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        “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” (George Santayana)

        I’ve got news for Mr. Santayana: we’re doomed to repeat the past no matter what.

        That’s what it is to be alive.
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      The bolt on the door of the attic room clicked, locking her in. Taliya plopped down on the tidy single bed in the corner, and her striped tail lashed back and forth across the bedspread. My new home. This depressing room was as far from home as Hitler was from Gandhi. Home smelled like flowers and fresh grass, mountain air, and pine trees. The attic hideout smelled like dust, stale air, and sadness. There was a little window up near the ceiling, but it didn’t look like it was meant to open. Not like that would be allowed anyhow. It would provide some natural light during the day. How long before she would see the sky again, feel the sun warm her furry face? At least the passing of sunlight would give her some sense of day and night within those four solid walls that could keep her safe—keep her trapped. She tried to take a deep breath and let it out slowly, but it felt impossible. How can you breathe without any trees?

      A dull thump sounded in the hallway, and Taliya swiveled one black furry ear, the white spot on the back almost facing front. Had there been a change of plans? The hackles on her neck rose. Was Marla coming back? Or had the Enforcers found her already? She held her breath for a full minute, but there was no more sound from the hall.

      All clear. For now.

      There was a short while before sunrise and the silent time began. It already felt like an eternity since she’d slipped out the back door of her home in the Ozark Mountains on Thanksgiving Day, her mother close behind her in the dark woods. When Mother had pressed her forehead against Taliya’s, she could smell the salt of her tears and the deep grief radiating from her. Following the instructions of the masked human—masked so she could never identify him, even if tortured—Taliya climbed into the enormous hatch of an old shipping truck that was waiting in the dark. She was shocked the thing could still run, even if it had been adapted for solar power. The roller door closed behind her, was chained shut, and she’d wondered if it would be the last time she ever saw her forest home or her family.

      Taliya had lugged her suitcase to the front of the vehicle, weaving between boxes and crates of merchandise, following the dim light from a secret compartment at the front of the truck. She stepped inside, closing the door behind her and throwing the latch. The tiny room held an electric lantern, a pillow and blanket, a portable toilet, a box of food, and jugs of water. There was also a stack of well-worn books—that classic series about dragonriders on a planet called Pern and the ones about the Queen of the Tearling. Taliya was surprised someone had found actual paper books. They were rare now, and her family was proud of their own collection of classics. She had a few tucked in her suitcase for the days of solitude ahead.

      Whoever was driving the ancient truck had gotten underway immediately, and they’d rattled and clunked along dirt roads for hours until Taliya finally felt the tires humming smoothly on one of the recycled-plastic fabricated roads. They were on the highway. She’d napped on and off and even slept soundly a few times, barely able to stretch out fully in the little compartment, trying not to let her thoughts wander to the dangers surrounding her. She read a bit. It was odd to be completely free from technology of any kind. At home they had a media wall, but not all the virtual reality that went with it. Her parents had insisted they keep things simple, but she always had her tech pad somewhere nearby. Besides surfing the interwebs, she used the pad to video chat or jot notes to her friends. Of course, she hadn’t been allowed to bring any of that with her, nor would she have it in her hiding place. Technology was easily traced.

      The truck had stopped several times at checkpoints along the road, and once a vigilant Enforcer actually opened the back roller door to search the contents of the storage area. Taliya barely breathed until she heard the door close and the chains restored around the lock. He had not discovered her secret compartment, but the next one might. What if they had dogs to scent her out? Each time she felt the vehicle stop, her heart had raced uncontrollably, and she prayed to the gods no one would find her.

      It felt like maybe three days before the truck ground to a halt and didn’t start moving again. We’re there, she’d concluded. It was a few more hours before the chains were removed and she felt the vibration of the roller door being lifted. Clankings and footsteps came closer through the truck itself, but she didn’t dare open the door to her hidden room. Enforcers might have been the reason for the stop. She waited, wrestling to keep her breathing calm and even.

      When the latch flipped up and the door to her room opened, there were two masked human males and an unmasked female on the other side. Helpers, not Enforcers. It was hard for Taliya to rise and walk after being contained for so many days, but they were patient. The brunette woman, pretty for a human, took charge of her suitcase.

      The truck was parked inside a warehouse. It was dark except for some dimly lit lanterns, so she couldn’t tell exactly how large the space was. The echoing of even slight noises suggested it was enormous. Metallic dust tickled her nose.

      The moment she was out of the truck, the men closed and rechained the back door, climbed into the cab, and started the engine. With the headlights off, they pulled up to one of the walls. The woman raised it from the bottom, like a garage door, and the truck drove out into the darkness. After closing and locking the section of wall, the woman looked back at Taliya, put her hands on her hips, and sighed.

      “I’m Marla,” she said. “You’re under my care now. I can’t possibly lug you and your bag up the stairs. Are you strong enough? We have a little time to rest, but I don’t want to risk it.”

      Taliya wanted to laugh at the image of the woman trying to carry her, but she was too exhausted. Marla was tall and stocky, but Taliya guessed she weighed over a hundred pounds more than her new friend and stood at least a head taller. Lugging was not an option.

      “I can make it.”

      “Good,” Marla said, picking up the suitcase. “It’s up two flights, but you can collapse once you are tucked away and safe.”

      She had followed Marla up one long flight of stairs, through a storage room that was above the high ceiling of the warehouse, and up another flight. On the third floor, there was a long hallway from the stairs to the far side of the building with three doorways along it.

      “This area used to be living quarters for the management team many decades ago,” Marla said, “and now it’s storage space for the factory. I’m the office manager, so I live on site, but down on the first floor, near the entrance. No one should have any reason to come all the way up here, even if they are in the storage room.”

      Marla had opened the door at the far end of the hall, ushered Taliya inside, put the suitcase on the bed, given her instructions on when to be silent and when moving around was safe, assured her she’d be back with food later, and then locked Taliya in.

      Now Taliya didn’t feel like resting at all. It was done. She was in hiding. Hours and days and weeks and probably even months of resting lay before her. Opening her suitcase, she pulled out a stack of photos. Taliya sifted through the smiling faces of her family—unique markings of spots and stripes she would never forget.

      “It will help you remember what life is supposed to be like,” Mother had said, handing her the stack of images as she packed to leave. “It will help you remember why you are staying silent and hidden instead of fighting. You must survive. Whatever happens, survive.”

      She turned back to her suitcase and pulled out the stack of books from home that was tucked in the side. Something to do during the silent time. It had all been explained before her escape, and Marla had repeated the instructions. Sleep or read during the day. Or stare at the walls. On top of the stack was the book Mother had insisted she read: The Diary of a Young Girl by Anne Frank. Taliya had heard of it before, of course, in her history lessons, but she’d never bothered to read it. It was written during World War II, over two hundred years ago.

      “Read this first,” Mother had said. “It will help you to remain hopeful.” The glint in her golden eyes meant she was serious and not to be questioned or challenged.

      Taliya sat on the bed, closed her own golden eyes, and curled her fluffy tail around her waist, holding that image of Mother’s face in her mind. I won’t forget. I won’t. Who knew when or if they would ever meet again.

      Taliya would hide. She had promised. But Mother had gone to fight. Maybe she would find Father among the soldiers, if he was still alive.

      The clock by the bed said 6:00 a.m. One hour left. After 7:00, no movement was allowed, except during the noon lunch hour. She could use the bathroom then since the activity of the employees downstairs could cover any creaks in the floorboards, but she’d have to tiptoe carefully and wait until later to flush. No matter how isolated she was, someone might hear. Anyone in the storage room would be right below her.

      She pulled the stack of calendars out of her suitcase and set them on the bedside table. Calendars for three years were printed out and ready so she could keep track of the date. Three years. She couldn’t even begin to consider three years in that stuffy room.

      She rose and paced—small, measured steps—the claws on her furry toes poking out of the front of her sandals but not long enough to click on the bamboo floor. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. Turn. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. Turn. Back and forth she paced across the floor, like her ancestors had done in zoo cages. She’d seen the videos. Back and forth. If there was earth below their paws, they had trod a sad, permanent bare path into it. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. Turn. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. Turn. One, two, three, four . . .

      She paused in the middle of the room, stretching her arms up toward the ceiling. Even extending the claws from her fingers, she couldn’t touch it. But almost. At seventeen years old, she was fully grown and stood six foot five inches tall.

      So what does that make it, maybe ten feet high? She sighed and dropped her arms. Have I ended up in a cage after all? A cage fourteen feet by roughly eight feet wide.

      No bars, but she was just as certainly trapped as she would have been if Enforcers had shown up at their peaceful home in the country and dragged her away. She wondered what they would do when they arrived at the family compound, which they inevitably would, and found the lair empty. Would they torch it for spite, or would her home be waiting for her when this nightmare was over? Without Father and Mother, would she ever want to return?

      Survive. That was the only thing that mattered. Survive until the war was over. Survive until she could walk free.

      Taliya sat down on the bed again and picked up the assigned book: Anne’s diary. She knew it was about a girl who had hidden from those who wanted to kill her. People called Nazis, who wanted to see Anne Frank dead or locked away. Anne had gone into hiding—like she herself was now—from people who hated her for something she was, not for anything she’d done. How did the story end? There wasn’t much else to do, so she’d find out pretty soon.

      Taliya set the stack of books on top of the calendars on the small table by the bed. Some were educational. Some were just for fun. At least there was a dim lamp to read by. The brightness didn’t reach to the corners of the room, where dark shadows lurked, but it was enough for her needs. Her feline eyes could see easily with only the faintest bit of light. If the lamp was any brighter, it might be noticed through the window by someone passing by, though she couldn’t imagine who would be looking at a window three stories up above the warehouse. Enforcers, maybe.

      Before the silent time, she could change from her traveling clothes, wash, and unpack her few belongings into the small dresser across the room. She laid a furry hand on the bright-blue tunic in her suitcase—her favorite. Probably best to save that for a day when she needed cheering up. This was not that day. She wouldn’t be defeated or depressed that easily.

      Stay focused.

      She was safe. She hoped her twin brothers, Tuscan and Tyler, had arrived at their destinations as well. Only five. So young to be torn from your family. Separate trucks had come for them before she’d left home. Separate places for all three of them. If one was discovered, the other two would still be safe. That was the plan. She didn’t know where they’d gone, so she could never be coerced to tell. She shuddered at the flash in her mind of a violent image from a media broadcast. Enforcers could torture it out of you. Everyone can be broken eventually. Everyone. Her tail puffed at the thought, and an anguished tiger-like moan escaped her throat.

      Taliya pulled her dirty tunic over her head and shook it out in front of her. She hoped there was some way to get laundry done. She hadn’t thought to ask about that. Washing clothes in the sink was certainly possible but not her first choice, though maybe it would give her something to do in the night when she could be up and about. She ran her clawed fingers through the white fur on her stomach. A quick shower might make her feel more settled. It had been far too many days without a proper bath, and the aroma of stress on her fur was pungent. I smell like a wild animal.

      She rose from the bed and counted her steps across to the bathroom. One, two, three, four. That closet of a room held the shower, sink, and toilet. Towels and some necessities were laid out for her. It could be worse. I could just have buckets. She ran some water in the sink basin and splashed it on her face. Droplets stuck to her orange-and-black striped fur and dripped from her black whiskers and protruding nose, cool and refreshing, even if the water held the distinctive salty odor of a city—processed from the oceans to meet the needs of a large population.

      Glancing up into the mirror, she grinned and checked her teeth. They could use a good brushing. Her fangs were yellow, and her mouth felt as fuzzy as her body. There would be no dentist trips for who knows how long. She had packed a second toothbrush, for when the first wore out. Taliya would brush her teeth, take a shower, and get ready for bed, just like any other night of her life. That’s what would keep her from going crazy and using her claws to hang from the ceiling like some cartoon cat. Routine.

      She had to survive. There weren’t many tigran left. Certainly not many walking free. Tigran were one of many government-funded genetic experiments, creations they were now ashamed and afraid of. What had they expected when they’d started mixing wild animals with human beings?

      Scientists had enjoyed pushing the boundaries of their knowledge and understanding since time began. At least it seemed that way to Taliya, based on what she knew of human history. And they often didn’t stop to consider if the next step was the wisest choice. Just plow ahead. Discover. Create. The creating part, that’s where the biggest troubles seemed to come from. What was the line from that old dinosaur movie?

      “Your scientists were so preoccupied with whether or not they could, they didn’t stop to think if they should.”

      Cloning dinosaurs—enormous, lethal eating machines. It was easy to see how that was a dumb idea, but if some scientist had actually figured out how to clone a dinosaur, Taliya didn’t doubt they would do it. Maybe they had. There could be dinosaurs hiding in some secret government lab at that moment. Being intelligent and being wise didn’t always run on the same track. The creation of her whole species might well have been some similarly huge error of judgement. The Enforcers and their supporters clearly thought so.

      From the first man who captured a wild tiger and somehow thought this was a creature that needed to live as a captive in his home, that was the beginning of nothing but suffering and death for Taliya’s ancestors. Caged. Bred willy-nilly for profit. Pet the adorable cub—precious little tiger baby—but don’t think too much about how he was stolen from his mother just days after his birth or what happens in a few weeks when he is no longer safe to pet. Auctioned off to some human who thought a tiger in his backyard would be delightful. Or just shot to make way for more cute cubs. Sold for parts, like an automobile. Bones ground up for medicine that didn’t actually cure anything.

      What genius thought of the first crazy hybrid? Some scientist? Or maybe just a guy who discovered a way to make more money from the big cats he owned.

      “What if we find a way to breed a tiger and a lion together? What would that look like? How much would someone pay to see it?”

      The logic couldn’t have gone much further than that. Did the creators worry about the health of such an unnaturally bred creature? Doubtful. What did it matter?

      “We can call them ligers!” Or tigons, depending on the sex of the parent lion and tiger.

      Ligers and all the mixes that came from that interbreeding—like the li-liger, li-tigon, or ti-tigon—were interesting-looking creatures, but they weren’t ever quite right. Not natural. The DNA didn’t match properly between the two species. Often, the poor animals just kept growing and growing until their hearts couldn’t take it. Massive and majestic and beautiful, yes. Necessary? No. Healthy? Rarely. And they were usually sterile or produced sickly cubs because nature has ways of correcting mistakes. But it didn’t stop with tigers and lions. Designer big cat hybrids like the jagulep, the pumapard, or even the lijagulep could be created for the right price.

      Frankencats. Someone along the way had called them that. If only they’d known what kind of insane crossbreeding was to come.

      The tigran were the most successful of the government-sponsored genetic experiments that had been secretly going on since 2040. Human DNA was combined with the DNA of tigers to form a soldier that was massive in size, superior in strength, and more durable and efficient than mere humans. But the need for soldiers was soon eclipsed by the need for workers: builders and rescuers.

      The most devastating of the predictions for a warming climate had been held off by the invention of high-efficiency machines to clear carbon from the air and destroy it, but it wasn’t enough to avoid decades of catastrophic storms, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, fires, and rising ocean levels. Words like “bomb cyclone” and “fire tornado” were part of routine news reports. Two new levels were added to tornado and hurricane categories. Earth became so consistently and systematically ravaged that human life was reduced to recovering, rebuilding, and surviving. Coastal towns were wiped off the map, swallowed by the rising oceans. West Nile, malaria, and revived strains of diseases—escaping from melted Arctic ice—claimed victims in the millions. Crops failed, and food production became the sole focus of rural communities less impacted by flooding. Art, literature, technology, and cultural advancement came to a standstill in the battle to survive—meeting the basic needs of food and shelter for the billions of humans on the planet.

      In response to the ongoing disasters and recovery, tigran were pulled from the laboratories and put to work. Strong swimmers, tigran were the first responders when devastating floods hit. Besides being immune to mosquito-borne illnesses and many other diseases, their sense of smell was keener than any rescue dog, and they were as intelligent as humans, able to make life-saving decisions that dogs could not. And tigran were strong, able to help clear debris after storms or rebuild what had been destroyed. One tigran could do the work of ten strong men.

      The human population was leery of them at first, but as generations went by, the value of tigran made them honored members of any community. Tigran families lived among those they protected and supported, rebuilding neighborhoods and helping to protect them from future disasters. By the start of the twenty-second century, tigran were deeply entrenched in life all over the planet.

      As the devastating storms and natural disasters became less frequent and what remained of the humans adjusted and adapted to the new conditions on the planet, the value and the importance of the tigran waned. Tigran stepped outside of government jobs and took on careers, just like the humans around them. Tigran remained separate, not breeding with humans—there were strict laws about that—but they lived amicably alongside them.

      That harmony was disrupted in 2138 by an ambitious young politician, Drimavil Kerkaw, who based his entire campaign for the Senate seat of New York on returning the tigran to government labs, where they belonged. His single-minded focus on the danger of allowing “wild animals” to roam freely stirred up the population, and many forgot all the tigran had done to save the human race. Kerkaw’s power and influence only grew over the years, and by the time he was elected president, many tigran had removed themselves from big cities. They gathered in rural areas and set up their own communities. Finally, a federal law was passed that tigran could no longer live free. As government property, those who refused to return to the labs or live in a zoo as an “ambassador of the species” were to be terminated.

      In October of 2172, the Gathering began—the roundup of tigran that Taliya and her brothers were hiding from.

      After spending her shower time pondering the inhumanity of humans and the fate of her species, Taliya hung up her towel carefully and brushed her fur well until it was nearly dry. Some tigran had rough, spiked tongues like a cat, but she did not. With fresh pajamas, dirty clothes tucked away in a corner, teeth brushed, she was ready to settle in for the long hours of silence ahead. Fortunately, she was exhausted. And she was part tiger. Sleeping for the next twelve hours wouldn’t be a problem. There was no noise from the warehouse and factory yet, but she wasn’t sure how much she would ever be able to hear from her small attic room.

      She clicked off the lamp and rolled onto her side, wrapping her tail around her. It only took a moment to fall into a deep sleep, feeling relatively safe, finally, after so many days of worry. Whether that was a false assurance, only time would tell.
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      She dies? Anne Frank dies?! How in the world did Mother think this book would be encouraging if on page one, before the diary even started, it says flat-out that Anne was captured and died in a concentration camp shortly before the end of WWII? What kind of hope was that supposed to inspire? Taliya was grateful she’d waited a couple of days to start reading Anne’s diary and opted for one of her favorite books instead. That had been much more soothing, but she’d finished it quickly and moved on to Mother’s assignment. Way to brighten my mood, Mother. Or was the purpose of the book simply to elaborate the second point Mother had stressed over and over.

      1) Survive.

      2) Don’t let them catch you.

      Her fate would probably be the same as Anne’s.

      Taliya shifted carefully on the bed. There were no springs under the mattress. They had been removed and replaced with a flat board to avoid any chance of squeaking or noise, but she still worried the floor might sense her movement and react. It didn’t. She stared at the bathroom door and counted the notches in the wood. Again. She’d only been there for three days, but it already felt claustrophobic and suffocating and never-ending.

      After the workers downstairs had cleared out for the night, Marla would arrive, knock three times, unlock the door, and give her food on a tray. Not much different than being caged and fed by a keeper, Taliya thought. Marla’s arrival was the sign the coast was clear. The toilet could be flushed. Taliya could take a shower and move around and get some exercise. Even when she felt the vibrations stop—the low drone of the building when the machinery was in operation—she was not to let her guard down until Marla arrived.

      Marla would return roughly twelve hours later, before the workers clocked in for the day. She would collect the old food tray and bring dinner or breakfast or whatever you wanted to call it in the flipped-upside-down world in which Taliya now lived. Once Marla left in the morning, there were around thirty minutes for Taliya to make limited noise. When the clock tower struck seven o’clock, those seven bongs that Taliya had already learned to dread, the silent time began.

      The instinctively wild part of Taliya’s DNA felt like it was being strangled in that attic room. Trapped and locked away. The time of silence during the daylight hours when she could barely move was the worst. No one but Marla knew she was hiding there. If anyone were to hear a strange noise and come to investigate . . . then Taliya would learn what it really meant to be trapped and caged. If she was lucky. When she pondered the alternative, which she had done each and every day since her arrival, the attic didn’t seem that bad.

      A portion of her genetic makeup was nocturnal, but when tigran lived in close contact with humans, they pulled from that Homo sapien part of their heritage and slept during the night. Very “civilized,” as that kind of lifestyle was often called, living as much like the humans as possible. Left to her own devices and forced to be silent during daylight hours, Taliya found it was easy to fall into a different rhythm: sleeping during the day and active at night.

      When she awoke that day—long before the clock struck five o’clock in the evening, signaling the closing of the warehouse and the departure of the workers—Taliya had started reading the book Mother had insisted on: Anne’s diary.

      Anne Frank was a saucy teenager, and she was also forced to hide or face being sent away or possibly killed. Unlike Taliya, the others in the office building knew Anne and her family and other Jews were hiding in the upstairs rooms. They didn’t have to be silent every moment of daylight. They also had a larger space.

      Would I rather have a bigger hiding place if it meant having to share it with seven other creatures? From Anne’s constant journal entries about one stupid fight after another between the occupants of their attic annex, Taliya thought it wasn’t worth it.

      She’d also determined that Anne was either a massive drama queen or a massive pain in the ass. The girl seemed to be in trouble most of the time and filled with overwhelming angst about insignificant things. The fact that she called her diary “Kitty” was enough to make Taliya dislike her, though in the 1940s Anne could hardly have known what a slur that word would become—how tigran would be rudely labeled as Kitties. She could forgive Anne that lack of foresight.

      But the horrible things Anne said about her mother? Taliya flexed her claws, thinking about the passage she’d just read where Anne wanted to give her mother a good shaking because her mother’s critical words and dirty looks “pierced her like arrows.”

      Could Anne’s mother really be that nasty and horrible? Or was Anne really a melodramatic, spoiled girl? It had to be one or the other, didn’t it? Or maybe it was just somewhere in the middle and everything seemed over-dramatic and over-amplified because they were stuck together for months and months and terrified they’d be discovered any day. And they would be, in the end. Taliya already felt frayed around the edges after three days. How would she hold out if the war went on for years and years like World War II had?

      What will happen if this war is lost? she wondered. Then what?

      Anne’s next entry talked about the horrible things happening in her world while she stayed hidden. Families torn apart. Women returning home to find their houses locked and their children gone. Everyone waiting for the conclusion of the war or for death to come and end their suffering. People being shipped off to slaughterhouses like herds of diseased, unwanted cattle. That was quite a visual image, and the stories were eerily familiar to Taliya.

      She closed her eyes and could easily imagine truckloads of tigran, chased with whips and forced into dirty buildings where they would be caged or killed. Most of the uncivilized tigran in the United States, those living a wild life away from humans, had already been eliminated. She’d seen it on the news. The government had been proud to report that accomplishment. Dangerous wild animals had been removed from the forests. Of course, those tigran had never harmed a single human, a fact no one mentioned.

      Taliya had studied the Holocaust in school, like everyone else. She’d seen photos of the concentration camps, but she’d never understood how one small group of humans had convinced so many other humans that some of their species were so undeserving of life that they should be systematically slaughtered. Jews marched to their death—the young and the old, the sick and the pregnant. Anne called the Nazis the cruelest monsters ever to stalk the earth. Taliya wasn’t sure that was true. History was full of horrors, but the Nazis were right up there with the worst of them. Yet what had the Jews ever done to Hitler or his family or his friends or his country to deserve such treatment? It hadn’t made any sense when she studied it in school, and it didn’t make any sense now.

      Anne and the Jews had Hitler. Taliya and the tigran had Kerkaw. She felt her hackles rise at just the thought of him. No one had worried much when he’d arrived on the scene as a senator, but his agenda had been carried out swiftly after that. He was sneaky and devious and knew how to perfectly guild his plans for domination in the cloak of respectability and government responsibility. Martial law had been declared back in 2140 in response to the environmental crises—though many humans didn’t think the rules and rights laid out in the Constitution applied to genetic atrocities like tigran anyhow. Once he was elected president, Kerkaw had free rein to do as he pleased. It was easy to rally the religious fanatics that had sprouted during the last hundred years. God had not created tigran, so eliminating them was a no-brainer. Once President Kerkaw had convinced the politicians that tigran were dangerous and unnatural and should be restricted or destroyed, new laws and regulations were passed, and the disappearances began immediately.

      The Enforcers worked efficiently, though they also worked quietly so the size of the genocide wasn’t felt by humans. Taliya’s village was far out in the woods. Reaching them would take a while. Her family hadn’t worried at first. It seemed impossible that someone wasn’t going to step in and stop it all before it knocked on their doorstep. An entire species was being exterminated! Within a week of the first city-wide Gathering, most of those communities were decimated and Taliya’s mother had begun to make plans.

      Fortunately, there were humans who were horrified by this injustice—and saw it as part of a larger conspiracy to regulate and rule their society. With martial law and emergency powers, President Kerkaw had already imposed curfews and restricted trade with other countries. Elections were suspended. Presidential decree after presidential decree dictated life in the United States. Some welcomed the sense of order and structure after so much chaos, but others grasped the bigger picture. The government held a firm and unyielding grasp over the country. Those who disagreed with government policies tended to disappear without a trace. Battle lines had been drawn months before Kerkaw’s genocidal plans for tigran were implemented. They and other “abominations” like them were just one item on his agenda. It was merely the tipping point that set off the first laser-gun blast and began the first skirmish—a human who tried to protect a tigran neighbor.

      Humans and tigran had lived together harmoniously for decades. When Kerkaw and his Enforcers began the cleansing of the cities, some humans resisted and stood shoulder to shoulder with the tigran. They fought to save them, but time after time they died for their efforts and the tigran were either shot or caged, regardless of the battle waged on their behalf. Protests became riots, and riots became skirmishes, and skirmishes became battles, and battles became another civil war in America: the government of Kerkaw and his allies against those who opposed them. Backing and aid came from other countries—who supported not only the rights of the people but still admired the tigran and found the ongoing Gathering horrific—but there was no assurance of how long that would last.

      Anne’s writing about the Christians who jeopardized their lives to hide her and so many others made Taliya think of Marla and the masked men, whoever they were. Those humans had risked so much, right down to their own lives and freedom, to help her family escape, to keep them fed and hidden. Maybe that was how wars like this were won in the end, by all the helpers and those who resisted oppression of their fellow man—or other living beings. Taliya had underlined a section about that in Anne’s diary, where she wrote that it would probably be impressive one day to learn how many kind people had been willing to shelter the Jews, how many good humans there were in the face of such evil and injustice.

      People like Marla. Taliya was grateful to find that a few good humans could make all the difference when the rest of their species seemed to have gone off the rails and lost their rational capacities. As long as those few good ones remained, there was hope.

      The warehouse was Marla’s home. She lived in an apartment there, probably a room much like Taliya’s. What would Taliya have done without a human like Marla, who was willing to risk everything to hide a tigran and continue to supply her with food and necessities for possibly years to come? Thank the gods for humans like Marla. And there were so many others. The ones with the masks who drove the trucks. The humans who had taken in her brothers, and everyone involved in carrying out their escape as well. If they were willing to make these risks to help the tigran, then there was still good in the race as a whole. It had become harder and harder to believe that in the last few years. Humans are inherently destructive, Anne had written, and have an urge to rage, murder, and kill. Taliya knew that couldn’t be true because there were good humans, humans who were helping.

      Taliya vividly remembered the day her father had left. Once the Enforcers were done in the cities and began invading peaceful villages—areas where tigran lived alone, away from humans—Father knew he must go to their aid. Resistance armies were forming, and he would join and fight before the battle reached his family. Maybe it could be stopped. Maybe the government officials would see the injustice of their decision and change their minds.

      The clock tower chimed, and Taliya counted. Six. It was already six. Where was Marla? The building was normally cleared out quickly once the bells struck five, and Marla came as soon as she felt it was safe.

      Taliya’s chest clenched, and a sudden panic welled up inside her. She hadn’t really thought about what would happen to her if Marla failed to show up. If Marla was caught. She had water that wouldn’t run out, but no food. Maybe she should start to stash away bits here and there. Just in case.

      The floorboards in the hallway creaked, and Taliya held her breath.

      Tap, tap, tap. Three solid raps at the door, warning Taliya that Marla was about to enter. A very polite system, Taliya thought, though it wasn’t like she could open the door in welcome if she wanted to. When it was locked with the key, no one could get in or out. Short of overpowering Marla and escaping, she was stuck in that attic room. Taliya couldn’t choose to run off, if that crazy thought entered her head—not like she had any clue where she was or where else she could go.

      The bolt clicked, and Marla swung the door open. The delightful smell of cooked beef and spices filled the room as she crossed and set the tray down on the bedside table. Then she sighed and turned to Taliya.

      “I’m sorry to be so late today, but a few of the workers insisted on staying to finish a project. The weapons we make here supply both sides of the war. It’s all very strange to me.”

      She moved like she might sit down next to Taliya, but then she hesitated, wrung her hands for a moment, picked up the morning tray from the end of the bed, and headed for the door.

      “Thank you,” Taliya said. “I hope someday I can repay you. I know how dangerous this is.”

      Marla hesitated at the doorway. Then she turned and faced Taliya squarely, looking her in the eyes. Taliya realized this was the first time she’d done that. It had to have been the first time because if Taliya had ever looked that closely at Marla’s eyes before, she would have seen the truth. Taliya whoofed in shock.

      “You can repay me by surviving,” Marla said. “The building is clear. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Marla shut the door behind her and clicked the bolt into place. Taliya listened as she walked quietly down the hallway toward the stairs.

      One thing was suddenly crystal clear. Taliya no longer needed to worry about Marla or her loyalty and determination. Marla had an agenda of her own. The color of her eyes told its own tale—that glint of gold.

      Marla was most assuredly not 100% human.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Anne wrote in her diary that she had ants in her pants. It took a moment for Taliya to realize that Anne didn’t mean that literally. Not that insects had crawled into her pants because she was in one place for too long. Ants in her pants. It brought quite a visual image to mind. Taliya would have to remember that one to use with her squirmy brothers the next time they were all doing schoolwork together . . . if they ever sat down to work together again. She’d probably know that feeling well herself the longer she had to be still for half of each day. It was definitely not in the nature of any tigran to be indolent. The wild side of their DNA made them a very active species, when it didn’t demand they nap.

      Anne also wrote about wishing for the end, for it all to be over, so then at least she would finally know if they were the victors or the vanquished. Knowing how the story ended, Taliya knew Anne would have her answer before long. Vanquished. You will be among the vanquished, poor girl.

      It had been a week now. Taliya had kept track of the days on her calendar. A week of solitude and no news of her parents or her brothers. No news of what had become of their home. She had created a schedule, a routine and rhythm to her days, that helped keep her moderately calm.

      
        
        6:00 am  Marla arrives with a meal. Eat immediately. Mark the day on the calendar.

        6:30 am  Last trip to the bathroom and any other activities.

        7:00 am  Settle in to sleep as long as possible. Silent time begins.

        12:00 pm  Lunch hour in the warehouse. Chance to use the bathroom, quietly.

        5:00 pm  Awake to sound of workday-end bells.

        5:30 pm  Marla arrives with a meal. Visit and eat at leisure.

        6:30 pm  Calisthenics, yoga, and exercise.

        8:00 pm  Shower and clean up. Do laundry.

        9:00 pm  Read and complete school studies.

        10:30 pm  Nap and rest period.

        12:00 pm  Wake up to midnight clock tower chimes.

        12:15 am  Write in journal or write letters to family/friends for later.

        1:00 am  Read for pleasure, finish studies, or play cards.

        4:00 am  Any other activities that make noise. Light stretching and exercise.

        5:00 am  Read until Marla arrives with the next meal.

      

      

      If she had trouble sleeping during the day, she could always read then as well. As long as she was quiet, she could stay awake all day, but sleeping helped pass the hours quicker.

      After a few days, Marla had started staying longer on her evening visits. While Taliya ate, she would update her on the war and the world outside of her attic room. One evening, Marla brought a deck of cards with her and taught Taliya how to play solitaire without a computer to set up the game. It wasn’t that complicated, once she got the hang of it, and it gave her something else to do to stave off the claustrophobia that Taliya was sure would overtake her any day.

      As they had been spending more time together, Taliya noticed little clues about Marla’s true heritage. She might be passing for human, but it was obvious she was not as human as her employers thought she was. There was no way a mixed breed (illegally created) would have been allowed to manage a factory the size of the one Taliya was hiding in. These days, Marla wouldn’t even be allowed to walk free.

      That evening, when Marla arrived and sat down with the tray—a sure sign she was planning to visit for a while—Taliya got up the courage to ask. She reached over and touched Marla’s hand, tracing her own clawed fingers over the well-trimmed nails of her friend. She’d noticed them when Marla taught her solitaire but had been hesitant to ask.

      “It must be hard to keep them so flat, like human nails.”

      Marla froze for a moment, then she sighed. “Yes. My mother taught me some tricks. It’s one of the first things I learned to hide, though they have always been more like human nails than tigran claws.”

      “Does anyone else know? Know what you’re hiding?”

      “No one,” Marla said, looking at her with those golden-glinted eyes. “The people who work here think I’m shy, but most of them wouldn’t notice my eyes like you did. I could tell the moment you really looked at me that you knew, but most humans don’t understand the difference. Those of us further down the mishmash of the genetic line are rarely talked about because then you’d have to acknowledge how we got this way, where we came from. And no one wants to talk about that.”

      “Without fur or obvious signs, you can pass yourself off as human.”

      Marla looked down at the floor, and her cheeks flushed.

      “I’m not judging you,” Taliya said. “Just putting the pieces together.”

      Marla straightened her shoulders and looked up again.

      “Yes, I pass for human, but it’s not because I’m ashamed. When I was born and looked so . . .” She waved a hand, motioning to her body. “My parents hatched a plan. Once I was grown, I could leave the village and pretend to be human. Then I’d be safe from the dangers they already felt coming. I left home five years ago, when I was eighteen. It’s a normal time to be on your own, so no one questioned it.”

      “Both of your parents couldn’t have been tigran.”

      “No. My father was human, but my mother was a white tigran. There’s something about that specific strain of DNA that doesn’t mix well, and the human won out in my case. But we don’t know if it’s permanent.”

      “You mean you might show signs as you grow older?”

      “No one really knows. Or at least no studies have been published about it. It’s not like we can go around asking scientists. They’d execute my parents for their crimes against nature and lock me up before I had my full question out.”

      Taliya nodded. The right scientist would take one look at Marla’s eyes and lose his mind. She’d never see the light of day again. Marla passing for human reminded her of something from Anne’s diary. Peter, a young man hiding with Anne’s family, was determined to pretend to be Christian when the war was over. If Jews were persecuted, he would pretend not to be one. How simple that idea was. Hide in plain sight and pretend. Of course, he wouldn’t survive and never got to test his theory, and it wasn’t one that was helpful to Taliya. She could never look like anything but a tigran. Under her fur, her skin was orange and white with black stripes, just like a tiger’s. No amount of shaving could hide the truth.

      “I should get going,” Marla said and rose from the bed. “The streets have to be clear by nine o’clock, and I still need to go to the store.”

      “Curfew is at nine now?”

      “The Enforcers are getting bolder and bolder. Anyone found on the streets after curfew is usually just shot on sight. Tigran or human, it doesn’t matter. They don’t even bother trying to catch or imprison you. Too much paperwork.”

      Taliya’s tail puffed instinctively. It was hard to imagine how desperate the situation was becoming outside of her little attic room. How long could she stay hidden and not fight back? Marla picked up the breakfast tray and headed for the door, and Taliya swallowed the dozens of questions she still had. Maybe it was safer not to know the answers.

      “Thank you for dinner,” she said instead. “Again.”

      “You’re welcome. Enjoy your wild and crazy night,” Marla said with a smile.

      It was the first time she’d seen Marla smile. No fangs. Her teeth were perfect. Too perfect. Cosmetically changed, maybe? That would have been a huge risk, but not as huge a risk as walking around with tigran fangs.

      “I’ll try to keep the partying down to a minimum,” Taliya said and smiled in return.

      Did Marla flinch at the sight of my teeth? She couldn’t be sure, but Marla scooted out the door quickly and threw the bolt before anything more could be said.
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        * * *

      

      Three more weeks had passed. Taliya marked the days on her calendar. She heard gunfire in the streets most evenings after dark now. Who was stupid enough to defy President Kerkaw’s reign of terror? Or was the battle coming closer? So far she hadn’t heard any explosions or obvious sounds of large-scale warfare, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t close at hand.

      Marla no longer stayed to chat, but delivered Taliya’s meals quickly. She seemed fearful to be out of sight and away from her apartment for too long. There was no link between Marla’s family and hers, so there was no reason the Enforcers would suspect the office manager of anything. Who would think she was hiding a teenage tigran in the attic? Nobody. At least Taliya hoped so.

      Along with meals, Marla brought library books to read and some printed-out pages of genuine news, when she could smuggle them in from friends around town. She couldn’t risk searching certain words or doing dark interweb searches on the office computer. Enforcers would have been at the door before she printed anything out. The extra food was easy enough to include with her own groceries, and winter coats had large, deep pockets that carried items to keep Taliya from going stir-crazy. Or at least more stir-crazy than she already was. She had thought the size of the room and the locked door would be her undoing, but what was even worse were the days and days and days of nothing to do or accomplish. When she could be up and active at night, Taliya had worn a smooth area in the bamboo boards of the attic floor. Pace and turn. Pace and turn. Add a huff at the end of each line when the frustrations tried to settle in.

      Taliya stretched out on the bed and flipped back through Anne’s diary, looking for a section she had underlined. Anne wrote about her nerves fraying from the silence. Sundays were the worst for her, and she wrote about feeling like a songbird whose wings had been ripped off yet kept hurling itself against the bars of the cage, hoping for freedom. Taliya knew exactly what she meant.

      Taliya also related to Anne’s fears of being discovered—of someone coming in the night and ripping her from her bed and throwing her into a dungeon alone, without her family. The waiting was horrific, with nothing else to distract you. For Taliya, every little noise, every extra-loud crash of machinery that managed to reach all the way up two flights to her little room made her jump in terror. Maybe it would be better if it was noisy all the time, so the actual presence of some sound wouldn’t stand out so much. It’s so terribly quiet, I can hear my own heartbeat.

      Any time Marla chose to stay for a few minutes was a wonderful break in the routine because there were only so many hours even the most devoted bibliophile could spend reading, though Taliya was determined to stay up on her studies. When the war was over and life returned to normal, she would be ready to join society again.

      When the war was over. It was something to cling to.

      It had become difficult to imagine the tigran would ever be allowed to live in peace and freedom again. What would be the end result of all the fighting and death? What would “normal” look like in a year, two years? They might change some government policies, but would they be able to change the hearts of humans who feared and hated them? It seemed like too large a task. She avoided thinking about what the end of the war would mean if Kerkaw’s troops won.

      Taliya tried to make Anne Frank’s prayer of hope and joy a part of her daily routine. “Thank you, God, for all that is good and dear and beautiful.” She would cling to that. Even if she couldn’t see out a window and look at the beauty of the world, she could close her eyes and remember her home and their forest and how glorious it all was. If the Enforcers had taken a torch to it out of spite, she knew the forest would restore itself and new life would grow.

      Taliya had never been taught about a single, omnipotent God the way Anne talked about having someone to pray to. Being inherently Indian, most tigran leaned toward Hinduism and dharma, looking to many different gods to intervene in their lives. Could Anne’s God perform miracles? He didn’t save Anne or most of her family. That didn’t seem like a miracle worker to Taliya.

      Taliya hoped her friends and their families had escaped and someday they could read the letters she wrote them from her attic room. She thought of Anya, her best friend by far
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