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            “How quickly they forget,” White Cat sighed. “You might be in jail if I hadn't saved you from the police officer. Oh, well. As long as I know for myself the things I've done for you, it is enough. I don't need gratitude. Don't mind me. It's enough just to know that I did my best for you and it helped you and that's all thaâ€””

“Okay! Okay!” Ms. Wei exclaimed. “Ms. Wei is grateful! Okay? White Cat saved Ms. Wei!”

The cat didn't respond with words, but after a moment's silence a loud purr began filling the room.

The purring, Melanie decided, was even worse. A crooked grin quirked her lips at the mixture of frustration, gratitude, and affection on Ms. Wei's face. The old woman shook her head, then began to chortle.

Melanie felt a small hand clasp the end of her thumb. Red Jade's  tiny claws prickled her skin. The rat was staring at her alertly, her long tail curled slightly around her wrist.

Melanie saw the place where she had bitten off her smallest finger. To pay the toll. Melanie's heart clenched almost painfully. She raised Red Jade gently to stroke the rat's side with her cheek. The coarse fur tickled.

“Oh, Melanie,” Red Jade rasped. “I remember.”

EPILOGUE

THE STREET LAMPS
shone orange cones of light against the mistiness of night. Most of the homes, apartment buildings, older-model duplexes were dark, in the quiet stillness of deepest sleep. The city breathed inside dreams and nightmares. In the distance a siren spiraled, the sound signaling the troubles of someone else. A dog in a kennel howled.

The windows of the Rainbow Market, and in the apartment above, were all dark. A cold breeze blew from the north. The possibility of snow was a sweet metallic flavor in the air.

The night was cracked by the loud nasal wail of a baby.

Several seconds passed as the infant continued crying. A pale rectangle of light flicked on from the second floor of the market. The baby's cries grew louder, and a second smaller rectangle of light, directly beside the first window, was switched on. The glow was brave and warm in the night building. The baby cried and cried for several minutes until the sound began to wane.

The lights remained on, but it was silent once more.

Atop the flat gravel-covered roof of the market apartment sat four creatures. The silhouettes of a large, fat cat, a rat, and two crows were framed in the irregular round of a three-quarter moon.

The cat sighed theatrically, his tail twitching with annoyance. “I still think they should get rid of the baby.” He sniffed.


The rat whipped her tail to whack the cat's fat rump. The cat yowled indignantly. The two crows rustled their wings, and one gave a low, hoarse caw.

The fur on the cat's nape puffed out threateningly for several seconds, before he let it lie once more.

“Take care with the words you utter,” the rat said sternly. “The fate of one baby can alter everything. As you well know!”

The large cat yawned.

The two crows opened wide their beaks and made an odd popping sound.

“So the girl saves the Realms, loses her parents, and ends up living with an old woman while they raise a baby,” the white cat said snidely. “Human lives are so pitifully pedestrian. You have to admit it. There is nothing spectacular about them. How awful it must be to be human.”

The rat opened wide her mouth and revealed her long incisors in a great rat grin. “Don't be so certain,” she said. “Sometimes endings are beginnings in the making.”

The two crows tilted their heads to peer with one eye at the rat.

The rat winked, then scampered across the roof to the gutter. The sound of her tiny claws against the metal set the cat yowling.

“What do you mean?” the cat cried out belatedly, indignantly.

But the rat was already inside, in the warmth of the second-floor apartment.

The cat sat up tall, the fur on his tail bristling. “I hate it when she does that,” he muttered to himself. Affecting indifference, he ambled casually toward the fire escape stairs to join her.

Only the two whispering crows remained.

Dark clouds moved the moon in and out of light. The heavy moisture in the air crinkled into minute crystals of ice.

On the windows of the second-story apartment, frost began to fern and spiral upon the pane of glass. The light was turned off. In the quiet, in the darkness, the frost bloomed into a forest.
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