tiger. He's going to a good home."

A pause. If Ash thought she was going to let them euthanize the tiger he'd better think again. " This... this bastard of a thug... he was torturing the tiger. They put a collar on him that could run an electric current through him. And... and they kept him in a frigging circus cage." The anger roared up her spine again. "He's old. And he's had a shit of a life and it isn't fair. There's got be somewhere he can go. They have zoos and things, don't they?"

"All right. I'll come."

Sally gathered up the fragments of her clothes and stuffed them into the backpack. Then she sat down with her back against the wall, the white tiger beside her. It did her heart good, digging her fingers into soft tiger fur. She lifted her head when sounds echoed from above. At the same time the cage creaked.

"Wha... wha happened?" Fingering his throat, the thug sat up. Sally watched the expressions pass over his face as he felt around with his hands and realized where he was. "Holy shit. Is there anyone..."

He couldn't see, of course. Sally smiled to herself when the white tiger growled, that deep growl that pours into a man's mind, grasps hold of primordial fear and drags it out of the darkness. He let out a strangled gasp and struggled into the farthest corner of the cage, the metal pail clattering and banging when he pushed against it, spilling water across the floor. 

"Better stay in there till the police arrive, buddy. I don't think this tiger likes you very much."

The cat had risen to his feet. Sally/Aysha rebuked him. "My prey." He settled, but sat with is head raised, his gaze on the door.

"Ma'am? Police. Are you okay?" The voice sounded competent, if cautious.

"Hi, officer," she said. "My name is Sally Carter. I'm fine. There's a stash of boxes down here which was being guarded by a tiger. The tiger is loose, so I'd suggest you stay where you are."

"Can we get a clear shot at it?"

"Absolutely not." Damn it, Aysha. I don't want to roar at the man. "The tiger is old and sick. You don't need to kill him."

"My ass. That fuckin' animal is dangerous. It attacked me. Get me outta here!" The thug's panic-stricken voice filled the room. The white tiger snarled.

"Who's that?" the policeman snapped.

"Louis Romero," the thug called. "I'm the caretaker here. I don't know nothin' about heroin and no tiger. The fucker attacked me. I got scars on my neck."

"Oh, listen to him," Sally groaned. "Officer, my husband, Raja Asoka Bhosle, is on his way down here. He's an Indian expert with tigers." Wasn't he just. "I've asked him to bring a transport for the tiger. We'll get the cat out of here and you can get Mister Romero to explain to you how he didn't know about the tiger, despite the electrified collar he used to control it. And by the way, Mister Romero is quite safe. I locked him in the tiger's cage."

"I'm bleeding," Romero squealed.

"Officer, I'm a medical doctor. Mister Romero isn't going to die of anything, except maybe his own smell, anytime soon."

The officer chuckled. "We know Mister Romero.  Don't we Louis? Can I call your husband, ma'am? To confirm?"

"Sure." She gave him Ash's cell phone number. Someone else had come down the stairs. The cop whispered instructions, which amounted to checking on Ash and leaving the situation as it was for the time being. 

"You're sure you're safe with a tiger, ma'am?" the policeman said. "It could turn on you anytime. I've heard tell you can't tame them."

"No, you can't. But he's quiet enough at the moment. Best not to upset him, eh? I'm sure Ash won't be long."

"Okay, ma'am. But I have a team with tranquilizer guns standing by if needed."

"Sedatives can be dangerous, officer." Sally kept her hand on the tiger. He'd settled, resting his head on her thigh. She wished Ash would hurry. She'd become accustomed to the stink down here, but she could use the toilet herself, and a cup of tea would be wonderful.

The tiger knew Ash had arrived before she did, sitting up on its haunches, its teeth bared to taste the air. It harrumphed softly.

"Asok comes," Aysha said. 

Ash had never named his weretiger. Aysha had told Sally her own name, and always referred to Ash's soul mate by his true, Indian name, Asoka.

Sally reached out to the white tiger. The beast was wary, recognizing the exalted status of this new visitor.

"It stinks down here," Ash said, wrinkling his nose. He approached slowly, but the tiger had risen to meet him, chuffing. Ash chuffed a reply.

"Hey, buddy, get me outta here," Romero pleaded. "It's dark as the pits and it stinks."

The white tiger snarled at him.

"Keep that thing away from me," Romero finished. He sat in the cage, as far away from the tiger as he could get. For the first time, Sally bothered to take a good look at the man. Not very tall, thin hair, pudgy, needing a shave. His pale chinos were stained around the crotch. Contemptible individual.

Ash had found the sores on the tiger's neck. His lips a hard line, his fingers felt along the ridge of hair showing where the collar had been.

"A shock collar," Sally said. "I found the control in our mate's pocket." She handed Ash a black box with a push button in the middle. If Romero had seen the look in Ash's eyes he would have asked to stay in the cage.

The police officer's voice echoed down. "Sir? Everything okay?"

"Yes. Have the zoo people set up the cage just outside the front door. Please get all your people outside and onlookers out of the way." 

"Okay." Sally thought the unseen police officer sounded resigned and maybe reluctant. "I'll have special forces ready to back up if needed."

"Call me when you're ready."

"Did I interrupt your meeting?" Sally asked. Ash looked downright delectable in an Armani business suit with a conservative tie. 

Her husband shrugged. "I told them something had come up. These things happen." He grinned. "Although it's not often a tiger in downtown New York."

His cell phone chimed and he answered it. "Ready? All right."

Sally had Aysha tell the tiger, "We're going from here. Stay close." 

While Ash ran up the stairs, Sally dug her ruined jeans and shirt out of her backpack and tossed the rags behind the steps where a pile of newspapers, used drink containers and plastic bags had already collected. If the police found the torn clothes, she'd have a hard time explaining. 

"Bring him up." Ash's voice echoed in the stairwell.

Keeping her hand on the tiger's shoulder, Sally walked up the stairs. Ash ran on ahead to open doors. The foyer was empty. The apartment block's front door was open, with a cage set as close as possible to the entrance. They'd rigged planks between the back of a small truck and the top of the apartment's stairs and put a haunch of meat in the cage, along with a bucket. Lights flashed outside but no one was visible on the street. 

At the sight of the cage, the white tiger hesitated.

"Safe," Sally sent to the tiger. "Food. Safe." I'll make sure you're all right, she said in the privacy of her own mind.

Sally let the tiger go in by himself, almost running for the meat, and watched him settle with a satisfied growl. She hadn't realized the beast was so thin, his hip bones prominent. The cage door clanged shut, but he barely raised his head from the meat. Sally wiped the tears from her eyes. On the rooftops, black-clad assault police lowered their guns. Ash slipped an arm around her and hugged her as the truck turned the corner and disappeared.
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"WHERE ARE THEY TAKING him?" Sally asked. 

"Bronx zoo, for now," Ash said. "But he can't stay there."

She spun around to face him, her damp hair hanging around her face like strings. She had that look on her face, that 'don't mess me about' expression. "Why not?"

"It's a white tiger. A genetic mess. It has crossed eyes and probably a host of other faults." 

Sally folded her arms. "How do you know?"

She was going to be stubborn, damn it. Sometimes she could be downright unreasonable. "Because white is a recessive gene, and very rare. A tiger like that wouldn't stand a chance in the wild. They inbreed to get a white tiger, brother to sister, father to daughter. This beast is useless for conservation." 

Her eyebrows drooped in a little frown that signaled she hadn't thought of that. "Yes. That's obvious. So what will they do with him?" She gasped, a hand outstretched. "Not put him down? The green dream?"

She was going to make this difficult. The weretiger rumbled amusement. "It would be kindest. He has a limp, I think perhaps his eyesight is poor, and he looks like he's been starved."

Sally grabbed his arm, her blue eyes blazing. "No. I won't have it. He's my tiger. I sat down there in the dark with him with that horrible man. I won't let them kill him unless he's in terrible pain." She stuck out her chin. "And I know he's not."

The sound of a man clearing his throat interrupted them. Ash turned to a tall, middle aged man who looked as if he enjoyed fast food more than he should. He held out a hand to Sally. "Lieutenant McCarthy, ma'am. Good to see you okay."

"Yes, fine." She smiled up at him.

"We'll need to check the backpack, ma'am. Just routine." He held out his hand.

Forcing herself not to swallow, Sally handed him the pack, which he passed on to an underling.

"Can you tell me what happened?" McCarthy asked her.

"Sure. I was walking past and heard a tiger. We live with tigers in India," she added, taking Ash's arm.

"We live beside a tiger reserve," Ash explained. His nerves tingled. He hoped she didn't say too much.

"Ah. I see. You heard the beast?"

She nodded. "So I went to see. It might have been injured, or something."

"So you released the cat and it attacked Romero." McCarthy spoke mildly, but Ash could almost see the cogs meshing in the man's head. 

Sally shook her head. "The tiger was free to roam the basement. Romero controlled it with an electrified collar."

"It was probably trained from a cub," Ash said. "When the pain is applied, retreat to your cage. Then the pain goes off."

"Uh-huh." McCarthy chewed on his lip, letting the silence grow. Say nothing, Sally. Don't fill the vacuum. 

"And this time it didn't do that?" the policeman finally said.

"I took the collar off." As soon as she'd said the words Sally's eyes flashed with anger. "Did you see the sores on its neck? That's... that's..." She spluttered to a halt.

"How did Romero get in the tiger's cage?"

"He fainted when it attacked, so it left him alone. I dragged him in there for his own safety."

"You felt safer with a tiger than a man?"

She nodded, sending her dark hair dancing. "Oh, yes. Oh, yes indeed."

McCarthy pursed his lips. "Okay. Well, you and Romero were both lucky you came out unscathed. What can you tell me about the boxes in the basement?" the officer asked.

Boxes? This was getting dangerous. Icy fingers crawled down Ash's spine. Be careful.

Her gaze was all innocence. "Nothing. I never looked in them."

McCarthy's lips jerked in a brief smile. "Not at all?" 

"No time, Detective." She paused, her expression cool. Then she shrugged. "If I was guessing, I'd say drugs. He had to have some very good reason for keeping a tiger down there. And this is Harlem. You hear the stories, even in Australia."

"Uh-huh." McCarthy was still suspicious. And Ash could hardly blame him. He stared down at Sally for a moment longer. "So you're just guessing?"

"That's right. I never touched the boxes."

A scuffle at the front door attracted McCarthy's attention. Louis Romero shuffled out between two uniformed police officers, each keeping a firm grip on an arm. Romero caught sight of Sally and glared, his eyes narrowed, until they shoved his head down and forced him into the back of a police car. Sally's lip curled. In Ash's mind, the weretiger growled, "He had best hope he does not meet her again."

"You wouldn't have too many tigers in Harlem, would you?" Ash said.

McCarthy's gaze snapped back to Ash. "Not often. But it happened before, a few years back. Some fool had a tiger in his apartment, fourth floor, I think it was."

Sally's jaw dropped. "Really?" 

"Oh, yes. A five hundred pound, full grown tiger. Had it from a cub for about three years."

"In an apartment? But... what about exercise? And food? Surely somebody noticed."

McCarthy's lips curved into a cynical smile. "Nobody sees, nobody knows. He had an alligator up there, too."

Ash pushed down his anger. They might be poor specimens of tigers, but no animal deserved to be treated like that. A tiger in an apartment like one of these. Had it ever been outside? Run through grass? Climbed a tree?

"What happened to it? The tiger?" Sally asked.

"That one? It was sedated and they took it to some place in Ohio, I think. A sanctuary. Some folks said it would never survive, being outdoors after being caged here all those years." 

"It would not survive in the wild," Ash said. "But in a sanctuary where it did not have to hunt, it would be much, much happier." He waved at the sky. "Air, grass, a pool to play in. Yes, it would cope."

McCarthy's cell phone rang. He dug the device out his pocket with a murmured 'excuse me'. He listened, grinned, and said, "Take it in," then put the phone away. "Yes, ma'am, heroin. Millions of dollars worth. That's a great result."  The grin faded. "That's sure an interesting story about the tiger. 'Spect you'll be on national television tonight." He jerked his head at the police cordon, where TV cameras whirred and reporters shouted questions. 

"We may need to talk to you some more. Contact information?"

Ash gave the detective their details. McCarthy raised a hand in salute. "We'll get the backpack back to you. Be seein' you," and joined his own people.

"Fuck," Sally said.

Ash chuckled. "Now?"

"Aw, you know. The news." 

"Just keep your story consistent. Let me guess the truth. He punished the tiger and your weretiger took over."

She flushed. "Yes."

He shook his head at her. "You must take care, my love. You don't have control, she could do anything and that could be dangerous for us, as well as other people."
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