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			“The Isle of Dogs harbors so much friendship, loyalty, and obedience—sometimes too much.”

			—Julius Kyle

			“Cats are not born gamblers; every decision they take in life is a considered, careful, well-judged one. Placing bets on a one-in-a-million chance is not the feline way. The Book of Fingus says as much: ‘He who places faith in the gods of the dice loses all hope of salvation. He has no place at Bastet’s side.’”

			—Bishop Kafel, High Priest of the Church of Bastet

			“In case you’re wondering, fellas, I’m not on the menu. Anybody’s menu.” 

			—Sal the catnip addict

			“Dogs. What can I say about them that ain’t been smelled before?” 

			—Lugs the soldier

			“Keep an eye on me. I never know what I might do.”

			—Zehra the hermit

			“I know what’s wrong with you! Your kitten breath.”

			—Cheveux the barber shop poodle
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			This novel is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events; to real people, living or dead; or to real locales are intended only to give the fiction a sense of reality and authenticity. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and their resemblance, if any, to real-life counterparts is entirely coincidental.

		

	
		
			Part One:
Cruel Inventions

		

	
		
			Prologue

			We Interrupt This Broadcast

			“This is Scratch, your DJ with the flea spray bringing you all the newest news from Bast, the city run by cats—or is it?

			“Mayor Otto Canders, his son Mowbray, and Otto’s mom, former mayor Bridget Canders, are all missing and they’ve been gone for a long time. It’s time to suck up the power vacuum and pick a new political figure! Yeah, ’tis the season for an election, the likes of which we ain’t seen since my pops was a little kitten. The Canders dynasty stretches waaay back, a pride of lions ruling our city with an iron claw. And hey, maybe it’s time to let sleeping lions lie and give us regular cats a chance to run the show. 

			“Who you gonna choose? Will it be civil servant Woodrow Cormer? Security officer and former prowler Joey Hondo? Or business magnate and all-round fat cat Tad Tybalt? Tad’s got the moolah to pay for a campaign, Joey’s got the looks, Woodrow’s got the know-how. By winter we’ll have a winner. Unless that lazy lion Otto comes back with a roar and beats them all. Happy voting!”

			—WOTW radio broadcast

			By DJ Scratch

		

	
		
			1

			Got Milk?

			All Julius wanted was a pint of milk.

			He’d stayed up too late, as usual, working on a freelance piece for the local paper, The Scratching Post. Better to get it done, he’d reasoned, than go to sleep and extend the agony of writing for another day. He’d finished the article, but now he was paying the price of skipping sleep. And if there was one thing cats needed more than anything else, it was sleep.

			Eyes half-open, he dragged his hind paws along the kitchen linoleum, making a slow, yawn-filled trip to the most important appliance in the room. There was no milk in the fridge. A Pyrex dish of strawberries did not appeal to him at that moment, if ever.

			“Sal!”

			Sal didn’t answer. The dopey snowshoe had no trouble sleeping. Probably on a full stomach of milk, thought Julius. Someone had drunk it all.

			Sergeant Harry Barr was at a sentinel recruitment drive or doing some crack-of-dawn training, which appealed to Julius even less than the berries. The sergeant had left them there, the fit nut. He was known as Lugs to his friends, on account of his long, tufted ears. He was a golden-brown lynx, almost three times as tall as Julius and much heavier, with bigger paws and a stubbier tail. Bred for eating and fighting, Lugs was also a good listener—he couldn’t help it, with ears so big. Julius was just a regular house cat, gray and skinny, resigned to Lugs’s frequent bursts of energy.

			Julius’s home was a mess. Old copies of The Scratching Post were piled high in the living room in case Julius had to research a story. He also liked to rub his cheeks against the newsprint and inhale its scent, music to his nose. Lugs’s free weights and scratch pad took up one corner of the room. Sal Finney didn’t have many belongings, but he took up valuable space himself, stretched out over an armchair.

			Sal was a snowshoe who was always tripping over his own oversized paws. His body was off-white, with dark brown legs, ears, and tail. His shining blue eyes belied a brainlessness that constantly baffled and amused Julius and Lugs. 

			Julius’s tail flicked in annoyance. While he cared about his friends and enjoyed their company, he also needed freedom and solitude. How was a cat supposed to work in such clutter?

			He had to get out of the house, despite the obscenely early hour. Cats were supposed to be crepuscular, after all, at their most active before sunrise and sunset. Just not when they could be having sweet dreams, curled up in a basket.

			After a post-work nap, Julius had woken with the dawn light, worrying about the love of his lives, Moira Marti. She was in the far-off city of Carabas, where she’d decided to stay instead of coming home with him. He could take a hint. If space was what she needed, then he’d give her a canyon’s worth. Beneath the mature consideration and respect for her feelings was the longing. The longer he was separated from her, the more he cared about her, and the clearer his mental image of her became. He missed her and he wanted her back. In the interim, he cursed himself for letting her go and buried himself in work and newspaper piles.

			He contemplated crawling into a bottle of full-fat buffalo milk, getting good and plenty sated on it, and staying there, but that wasn’t the answer. He did need a drink, though.

			The morning sun was bright in his eyes as Julius left his house. The corner store was a short walk away, down a sketchy street full of catnip addicts and tomcat troublemakers. They’d pick a fight if Julius looked at them funny, so he kept his ears back, his tail down, and his claws out, ready to defend himself.

			The neighborhood, where Julius had once felt carefree, had worsened since the mayor had gone missing and the prowlers had gone on strike. No wonder sentinel numbers were up. With narrow career options and an instinct to protect their territory, it was natural for cats to join the army.

			Julius sometimes wished he had joined when he was younger; getting paid to scrap sounded like a dream job. He’d seen the flip side, however, in Carabas; the senseless deaths and exhausted soldiers. They didn’t get much sleep either, until the end, whether by violence or natural causes. Usually the former. The life of a sentinel was full of danger.

			In order to prevent himself from squabbling with his housemates, Julius had vowed to stop and smell the honeysuckle whenever he could, slowing down and enjoying the world around him. It was either that or scratch the fur off his friends. As his eyes grew accustomed to the harsh rays of the sun, Julius stopped and tilted his head upward, listening to the low-pitched hum of the power lines above him, stretched like thick whiskers from one curved utility pole to the next in tidy, perfectly parallel rows. He also listened for other cats, in case one of the locals came to bother him. This was their territory, after all; outside his house, he was fair game.

			After his meditative moment, he went to the corner store, a small sanctuary where cats focused on buying essentials, not picking fights. Julius bought a precious pint of milk from the clerk, who was always good for gossip.

			“Have you heard the latest?” the clerk asked, a ragdoll with small blue eyes and a large white forehead.

			“Probably,” said Julius, tired and jaded as ever. 

			“Woodrow is way ahead in the election,” said the clerk. “The polls say he’ll win by a landslide.”

			“Woodrow sure knows how to make a speech,” Julius replied, making polite conversation. “Doesn’t mean he can back up what he says.”

			“Oh, I would never vote for him, not for all the sea of tuna.”

			“Who would you vote for?” asked Julius.

			The clerk peered at his customer. Everyone in the neighborhood knew Julius was a freelance reporter. They’d read his stories about lost kittens, food bank heists, and the shocking number of cats accidentally mailed in packages because they liked cardboard boxes so much. Julius assured the clerk that his comments would stay off the record.

			“I would vote for Otto in a heartbeat. He’s been our mayor for years, and his mother before him. Through the riot and the Bay of Hounds invasion, he was a rock. He made me feel safe. What’s more important than that?”

			Not getting your head bitten off by a lion, thought Julius. Instead of speaking his mind and offending the clerk, Julius raised his milk in a salute to his wisdom and left the store, watching warily for troll cats mean enough to steal his treat.

			Back home, he walked softly, careful not to wake Sal. The snowshoe wasn’t the smartest cat he knew, or the most helpful, but he was brave and kind-hearted and far less cynical than Julius. Along with Lugs, who was stronger than the two of them put together, they made a good team. Julius just didn’t care to share his milk with them. So he lapped up every ounce, hid the empty bottle behind a bookcase, and washed his whiskers with the back of his paw. No evidence, no crime, he told himself as Sal woke up, yawning.

			“What’s for breakfast?” Sal asked, smacking his chops.

			“Strawberries,” said Julius, his stomach aching with guilt. “Cold, juicy strawberries.”

			 

			Bingo had never ridden on a train before. He’d seen plenty, working at the Stick Train Station north of Carabas. Since he was a sheepdog, he was good at fetching luggage and herding passengers. Right now, however, he was taking his first-ever vacation to buy time to deliver a message.

			Bingo panted as he watched the trees blur by outside his carriage window. Those trees looked so inviting, but the train was moving way too fast for him to sniff them. He slid the window open and stuck his head out; the wind blew his thick coat back as his ears flapped, tongue lolling. He was exhilarated and scared, trying something so new, so strange to him.

			He never would have taken the train if not for Dr. Quincy McGraw, the ginger-furred recluse who lived in a mountain observatory near the station. Not too near—Quincy was a recluse, after all—but close enough for Bingo to lollop up there at least once a week, running errands for the brilliant inventor.

			Too filled with trepidation to go himself, Quincy had sent Bingo to Bast with an urgent message. Bingo didn’t know what the message was; years of service as a porter had taught him never to open an envelope unless it was addressed to him. This one was not. He had it stowed safely in his backpack, where it would stay until he found its recipient. Come to think of it, he never got letters. One day, he would write one to himself, just so that he could lick the flap of the envelope. That would be his favorite part, he was sure.

			Bast had a reputation as a bad place for a dog to go. Bingo was used to cats, as they took the train a lot, but he knew he would be vastly outnumbered in the feline fiefdom. He was a gregarious dog who usually got through life with a smile and a wag of the tail. He hoped he could keep that tail in the big, tough catropolis. Quincy wouldn’t send him there, he reasoned, if it was that dangerous. No one would send a dog into danger, at least not without warning him first.

			 

			Lugs had tried using the gym on the military base east of the city. It was always so busy, with his superiors taking up more territory than anyone else. Waiting his turn for a treadmill was not his style, so he rarely used the gym.

			He had tried a personal trainer, who tempted him with sweetmeats to make him run faster, jump higher, or stretch farther. Lugs spent most of his days being told what to do in the army. It was the last thing he wanted in his spare time. He had fired his personal trainer.

			Lugs had even attended civvie exercise classes (“Arch those backs! Flex your paws! Stretch those mouths wide and yawn!”). There was no hierarchy; it was every cat for him or herself, jumping onto equipment, zooming along the indoor running track, gobbling organically raised rodents from the mice chest in the clean, bright lobby. He was gone so often, on military maneuvers, smuggling runs, and adventures with Julius and Sal, that he wasn’t getting his money’s worth from his membership. So, he had quit the classes.

			There was nothing like running around, leaping from platform to platform at the local open-air scrape park. There cats could run freely, dragging their claws along wooden towers and canvas-covered lean-tos, with no prowlers yelling at them to stop. Not that the prowlers were turning up to work at the moment. Bast’s finest wanted shorter shifts, higher pay, and free weekly raki massages. It was hard work, prowling around all day. Lugs knew this because he was helping in the prowlers’ absence. Larger than most felis domesticus, the lynx was able to step in and stop a fight when he found one. He stayed away from the gangs. He did not like to be outnumbered.

			So even in peacetime, Lugs stayed occupied. But he itched for battle. He was no longer interested in chasing tail—that urge had been removed from him against his will by a Carabian surgeon called the Vet. All Lugs had left was soldiering, and his friends Julius and Sal.

			Even unofficial prowlers had to stay in shape. Lugs sprang for the highest platform, its summit glinting in the rising light. Summer was over, and with it the heat that cats loved to absorb, lazing around or getting hot and bothered. The fall was cooler, rainier, less predictable. Lugs hated the rain and the muddy thoughts that came with it.

			From his vantage point on top of the platform, Lugs could see the entire scrape park and the concrete footpaths beyond. A young ocicat struggled to climb a slope, its hind paws scrabbling for purchase on the smooth surface. Lugs wanted to help, but it was better for the cub to fend for himself. That was the way of the cat.

			Lugs jumped effortlessly to the ground, landing on fours, ears and tail pointed upright. The ocicat watched in awe as the grizzled lynx strutted away from the park, alert on his patrol of the neighborhood. Lugs hoped that the ocicat felt safe, knowing a sentinel was watching out for him.

			 

			Chico Audaz was enjoying a pleasant dream about chasing butterflies when a loud, fur-raising sound woke him up.

			He opened his eyes, startled, popping his head out of the sweetgrass basket he used for a bed, looking around. He’d been living underground for months, in a stone cellar with no natural light. He didn’t need it; his large pupils helped him see in the darkest conditions. However, he lit a torch when he went to find the source of the sound. He needed as much light as possible to check on his prisoner, to make absolutely sure he was locked up tight. Judging by the roars emanating from his cage, the prisoner was hungry and frustrated.

			“What is it this time?” asked Chico, staring bleary-eyed through the bars at Otto. When Mayor Otto, mighty ruler of Bast, had first been captured, Chico’s fear and heedfulness had been apparent. Chico was only a lowly jailer, after all, remarkable only for the bright blue eyes associated with his ojos azules breed. His sole, simple job was to guard a lion, hundreds of pounds heavier and indubitably smarter. Now, weeks later, Chico was bored.

			“It’s my blasted tooth,” Otto moaned. Although the lion’s fur was matted, his eyes retained a devious gleam. 

			“You went to the dentist,” said Chico.

			“He didn’t pull any teeth! I think he was scared to put his paw in my mouth. Can’t fathom why.” Otto grinned at Chico, his incisors as sharp as his wit.

			“Maybe some soft food would help?”

			“Soft food?” Otto bellowed. “I’m a lion, not a newborn kitten! I want a steak, as rare as medical attention is around here.”

			“I came when I heard you roar…”

			“Don’t tell me, when you’re not imprisoning big cats, you’re a practicing orthodontist.” Otto glowered at Chico, and his voice dropped an octave. “I am not happy with my smile. I will only be content when my mouth is full of your flesh.” Otto roared again, loud and mighty, his fearsome outcry assailing Chico’s ears. “I have a cramp in my haunches, too,” Otto said softly. “It keeps me awake.”

			“Me too,” said Chico, exhausted by Otto’s constant complaints.

			“It’s because I’m stuck in this cage with no way to exercise. Look at me!” Otto held up his bony tail. “I’m fading to nothing.”

			“I didn’t expect you to be locked up for so long,” Chico admitted.

			“Oh, really?” Otto shook his unwashed mane from side to side. “It can’t be easy being you, Chico.”

			“No, it’s not,” Chico said meekly.

			“This awful situation will be over very quickly if you unlock my cage.”

			“So you can eat me.”

			“I was blowing off steam. I don’t really want to devour your flesh.”

			“I can’t let you go.” Chico sounded sincerely apologetic. “You saw what Joey Hondo did to—” Chico stopped talking. He didn’t want to bring up the death of Otto’s favorite son.

			“To Mowbray, yes.” Otto nodded. “You’re in a difficult position. But the longer you leave me here, the worse your situation will become. When I’m found, the whole city will come down on you like a load of dogs.”

			“They, uh, they’re not looking for you,” said Chico. He didn’t want to anger Otto, but he tried his best to respect his prisoner with honest information. “They’re holding an election without you.”

			Otto slammed against the bars, saliva splashing against Chico’s face.

			“An election!”

			“Yes, Your Honor. They need someone to run Bast.”

			Otto’s face fell. “But… that’s me! That’s my job. Has Hondo engineered this?”

			“He’s capitalized on it.”

			“Of course he has.” Otto walked in a circle and slumped down in his cage. “You may go now.”

			“Your toothache…”

			“Is nothing compared to the pain I will cause your superior.”

			Chico swallowed hard.

			“Extinguish the torch on your way out, won’t you?” said Otto, dismissing Chico with a wave of his paw. 

			Chico nodded and backed away from the cage. He had to report his latest encounter to the boss.

			 

			Lugs usually spent a couple of hours patrolling his territory, a mile of terraced houses with flaking paint jobs and dirty windows. Sometimes, when a cat needed attention—which was often—the patrol took longer.

			An elderly chartreux stood on a curb, tottering a little. Lugs offered her a paw, looked her in the eyes, and smiled his kindest smile. The chartreux was confused and obviously needed help. Lugs led her slowly and carefully across Vendue Street, taking care to move at her pace, checking both ways for trams and wayward pumas. He left her on the opposite curb, where she turned around and faced the road.

			Assistance is its own reward, Lugs told himself. No thanks necessary. Still, the charteux’s lack of gratitude disappointed him. His disenchantment turned to dismay when she turned around and stepped back onto the road, crossing it without him. He wanted to confront her and ask her what she was playing at, but he said nothing; cats are contrary creatures, adept at doing the opposite of what is required.

			“I didn’t want to go that way,” said the chartreux with a condescending tone. Lugs remained silent. He was protecting the city, not picking fights with silly old cats.

			Lugs continued his patrol, picking up trash and placing it in the dumpster on the corner of Baxter Avenue and Moody Lane. He let go of the lid, and it slammed closed.

			“Excuse me,” said a voice. Lugs looked around, saw no one, sniffed the air. All he could smell was garbage. He looked down Moody Lane; a valiant chipmunk was digging in a grass verge. As soon as it saw Lugs, it darted away. Lugs set off in the same direction, checking for more rodents.

			“Don’t go.” It was the same voice he’d heard before, louder and more plaintive this time. Lugs went back and checked behind the dumpster.

			“Up here. I followed a chipmunk, then it went somewhere I wouldn’t follow, then I couldn’t go back to where I started following—”

			“It’s okay. Breathe. I’m a sentinel. I’m trained to help in these kinds of situations.”

			“Thank goodness,” said the Cheshire. “I thought I was the first cat to ever get stuck up a tree.”

			“You’re still special,” Lugs assured him. “Not the first, though.” The Cheshire was dug deep on a branch, transfixed with vertigo.

			“Don’t look down at me,” Lugs advised. “Look straight ahead.”

			“I can’t! There’s…. there’s… sky.”

			“Look at the tree, then. It’s not moving, and it’s close to you. You’ll feel better.”

			“What part of the tree?”

			“The trunk, the trunk,” said Lugs, trying to keep his voice calm as he watched the Cheshire slowly shift his weight.

			“It’s moving.” The tree swayed in the breeze, leaves falling as the Cheshire turned around and faced the trunk. “You said it wasn’t moving. How can I trust you now?”

			“I couldn’t see from down here.”

			“What else can’t you see?” the Cheshire yelled. “Lightning bolts?”

			Lugs ran out of patience. He climbed the tree at a fantastic pace, fore claws digging deep into the trunk and clipping away bark as he ascended. “Don’t move,” Lugs snarled as he reached the highest height. “See me? I’m not moving.”

			“N-no, you’re not,” said the Cheshire. Eyes wide, tail waving. He was terrified.

			“Take your time,” said Lugs. “You’ll find me. Listen to me and don’t forget to breathe.”

			The Cheshire shook his head. He couldn’t budge, and Lugs didn’t blame him. The height was tremendous, the tree swayed more with the lynx’s weight, and the wind felt ice cold on his fur.

			“I can’t come to you,” said Lugs.

			“You’ll have to come here, and we’ll climb down together. It’ll be fine. I said move it!” Lugs’s command was so loud that the Cheshire almost lost his grip. “Step lively now! If you don’t get your tail over here right now, I’ll rip it off and have it for breakfast!”

			With a kittenish whine, the Cheshire hurried over to Lugs, who sank his teeth into the smaller cat’s scruff and dragged him back down the tree, using the branches like rungs on a ladder. Placing him on the ground, Lugs gulped down a clump of fur and said, “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

			“No. Thank you.” The terrified cat retreated onto Baxter Avenue, not daring to turn his back on the lynx.

			This was a slow morning for Lugs. Helping nervous cats and ungrateful oldsters would have been below his pay grade if he wasn’t a volunteer. He missed the sounds of battle and the taste of bloody fur in his nostrils—

			He heard a clamor at the end of Moody Lane, not quite the sound of battle, more a scuffle and a hiss, but he would take it. He ran down the lane, ready for action.

			Lugs saw five shorthairs surrounding a sheepdog. Their fur bristled, and their tails looked thick enough to brush a chimney. They hissed and spat at the dog, who looked bewildered; his kind, fringe-obscured eyes contrasting with the unwelcoming stares of the cats. They circled the sheepdog, and he took a step forward—big mistake. The cats closed in, and one swiped his claws at the dog’s flank. The cats were so focused on the dog, they didn’t notice as Lugs got nearer. 

			The dog sank down, lowered his head, looked up at the cats, and offered them a playful bark. Lugs noticed that his tail was wagging—the dog thought this was a game.

			Lugs had seen similar games turn deadly. A dog could bite or stamp on one cat and walk away; five cats were an unstoppable force if they worked together. They could rip this greenhorn to bits if they wanted to.

			One of the shorthairs reached out and scratched the dog’s nose. The victim yelped. It was a light scratch, a test of vulnerability, but a sore one. The dog looked around charily and stopped wagging his tail. A cat behind him spat, making him turn around; the scratcher took another swipe, this time at his tail. The dog spun back, disoriented.

			“Break it up, fellas.” When Lugs inserted himself into the melee, the shorthairs were so riled up that they turned on him, leaving the dog to back away. Lugs arched his back, looming above the street cats, cowing them into retreat.

			“Enough of this!” Lugs hissed at them. “Why are you picking on this hound? Can’t you see he’s new?”

			“This is our patch,” said a shorthair with a torn ear. “Dogs don’t come here.”

			To the street cats, dogs were the eternal enemy, savage and unsavory, contaminated with cruelty, embodying cautionary tales mothers told their kittens to scare them at night. They were so ugly you could hardly look one in the face, so stupid they couldn’t even climb—butt sniffers, tail chasers, cat killers, pebble fetchers, barking berserkers, beasts of obsolescence, massive muzzled, omnivorous rug-stainers, flea-bringers, leg biters. Otto had tolerated their presence in the city, encouraged a friendship with the enemy, and according to the media, the dogs had bitten the paws that fed them. The public had the right to say no.

			“There’s one here now,” Lugs reasoned. “Go home, boys. I’ll take care of the mutt.”

			The shorthairs slunk away, muttering among themselves, disappointed that their sport was done. Lugs asked the dog what he was doing on the mean streets of Bast.

			“I’m Bingo,” said the dog, spelling out his name for Lugs with a singsong lilt. “Thanks for your help! I was asking those cats for directions, and they started hissing and spitting, and before I knew it, they were taking swipes at my nose.”

			“Where are you from? The Isle of Dogs?”

			“Oh, no. I live in Healing, a village right next to Stick Station. That’s where I work.”

			“Up in the mountains?”

			“At the foot of the mountains, yes.” Bingo puffed out his chest. “I’m a porter.”

			“I don’t see you carrying any bags,” said Lugs brusquely.

			“I’m off duty. It feels strange, actually, not having anything to fetch.” Bingo looked at Lugs expectantly. Lugs picked up a small dead branch and offered it to the dog. Bingo panted at him.

			With a sigh, Lugs threw the stick across the park. Bingo lolloped over to it, picked it up in his mouth, and ran back to Lugs, dropping it in front of the lynx.

			“Feel better now?” Lugs asked.

			“Yap.” Bingo crouched in front of Lugs and panted some more. Lugs felt awkward.

			“What, uh, directions were you asking for?”

			“I need to find this address.”

			Bingo showed Lugs the envelope. When he read the address, Lugs laughed.

			“I think I can help you find it,” said Lugs.

			 

			Bridget, the lioness’s, thick sleep was disturbed by a loud, metallic thump followed by a scraping sound that came from deep beneath her. She opened one eye, slowly took in her surroundings, then opened the other. Her cabin was filled with daylight and everything was in its place, apart from a couple of spilled cushions. She would have to take Pollet to task for those.

			“Pollet!” she roared. “Where’s my breakfast?” She was thrown from her berth by another scraping judder. She quickly regained her balance and wobbled her way to a porthole, squinting through the sunlight. She didn’t find much, just a calm sea.

			“Pollet! For the last time, where are you?” That cat would be her breakfast if he didn’t hurry up. Bridget wasn’t used to being treated this way. With her stomach growling and the boat still juddering from time to time, Bridget lost her patience. She threw on a robe, thrust her cabin hatch open with a paw, and stuck an imperious nose out into the passageway, which seemed to slope starboard. Light shifted through portholes and open cabins, casting shadows that haunted the passageways.

			“Where are you this time?” Pollet was an intelligent tonkinese who made up in brains what he lacked in backbone. He had a habit of disappearing, usually when he was in trouble.

			“Got you!” she said with a leonine roar as she checked Pollet’s favorite hiding place, a cupboard in the ship’s galley. He wasn’t there. Bridget tried the upper deck next, prowling from the bow to the stern, where she looked out at the ceaseless open water. The sunlight sparkled on the surface, inviting her to dive into the sea. But with the ship floating aimlessly, she did not want to go for a swim and lose her vessel to the wind and tide.

			The entire crew had abandoned her, leaving her stranded on the orders of Joey Hondo. Pollet had stuck around, either through loyalty or fear of what she would do to him if she caught up with him. Bridget suspected the latter. 

			There were only so many places he could hide. Bridget would find him—she was an expert huntress—and have his hide for her long-awaited breakfast. Then she would take control of the massive cruise ship, navigate her way home, and dine on Joey Hondo’s sour flesh.

			 

			Tad Tybalt’s executive suite was packed with activity: phones ringing, assistants copying leaflets and posters, cats chattering, and advertising gurus guru-ing, all vetted by the industrialist who was running for mayor.

			“No generic slogans!” he meowled at his executive assistant and campaign manager, Ramona Pretzel. “I want to stand out from those two oiks I’m running against. Something meaningful and memorable.”

			“I’m happy to take any suggestions,” Ramona huffed. The Persian was feeling overworked and underfed; her fur was unlicked and her tail hung limp. She still managed to look good, though, in a haute couture trouser suit that matched her sapphire eyes.

			“That do-gooder Woodrow has ‘Paws for Peace,’ Hondo came up with ‘Safety. Security. Sachets,’ and what have we got? ‘You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours.’ It sounds like a mission statement, not a political pick-me-up. How am I supposed to rally Bast’s population with that?”

			“It sounds corporate because your finest copywriters brainstormed it,” Ramona said slowly. “We have time to improve on it. What direction would you like to take?”

			“I don’t know! A positive direction. Looking to the future. Optimism.”

			“I’ll pass that on,” said Ramona.

			“To who?”

			“To your finest copywriters.”

			“I need someone fresh. A famous name who knows his or her way around words.”

			“Swampy McMahon!” The celebrity wrestler had recently published his megahit memoirs.

			“He couldn’t scratch his name in the sand, that dirty finisher.” Tad jabbed a paw at a clerk who leaned back on the floor, washing between his legs. “What’s that layabout doing?”

			The campaign manager looked at the clerk and said, “Taking a tongue break, sir.” 

			“Tell him he’s fired, then he can take all the breaks he wants.” 

			“It’s a mandatory break, sir. He’s just doing what cats ordinarily do.”

			“Then fire whoever mandated the breaks, then fire the clerk. We don’t do ordinary here. We are special.” Tad clapped his paws together. “Who was that fellow who made so much noise on the radio?”

			“DJ Scratch?” The down-to-earth disk jockey sounded like an outrageous choice for a slogan writer.

			“No, no. The one who sparked the riot. He had a way with words. He roused the rabble, for better or worse.”

			“Do you really want to be associated with Julius Kyle?”

			“We don’t have to announce his involvement, just pay him. He’s a littérateur, a soapbox siren, and he’s got a heck of a way with words. No one has caught the city’s attention more than him in recent memory, unless you count Mayor Otto, and I haven’t heard him roar around here recently.”

			“I’ve seen his byline in The Scratching Post,” said Ramona, trying to sound helpful.

			“Yes! He can report on my victory.” Tad sat back at his desk, then sprung forward. “Send someone to go find him, Ramona.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Don’t expect me to come up with all the ideas,” said Tad. “I can’t let my business slide because of this election.”

			 

			As a long-time guest in Julius’s house, Sal politely asked to be let out, then he wanted to come back in again. Then he went back out and scratched his way back in. Julius paid him no mind; this was normal behavior for Sal. By the time the snowshoe had settled down on the windowsill, blinking dopey eyes, Julius had almost finished his milk. He looked at the leftover swallow and offered it to his friend.

			“You must be thirsty, with all your comings and goings,” said Julius.

			“I had to check the weather,” said Sal, gazing out the window. “But the first time, I forgot.”

			Julius smiled. The relaxed atmosphere was shattered by Lugs, who arrived home with a dog in tow.

			Sal dashed behind the couch and hid. Julius popped out his claws, ready for a fight. 

			“Lugs, what have I told you about bringing your work home with you?” said Julius nervously.

			“Just helping a lost dog find his way,” Lugs explained. 

			Bingo panted over to Julius and offered him a paw.

			“Mr. Kyle?”

			Julius leaned back, gagging at Bingo’s dog breath. “That’s me,” he wheezed.

			“He was looking for our address,” Lugs explained. “What are the odds?

			Julius smiled. “Considering you’ve been marching all over town looking for trouble, quite high.”

			“You are famous, Julius,” Sal reminded him. “I’m surprised you don’t get more visitors.”

			“Why were you looking for this place, Bingo? Were you looking for me?”

			“I have this for you.” Bingo struggled to retrieve the envelope from his backpack, which was crammed with snacks, a dirty old bone, a ball with a chunk chewed off, his porter’s cap, and his train ticket stub. Bingo held the envelope in his teeth, offering the soggy message to Julius.

			“It’s hate mail,” Lugs scoffed.

			“You could use your paws, you know,” said Julius, gingerly taking the envelope.

			“Habit. I usually keep my forepaws free to carry luggage.”

			“It’s hard to change a habit,” Sal said in support. He knew a thing or two about proclivities.

			“Who’s it from?” asked Lugs.

			“Keep your ears on,” said Julius, struggling to lift the dampened flap. “Who’s it from?” he asked Bingo.

			“Doctor Quincy McGraw,” said Bingo proudly. “He entrusted me with the delivery of this message.”

			“That was brave of him,” said Lugs. Julius hushed him and pulled a note from the envelope. Julius knew the name from a newspaper article, one he had read over and over because it was written by a former lover. He was reluctant to look at the note. Nothing good could come of it, he was sure. Nevertheless, acknowledging their expectant faces, he read it out to his friends.

			Dear Mr. Kyle,

			I trust that this letter finds you hale and healthy. I apologize for reaching out to you in this manner; I do not trust the phone lines where I work and reside, and this missive is intended solely for you.

			Julius looked at his friends, who listened attentively. He didn’t have the heart to send them out of the room, so he kept reading.

			Some time ago, the beautiful Camilla Dolentine visited my laboratory, the most charitable and free-spirited cat I have ever met. The conversations we had were some of the most intriguing and uplifting of my lives. 

			Sal gasped. “Who’s Camilla?” he asked. Lugs jabbed him in the ribs.

			When my lab was destroyed and my world fell apart, my first instinct was to reach out to Camilla. Imagine how distraught I felt when I heard of her passing during the riot in Bast. 

			Julius stopped reading for a moment, a lump in his throat. Lugs gave him a sympathetic look. Bingo panted. Julius took a breath and kept going.

			She spoke highly of you, Mr. Kyle. I truly believe you were the love of her lives, much to my chagrin, I must admit. Thus it is that I am writing to you and begging for your help. I have always intended my inventions to help the cats and dogs of this land, not harm them. To my great regret, however, my most hazardous gadget has fallen into the wrong paws. This machine will change the balance of power between cats and dogs.

			I have asked the rulers of the North for help, but they have ignored my pleas. I have asked the local dogs, but they just bark for no reason. The barking is so loud it hurts my ears. Only Bingo is willing to fetch you, and I am eternally grateful for his loyalty.

			Julius smiled at Bingo, who grinned back.

			I beseech you to visit me in the mountains (see above for my exact address) and help me to discern where the Bernoulli tube might be, and if possible, find it for me. I would look for it myself, but I fear that I am vulnerable to the miscreants who made off with my device. 

			I do not expect you to seek me out for my sake, as we have never met in person. I hope that you will help me for the sake of catkind, and I understand that you are not averse to dogs, either. But I believe from my heart to the tip of my tail that you will perform this arduous task for Camilla, to honor her memory and safeguard the kind of future she would have wanted.

			Yours sincerely,

			Dr. Quincy McGraw.

			p.s. and by the by, there will be a reward for retrieval of the Bernoulli tube.

			p.p.s. please throw a stick for Bingo. He likes sticks.

			Julius wiped a tear from his eye. He didn’t want his friends to see him upset. Without Camilla, without Moira, he felt alone, even with Lugs and Sal beside him.

			“I’ll take you to Quincy,” said Bingo. “We can take the train, and he doesn’t live far from the station.”

			“I can see that,” said Julius, rereading the doctor’s address. “Thank you for bringing this to me.”

			“I’ve never been on a train before,” said Bingo. 

			“This will be my second time.” Lugs patted him on the head.

			“Trains are overrated,” said Julius, who associated them with ferocious feral bandits. Nevertheless, the express was the fastest way to get to the mountains up north, and it would pass through Carabas. Moira was in Carabas.

			“When do we leave?” asked Sal.

			“After I talk to my editor,” said Julius. “And find a stick.”
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			He Once Roared and Growled Fiercely

			“10 more days until Suspicious Package unleashes its new album, featuring the hit single, ‘Daddy didn’t Raise no Scaredy Cat.’ This will be the ninth S.P. album to hit stores this decade. Although the lineup has changed, the beats have not—you always know what you’re getting with these guys, no fretting. Their album, entitled Scratch That, has got its work cut out to compete with Mimi Mimu’s platinum-selling triple disk, Whiskers in the Dark. Stay tuned to hear songs from both class acts on this channel, in this hot half hour.

			“Speaking of heat, now the weather’s cooling down and getting shady there’s no need be crazy, no hot mess tantrums or ugly scenes in the club when you’ve had one sour milk too many, you know those nights I’m talking about.” 

			“Cool as you may be, the election’s hotting up and hoooooo the poll numbers are in, and that handsome cat Joey Hondo is leading by an inch or two. But he don’t get to decide who runs our world. You do!” 

			—WOTW radio broadcast

			By DJ Scratch

			Chico needed a break from guard duty, and he got it when he was summoned to Joey Hondo’s surveillance room. From there, Joey was able to keep tabs on the cats who worked for him, via windows, two-way mirrors, and telescopes built into the walls.

			Joey was a korat with a silver mark on his heart-shaped head, large ears, and luminous lime-colored eyes. Female cats adored him; the males admired him. All his supporters appreciated the way he had ascended from security guard to mayoral candidate. He puffed on a cigar as he watched the city go about its business. On Beaverbank Place, members of the Wildcat gang lingered, no doubt hatching a plan to vandalize all they could put their paws on. In the city center, worshippers of Bastet streamed into a church, excited to hear the latest passionate sermon from their new bishop, Kafel. His predecessor had met with a nasty accident, falling from a heavenly height to the streets below. Outside City Hall, vociferous protesters meowled at the leopard guards and waved placards: “Where’s Our Mayor?” “Enough Lion Around.” “Wanted: A New Leader.”

			The protesters would be dealt with, but Joey wanted them to express their sentiments, rock the boat, and deepen the void left by Otto’s absence. Come election day, he would step in and crush any dissent.

			“You wanted to see me, Mr. Hondo?”

			“See you?” Joey didn’t bother to turn around and face his employee. “If I want to see you, I’ll check a monitor. No, I sent for you to get an update on your … friend.”

			“We’re not bonding, sir.” Chico fidgeted. “It’s not that kind of situation.”

			Joey looked over his shoulder at Chico. “In many relationships, one cat is in charge, the other does as they are told,” he said. “Some partners feel trapped, desperate for their freedom. Others keep the home secure, their loved one safe.”

			Chico was hesitant to disagree with his boss, but when the korat turned back to the monitors, Chico spoke up. “That … doesn’t sound like a healthy relationship to me, sir.”

			“I speak from experience,” Joey growled. “You are in the early stages of your love affair with Otto. You must woo him. Make him feel safe from the rigors of the outside world.”

			Chico took a step closer to Joey. “He’s a lion who wants to eat me. He’s not afraid of anything.”

			Joey’s green eyes glinted in the light of his monitoring devices. 

			He stubbed out his cigar, got up, and clapped a paw on Chico’s shoulder. “Then you will make him afraid. You have already set his son’s head on the ground, right in front of him. Put the fear of Bastet into him. Make him tremble in your presence.”

			“How?” asked Chico, trying to sound confident.

			“Take more from him. A lion cannot run or hunt without his paws.”

			“I can’t get close enough to…”

			“His kind sleep for up to 21 hours a day. I am sure that you can use his vulnerability to your advantage. I have spent a lifetime doing just that.”

			Chico nodded and left the surveillance room. He wanted to quit. It was true that Otto was no friend of his, but Chico pitied the caged beast. Following Joey’s orders would mean harming a majestic cat; Chico wasn’t sure if he could do that.

			
			While Julius and Sal packed for their trip, Lugs spruced himself up with his tongue. Bingo threw the stick in the air, caught it in his mouth, and chewed it, romping around and making a mess of Julius’s small, one-story house. One of his newspaper piles had toppled over and someone had bitten a chunk out of a cushion, creating a snowfall of feather-down stuffing.

			“Please stop running around,” Julius snapped at Bingo. “If you need to burn off energy, go outside.”

			Bingo stopped bouncing around the house and looked at Julius, panting. “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t even know I was doing it.”

			Julius couldn’t stay mad at the grinning, shaggy dog. 

			“He can’t go outside,” Lugs said, not for the first time. “Too many cranky cats out there. You can be quiet and incognito, can’t you, buddy?”

			“Where’s that stick I found for you?” Julius asked Bingo, who barked at the front window. 

			Worried that trouble was approaching, the cats gathered together to take a look outside.

			A small pigeon stood on the stoop, a small cylinder attached to its leg. Julius pounced on the bird, holding it tight while Sal removed the cylinder. A tiny scroll was tucked inside.

			“More mail for you?” Lugs asked Julius.

			“Not this time,” said Sal. “It’s addressed to Sergeant Barr, whoever that is.”

			“It’s me, you dolt.” Lugs took the scroll, peered at it, and slumped onto the couch.

			“What’s the matter?” asked Sal, his mouth full of pigeon.

			Lugs had received bad news from his commander. Although he would continue to be stationed in Bast, he was ordered to refrain from patrolling the city and helping his fellow cats. Judging by the complaints received by Sentinel Headquarters, Lugs’s help was either unwarranted or ill-received. Lugs was no longer required to prowl around, offer advice, or get involved in any fights. For a warrior like Lugs, this was a painful order to receive.

			“I’ll appeal,” Lugs grumbled to Julius. “Get my orders reversed.”

			“And get sent to the Land of Frozen Fur,” said Julius. “Give them time. Your leaders will realize how valuable you are.”

			“At least I’m still based here,” Lugs reassured himself. “With you guys.”

			“Thank Bastet for small mercies,” Julius agreed. He asked Bingo, “What do you know about these ‘miscreants’ Doctor McGraw mentioned?”

			“Nothing, really,” said Bingo. “I know Quincy was worried. He wouldn’t leave his home, even after his lab was trashed. I brought him his mail and a box of mice crispies last week, and he was hiding in his kitchen beside the stove, where it was nice and warm. He said that he was running out of time, and he needed help, and I was the one messenger he could send here. So he did.”

			“What about Quincy? Is he a good cat?”

			“I’ve been hissed at, spat on, insulted, and even chased by cats,” said Bingo. “All because their train was late, I was too slow for them, or they were bored. Quincy’s never done anything bad to me. He’s the kindest inventor I’ve ever met.”

			“How many inventors do you know?” asked Sal, impressed.

			“One. Him.”

			Julius turned to Lugs, who shook his head.

			“Leave me out of this!” said Lugs. “I’ve got a city to protect.”

			Julius shook his head. “No, you don’t. The prowlers won’t be on strike forever.”

			“Yeah, but until then…” Lugs crossed his paws, being stubborn.

			“And you have your orders to stand down.” Julius sat down on the couch beside his friend and gave him an imploring stare. “Lugsy, I can’t do this without you.”

			“I’m stationed here, Julius. Up and leaving without permission will get me court-martialed. The sentinels don’t take kindly to deserters.” Lugs stood up.

			“Put in for permission, and while they’re dithering about it, deciding what to do with you, you can be off having adventures with us. You’ll be back here quicker than you can say AWOL.”

			“I don’t know.” Lugs scowled. “I can say it pretty fast…”

			Julius gestured at Sal. “Look at this wee guy here. Do you really think he’ll survive without you watching his back?

			“What will you be doing?”

			“Watching my own.”

			“Okay, okay.” Lugs let out a sigh. “I’ll submit for leave, or a temporary transfer.”

			“That’s the lynx spirit! I knew you wouldn’t pass up an opportunity like this.”

			“I’m not doing it for you, I’m doing it for Sal,” said Lugs, but he also agreed because he craved excitement. He was certain he would find it out there in the mountains, where few cats feared to tread. 

			
			Moira Marti was homesick, and she didn’t mind admitting it to Tarquin Quintroche. They were both focused on running the city of Carabas, nurturing a system where cats and dogs co-existed. The occasional fight was inevitable, and the smaller cats were naturally intimidated by the larger hounds. But it was an experiment worth conducting if their land was ever going to evolve and improve. The different species couldn’t spend eternity nipping at each other’s tails.

			Moira was tired, though. While Tarquin was the nominal ruler of Carabas, she toiled behind the scenes. It wasn’t the dogfights or the greedy cats eating up supplies that posed her real problem, however. It was Julius Kyle.

			On a journey to Carabas, Julius had tussled with ferals and led them to the city with his scent. The ferals had gathered in strength as they approached, pouring into Carabas and wreaking hairy havoc within its walls. When the sentinels had stepped in to combat the threat, they had made matters worse, terrifying the populace and drinking the local taverns dry. With the ferals defeated, the sentinels ordered
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