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Dedication



For Paul






Prologue


Trapped! Dak thrashed about. His leg held fast in the teeth of the trap; panicking was useless. He tried boring down on the metal claws cutting into his leg, but his sharp teeth were no match for the cold steel. He looked around wildly, thinking he could drag himself away, out of sight. His one good eye straining for a safe place to go.   
How could I have been so careless? Dak had been carefully hunting but focusing more on a meal than the potentially dangerous men. He had lost his eye in a fair fight with another boar over territory. These things happened among male minks in the wild. That had been an unfortunate consequence of a life lived freely. But this? This was a trap set by a man who had no rights to this territory. This land belonged to no man, and yet men wandered it, leaving messes—and worse—traps. Dak felt faint as the strength ebbed from him. He shook his head and forced himself to look at his mangled hind leg. Chewing the leg off was the only way to freedom. Grim but determined, he bent his body.
Voices broke through the trees. “We got one! It’s big—probably a boar. Look at that pelt!” Now two men stood over Dak. One reached toward him. 
Dak went for the hand rather than his own flesh. 
“Yow! He’s a feisty one!” The man yanked his arm back just in time.
Dak’s skull rattled from a hard blow to it. Passing out, he no longer felt the pain. 




Chapter 1
The Stranger


“Two, three, … oh there’s a fourth one under dam’s tail. Four healthy mink kits. Good job, little mama.”  
In the quiet warmth, Malinka laid on her side as suckling mouths probed for their first meal. 
“They all look good. We’ll inspect ‘em tomorrow after they’ve eaten and got cleaned up.” When Farmer and Helper left the barn, the light went from bright to a thin yellow-gray pallor. 
As the door closed behind them, scurrying and scratching noises rose throughout the long, low barn.
“Congratulations, Ma’am.”
“Yes, congratulations!” More voices chimed in from other cages lining the walls of the barn.
Malinka listened without answering, feeling calm and safe, thankful for her quick, easy delivery. She allowed gratitude and relief to flood over her as her brand-new brood snuggled into her side. 
When the blind, hairless mink kits, weighing no more than a nickel each, were full, they curled together in contented sleep. Loud machines constantly cycled on and off keeping the temperature of the immense room they lived in cold year-round, day and night. Malinka nudged the kits a little closer into each other for warmth, examining each one as she did. 
The first-born was a girl who had wrapped her naked body around the smallest kit, a boy that had the shortest tail Malinka had ever seen. His tail was fully formed, but she wondered how it would look when he was grown. Would it be the full bushy tail of a grown boar, giving the appearance that the mink was a third larger than it really was? She hoped so. 
The largest kit was the second-born, a boy also. He stretched his needle-thin black claws in his sleep. Malinka studied his head. At this stage, kits normally had ear buds, but he had fully formed ear. They’re perfect! 
Malinka delighted at seeing the other girl, the fourth born and youngest of this litter, daintily stick her pink tongue out, yawning in her sleep, making her whole tiny body tremble. 
Quietly, patiently, she groomed her little ones, whispering possible names to herself. She examined each one carefully, memorizing their features. These will stay… She hoped with all her heart.
Potential names for the kits cycled through her mind as she crept to the water bottle hanging on the side of the crate. I’ll wait until they move around so that I can better know their personalities. After drinking lustily, she lumbered to the back corner of her enclosure to warm the kits more.
She looked out the high opening in the barn wall at the Night Light floating, distant and dreamlike. The Light always came back, so Malinka counted it as a friend. When others had left her behind, the Night Light always returned.
Sometimes, when things were especially quiet like now, she wondered if others in her family were out there, maybe in another building. She wondered about her mother. She’d had brothers and a sister too. And her first kits. Don’t think of that now. This is a happy time. 
She returned to the squeaking kits, who wasted no time in straining for the milk. As daylight came fully through the tall windows of the barn, the kits fell back asleep, satisfied. 
In the light of day, the building’s heavy door swung open. As Helper entered, the strong smell of fish filled the barn. Malinka was ravenous and ready for feeding time.
Helper moved rhythmically along the rows of cages, removing empty metal bowls and replacing them with full ones. 
Malinka waited patiently as the furry man with the red head covering pulled the lid off her mesh enclosure. 
Leaving it open on top while he changed out the food bowls, he hesitated a moment longer than usual to peer at the newborn kits. “Well, ain’t that nice, little mama? You’ll be busy for a while.” He put the cover back and continued along the row.
Other thoughts slid away as Malinka fed. Mothering was hungry work. She ate the chopped fish mixed with kibble with gusto and licked the bowl clean.
Over the next several days, Malinka felt little other than joy and exhaustion as she bonded with her new kits, watching them eat, sleep, and grow. Her strength quickly recovered as the kits matured over the next few weeks. Their fur had grown in, and they moved all around their enclosure, climbing over each other and squeaking softly. 
“Mama, look at me!” Niko, the second oldest, clung to the side of the cage, almost at the top. His long tail waved excitedly. Niko ruled over the others, as the most active and heartiest eater. Despite her pride over him, Malinka pushed him away sometimes to allow the smaller, weaker kits to have their share. 
Lin, the younger boy, sat watching Niko in awe. As the smallest and slowest of the four, early on Malinka had wondered if Lin would survive. His tail was still too short. But she’d kept him extra warm, and he was holding his own – at least for now. 
“Come on, Lin!”
“I don’t know.” Lin usually waited until after Niko had tried something new first.
Niko dove off the side, landing on his younger sister Posi’s tail. “Ouch! Stop it! Mama!”
Malinka stopped grooming around the white spot on Mila’s head to look up. “Are you hurt?” 
“Well…” Posi swished her bushy tail that had already outgrown the others. 
“No, she’s not.” Niko flicked his tail at her.
“You-” Posi began, but the barn door banged open.
Startled by the sudden sound, they all froze and stared. The room quieted as Farmer and Helper carried a strange cage into the barn. 
Dozens of minks watched expectantly as Farmer’s heavy boots pounded the cement floor, with Helper following him. 
When Malinka edged toward the front of her enclosure to see what was going on, the smell of fear and pain hit her. She slid back, sensing there was a hurt scared animal in the strange crate. And from the racket coming from it, she was sure it was a mink, probably a large one.
From the corner of her enclosure, Malinka watched with the kits now huddled around her. All stayed quiet, except for the banging mink and the grumbling air cooler. 
The men set the rattling box on the large reflective table by the door. Peering inside, Farmer pushed his eye coverings up his snout and stepped back. “We’re going to have to tranquilize him to get him into the regular cage.”
Helper said, “Why don’t we just off him now? What are we keeping him alive for?”
A rush of shock went through Malinka. Why wouldn’t they keep him alive? Didn’t Farmer take good care of all his pets?
“Because.” Farmer took several paces along the row of enclosures, gazing into them. 
Malinka shrank back instinctively. She had never felt afraid of Farmer before, but now her heart thrummed mercilessly.
The tall man stopped at an empty crate almost right across the aisle from Malinka’s. “I want to see if that wound can heal. The fur will be worth more if it’s intact. It’s a good big pelt.”
The new mink screamed again.
“Okay.” Helper shook his head, staring at the strange cage.
“We’ll get him tranquilized and move him in.” Farmer pulled the top off the empty crate, then strode to the door. As he left, he said, “You get that cage ready while I get the trazodone.” The door banged shut after him.
Malinka gaped at the other enclosures. All the boxes housing minks had bright black eyes staring out, looking toward the door. Black, white, and silvery-gray minks watched Helper spread straw over the bottom of the enclosure, attach a water bottle and double-check the latches on the top edges.
All Malinka heard of the new mink was his raspy breathing.
Moments later, Farmer stepped heavily through the door and clunked to the table where Helper stood. With skins covering his paws, Farmer stuck something through the holes of the enclosure while Helper held the pen still from the top.
The new mink screamed once, then was silent. 
Malinka could only see the backs of the two men, but the thrashing and clawing was over. She didn’t even hear the stranger breathing any more. She held her breath as she wished her heart would stop its pattering. Had they killed him? 
The men carried the small cage to the middle of the aisle. 
Curiosity overshadowed her fear as she moved forward and pushed her face against the front of her home, her snout jutting between the wires.
When Farmer opened the side of the crate, he pulled out a gray mink hanging lifelessly in his hands.
A mink across the aisle screeched, “They’ve killed him!”
“No, Jai,” another voice drawled. “He’s been given something to make him sleep. I’ve seen it before. He’ll wake up.”
Someone on Malinka’s side of the aisle said, “I can see him breathing!”
The squeaking and chattering noises nearly overwhelmed Malinka as the residents watched the men put the large sleeping stranger into the hutch across from her. 
Although Malinka had seen a few silver minks, she had never seen one with so much gray. This was not a silver mink, but a boar that had been deep brown or maybe even black and had grown old enough to turn gray. He was old, like she had never seen. How did he get so old?
Farmer clamped the new enclosure shut, and the men left the barn, leaving the weak overhead light on.
Chirping and squealing filtered through the low-ceilinged room. “Where did he come from?” “Have you ever seen a mink that gray?” “How did he get hurt like that?”
Malinka wanted to stay and listen. She wanted to know all about this strange mink. But the kits were now squeaking for food. Besides, until the new mink woke up and told them about himself, they would know nothing. She turned away. 
The old mink slept through the late day feeding. Helper didn’t even put food in his cage. He just peered in at the stranger for a second before moving on. “You’re gonna have a headache in the morning, Old Buddy.”
But the barn was still full of murmuring as a new day arrived. The stranger had slept soundly, but the minks’ talk ran wild.
“Maybe he got caught in a man machine.”
“Perhaps he ran away and got caught.”
“I bet he was trying to steal food from Farmer.”
None of it made sense to Malinka. What was a man machine? Ran away from what? Why would he steal food when Farmer gave it? 
When Helper brought the new day meal, he stood at the stranger’s crate. “Ready to wake up, old dude? Got some grub for you.”
Malinka couldn’t see past the man, but she heard movement in the pen before him. She stopped grooming her kits and edged to the front of her cage.
Opening the top of the newcomer’s enclosure partway, Helper slid the food in. He shut the top hard and quick, then moved on.
After the man moved away, the stranger rolled onto his side, then struggled to sit up. Groaning softly and stretching gingerly, he stared at the sides and top of his new cell. Suddenly, he snarled and crashed his body against the mesh wall. 
Malinka jumped back in surprise. Sometimes when minks got frisky in their crates and had to run off energy, they bounced off the sides, but she’d never seen one do it in anger. Edging back to get out of his sight, she watched as the stranger looked outside of his cage. He limped to the front, pushed his large gray face against the wires and surveyed the room from end to end.
Malinka gasped, shrinking back. A long scar crossed his face diagonally through his flat gray left eye. She’d never seen anything so ugly, but she couldn’t look away. His right eye was sharp and black and keen, appearing to take in everything around him.
The stranger snarled. “A cage. I’m in a cage.” He looked down the line at the minks in enclosures on Malinka’s side of the walkway. 
By the silence in the room, Malinka figured the other minks were also watching the newcomer.
“We’re all in cages,” he muttered. Harrumphing, he turned around and limped to the corner where the food bowl sat. He sniffed it thoroughly, then nibbled cautiously.




Chapter 2
Two Truths and a Lie


Why is he doing that ? Why doesn’t he just eat what Farmer supplied for him? The plentiful food Farmer gave was always good and filling. 
Watching the old mink eat did not prove to be that interesting. Noises again rose in the room, including Malinka’s own kits that now squeaked.
The days passed quickly in a blur of feeding, cleaning, eating, and sleeping. Four kits growing larger every day, demanding more food, taking up more room in the enclosure, and making bigger messes all the time were all Malinka could focus on.
The barn residents had gotten used to the presence of the new mink, who kept to himself, snarling at Farmer and Helper whenever they came near, and sleeping most of the time he wasn’t snarling or eating. 
Malinka watched him from time to time, curious about where he came from, but too engrossed in her family to do more than wonder.
One night, Malinka watched as the kits crawled over each other, creeping around the hutch, mewing and squeaking. At five weeks old, their fur was fully in, and they could see and hear perfectly. 
From across the room came, “So, four little ones. Congratulations, Ma’am.” 
Startled by the voice, Malinka looked toward the bright shaft the Night Light had thrown across the stranger’s crate. 
The old mink’s good eye seemed to twinkle as it reflected the Night Light.
“Thank you.” She purred softly.
“Ya gonna name ‘em, or not worry about that?” 
“I’ve named them all. I didn’t want to rush it because I wanted to make sure the names were suitable.” Malinka felt as if she were talking too fast, telling too much. 
“Suitable, eh? How’re ya gonna know what’s suitable? They won’t really have their personalities before they go.”
“Go?” Tiny claws of panic gripped her heart. No, these will stay with me. They must stay with me. She tried to ignore her pounding heart, focusing on replying lightly to the old mink. “Why wouldn’t I name them? Everyone needs a name.”
The stranger grunted, sighed, and shifted the weight onto his uninjured hind leg. “Well, seeing as they’ll be with you for just a few weeks, from what I understand — some dams don’t want to get attached — if you catch my meaning.”
“They need to be with me for quite a while,” she argued, feeling as if there was a big invisible hole in her protest. “At least until they’re big,” she finished quietly.
“Humph.” 
From another cage, someone chattered at her, “You know what happens. What happens to all of us!” 
Malinka glared at Jai’s enclosure, her heart pattering. 
Jai’s black fur shimmered in ripples as he paced.
“It doesn’t happen to all of us,” came a smooth voice from farther down the row. “Some of us are more valuable alive than-.”
Malinka shifted her gave toward Zan. The large silver mink rested lazily on his side in the middle of his pen.
“Quiet, you two,” the old mink cut in.
Jai scurried to the back of his cage, chattering to himself, “They all go! She must know that!”
“Whatever you say, old geezer,” said Zan. “We all have a purpose. Although I’m not sure what yours is.”
The old mink opened his mouth to respond, but simply gazed at the little family across from him for a moment before limping to the back corner of his space.
Malinka’s head whirled. No. They wouldn’t take these too. Would they? She wrapped her sinewy body around her writhing pups, trying to calm her own pounding heart.
Zan said they all had a purpose. 
My purpose is to raise these kits and be a good pet to Farmer. I never bite, and I keep my enclosure tidy. I take good care of my kits too. Surely, I’m one of Farmer’s favorites and he will reward me this time…
She’d always been good. She’d always been well-behaved, and still she’d ended up alone, separated from her family. The sound of her own mother screaming when they took Malinka and her siblings from their home came rushing into her ears.
No. She could not think of that. This time will be different. She let the quick heartbeats and shallow breaths of her beautiful children calm her as each tiny thud thrummed through her belly. Her breathing synchronized with them as she stared at the white light from outside, stretching across the faded wood plank wall. Finally, she slept.
The next day was unusually warm. Farmer came in and adjusted the noisy machine at the end of the barn opposite the big door. For the rest of the bright sweltering day, the noisy machine pushed cold air into the barn continuously, driving Malinka’s nerves to a screeching point. She even nipped Niko when he bit too hard on her.
As the shadows of the day lengthened and the kits slept, Malinka noticed the old mink gazing out the front of his cage toward the open spaces high in the wall. At that moment, she knew she needed answers, at least whatever answers he could give her. 
Throwing a glance at the pile of sleeping pups behind her, she sidled to the front of her home.
“Sir,” she called quietly.
The old mink instantly turned his one-eyed gaze toward her.
Still shocked by the scar across his face, Malinka forced her tongue to move. “Why did you ask about my naming them? I mean, the kits?”
The geezer looked at her with a raised eyebrow. Malinka wondered if it surprised him she was talking to him, or he wondered at the questions. She couldn’t blame him either way. 
She sat upright in her pen, her gaze unwavering. Her heart trembled, but she hoped he couldn’t tell.
“Ma-am – it’s not my place-,” he started.
“What do you mean? You implied that there was no need for me to name my children. I want to know why.” Malinka’s breath came fast, and her own boldness surprised her. She had to continue. “Everyone has a name. My mother named me.”
“Oh, did she now?” The old mink looked slightly amused, which made Malinka grip her claws into the mesh floor. 
“What’s your name?” the geezer asked.
“Malinka. Everyone here knows that.”
“Sorry. I missed the introductions.” 
Malinka felt a little like a rat. Rats sometimes got into the barn and ran across the tops of the cages, teasing the minks, stealing fallen food, and grasping it through the enclosures from bowls left unattended. Rats didn’t introduce themselves either. 
She shifted under his piercing gaze. For a second, disdain flared in her chest. But she wanted an answer before the babies woke up. “What is your name?”
“My name’s Dak.” The old mink bowed his head slightly. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.” 
“Tell her! Tell her!” Jai suddenly babbled.
“Yes, you may as well,” purred Zan. He rolled over in his enclosure, giving him an unobstructed view of Malinka, but not of the old mink.
Malinka glared at Zan, who appeared eager for a good show.
The cubs stirred behind her. 
“Tell me what?” It came out in a screeching whisper.
Quietly, Dak said, “Ma-am, I thought you knew. They will take the kits as soon as they’re weaned. You won’t see them again after that.”
A wave of nausea washed over her. No. Not again!  “But, why? They need me.”
“As soon as they don’t need you, others will see to their raising. Until-.”
He was interrupted again by Jai’s uncontrolled chuckling.
“Until what?” 
One, then two of the babies squeaked.
“Until they are taken for their fur.” Dak’s voice dropped and his body seemed to shrink with the words. 
Nausea crashed over Malinka. “That’s a lie! You’re just a bitter old mink!” she hissed.
“It’s true! It’s true!” Jai hopped on his hind legs, bouncing against the side of his pen. “We’ll all go! Either we’re breeders or furrers.”
Malinka’s vision went black. She felt as if the bottom of the cage fell out beneath her, and her breathing stopped. The babies were pawing her. She sank to the floor of the cage. Her eyes closed, and she laid still, just trying to breathe and stop trembling. Don’t scare the babies.
Zan chuckled.
“Cut that out!” Dak hissed at him. “What are you? A weasel?”
Zan stopped.
“I am sorry for the shock, Ma-am. I just figured you knew. Having been born here and all.”
Malinka’s head swam. She didn’t know how long it had been since she’d seen her mother. Or the others they’d taken from her. She hadn’t understood why Farmer had even trapped the old mink when there were plenty of clean, sleek mink in here to keep him entertained. But the geezer was big, his fur flawless and thick, without scars except for his leg and face. Dully, she wondered how much longer he had. 
She crawled to the back of the cage, retching in the corner, then collapsed, letting the kits crawl over her. She didn’t speak to anyone else that night.
The next day Farmer brought in even more cold whirring machines that blew the air around. Because of the cool air, the downy-furred kits still needed Malinka’s body heat to keep them warm enough, making her alternate between being barely comfortable and panting hot. 
Lying still against the cool metal of the empty food bowl, Malinka closed her eyes. She felt as if the enclosure was shrinking around her.
“The Day Light shines bright today. Dark time would be great for swimming and hunting!”
“What are you talking about, geezer?” Zan’s voice dripped with a sneer. “We don’t swim. We don’t hunt. Our food is provided for us. Why would we want to do that?” 
“I wouldn’t expect you to understand. And my name is Dak, not Geezer.” He looked around at them all, shaking his head pityingly. “You don’t know what you’re missing; what’s kept from you. And what else you will lose.”
Malinka sat up. Cocking her ears toward him, she tried to ignore the fact her kits listened too. 
“From the time I was a kit,” Dak continued, “I learned to journey where I wanted. To see the golden circle climb over the edge of the earth, warming all the wild her breath finds.”
Malinka felt warm imagining the golden circle reaching to the edges of – what – the earth? Outside? The fur on her neck tingled.
Zan chuckled. “You expect us to believe all that?”
“It’s all made up! This is all there is!” Jai squealed. 
“You’ll only believe what you want to believe. Have you considered why you have webbed toes? What good is that in these cages?”
No one answered.
Niko looked down at his claws and grasped the wire mesh reflexively. 
Dak limped to the rear of his crate and laid down.
Is there really a place where I could come and go with my cubs without fear of losing them? Malinka’s heart raced.
After the evening meal, Lin asked. “Mama, what is wild?”
“Yeah.” Posi yawned delicately. “Mr. Zan said rats are wild.” She sniffed, stroking the white tip of her tail. “Rats are dirty. I don’t want to be wild.” 
“And they’re thieves,” said Niko. “When I get bigger, I’m going to stop those rats from getting minks’ food.”
“How can you do that?” said Mila. “When you’re stuck in here?”
“Stuck in here” hit Malinka as if she’d run headfirst into the mesh side of the enclosure. She had never felt stuck before. But now… she looked around the small hutch, her heart clenching.
“When I get big,” Niko bragged, “I’m going to the wild where Mr. Dak came from.”
“Enough of that,” said Malinka. “It’s time for sleep.”
But as the kits drifted to sleep, Malinka became more restless. Could Niko get to the wild? And what about the rest of us?  The longer she paced, the bigger and scarier the questions grew.
When Malinka called to Dak again, the kits were snoring lightly. Outside was black, with tiny pricks of light sparkling far, far away. She wondered if the tiny Night Lights covered the outside of the building.
“Mr. Dak,” she whispered loudly over the drone of the cooling machine.
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