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Birds 0][ Mercy

Jean was Larely able to breathe. Miriam, Emma and Lizzy had all
offered to be present but she had told them not to. Instead she had
asked them to worry and to concentrate on Leo's homecoming. In
’cruth, she would have loved to have her friends there, but she knew
she'd be unbearable company all day. That's Wl’ly she had left home
early, while Esteban was still asleep. She'd left a note on the table

saying she'd let him know as soon as she knew how her exam had gone.

Right now, she was carrying her notes for her presentation and her
completecl PhD in a bag over her shoulder. She wanted to read up on
it, but she couldn't concentrate. And if she didn't know her material by
now, it would do her no good trying to catch up a few hours before the

exam.



Far better be it, if she could find some way to relax. Take a few &eep
breaths and calm down. That would be the thing to (lo...certainly.

She was exhausted, too. She had Larely closed an eye all night.
Instead she'd been tossing and turning and Esteban had been quite
worried for her. In the end, he'd managed to get some sleep of his own,
and it was well earned. Jean felt bad for having lzept him awake until
sometime past three in the morning, but she couldn't help it. She'd
been near a mental coﬂapse from nerves before she'd taken her exam on
her thesis, but this was different. This was the l)ig one. Unless she
actuaﬂy went for a Professorial down the line, this was the last time

she'd have to take an exam. If anything, it made her want to shove her
head in a bush and hide from the whole world.

What if she had made some stupicl mistalze?
What if she'd forgotten something vital?

What if she froze up and the proverbial kaht did a runner with her

tongue?

She s’coppecl and leaned her head against a tree on campus. [t was

several hours until the exam actuauy started.

What had they been tlzinking , anyway? Scheduling her exam to start
at half past one in the afternoon. Why not during the morning, instead
of 1eaving her Wanclering around for half the day? She was nauseous
and she hadn't had anything to eat since last night. What she'd eaten
then had come back up during the night after a frenzied run to the
bathroom.

Poor Esteban, she thought. Having to put up with that kind of
behavior. She'd have to make it up to him somehow, even though she
knew he pro]oa]oly didn't see it as a prolt)lem at all.

She did.

There was no point in Wanclering around any 1onger anyway. She saw
a bench and sat down on it, loo]zing at the notes beside her. She piclzecl
them up and looked through them. She knew it all Ly heart. Why
bother reading it again?

It passed time, if nothing else.

"Mrs. Lopez?" a voice saicl.



Jean looked up. A distraction to take her mind off her work and

worries would be goocl.
"Hello William. How are you cloing?"

"Very well, thank you," the mink said and smiled. "May [ join you?"

Jean nodded and shuffled over on the bench, malzing room for the

student. "Of course. You're settling in nicely with Emma, I take it?"

William positively beamed and nodded. "We got the new apartment
almost completely furnished. It's a reaﬂy nice place. How about you?
Emma told me this was a Lig clay for you."

"Tt could be the worst (lay of my life too...it clepends on how it'll go,"
the vixen said and sighed.

"Got the jitters, eh? Don't worry about it, Mrs. Lopez. You've been a

great teacher and you know your stuff."

ean nodded again. "Thanlz ou...laut m ahili’cies as a teacher are not
g y Y
on Jche exam today, a£’cer aﬂ."

William shrugged and folded his paws in his 1ap , 1eaning forward a bit
and 10012ing straight ahead. "May]:)e, but..."

"But Wha’c...?"

"You know what many furs say about history, right? 'Tt's all about
dead furs' or Tt's all statistics of who died in what battle'. Or even the
all time favorites 'it's like watching paint dry!' or 'Why should T care
about the past when I've got to live in the future?"

Jean nodded. "Of course. Tends to get me irked when I run into that

kind of ignorance."

William smiled, putting his elbows on his knees. "When I was a
teenager, | used to love movies, y'lznow. I reaﬂy did. T used to love it
when Houywood churned out some big, Lig smash hit procluction.
Like...dare I say it...Gladiator or Braveheart. I would watch them again
and again. | went to the cinema five times to see Gladiator, for
instance. | ’chought they were so cool and I reaﬂy thought I learned
what history was all about..."



Jean just made a face and tried very hard to hide it I)y 1oolzing away.
She knew William probably caught it out the corner of his eyes. "Oh
good grief..." she muttered. "At least you got wiser."

"T dare say | did, Mrs. Lopez. Because one day I got into a debate
with someone who actuauy knew something about Roman history...an(l
[ was so sure | knew every’thing, that 1 got seriously offended when he
1aughe(l at me for my ignorance. | went to a 1i1)rary, and [ piclzed up a
book on Roman history and | opene(l it, just to be vindicated, y'lenow. I
just wanted it to tell me what | alrea(ly knew...and guess what...?"

"Tt didn't tell you what you already knew. Tt told you what your friend

already knew."

"Exactly right. I was totally stunned and I realized that the movies |
had thought were my easy road into the world of his’cory were in fact
’ceﬂing me lie after lie after lie. So I decided to picle up more books...to
learn the truth of things, reaﬂy."

"Laudable and commendable, Young Master White," Jean said in her

best 'Ol(?l, wise teacher'-voice.

William laughed so{'tly and shrugged. "I started paying attention in
history classes, too. I mean, before that I'd been one of those who said
'why bother 1istening? 11 just go home and watch a movie about it.

Better s ecial eﬁects and it's more interesting..."
P g

"And eventuauy you signed up to stu(ly history at university. | wish
more furs would think the way you did, William. Seriously. Besides, the
special effects aren't better. It's a matter of imagination," Jean said and

smiled.

William nodded. "Completely true...but here's the sixty four
thousand dollar question, Mrs. Lopez...what does it take to sparlz the

. . . "
1mag1na’c10n?

Jean chuckled and nodded. "Good question indeed. If you have
someone teaching you who isn't interested in what he or she teaches,
then it becomes dreary no matter what the topic is. Be it English
Literature, Nuclear Physics or the Complete and Definitive History of
Shoelaces."



Again, William 1aughe(1. "[ daresay the history of shoelaces would be

boring no matter what...but that's just my idea of fun, I guess. Anyway,

g J y g yway
you're right, but there's more to it, isn't there, Mrs. Lopez?"

"How do you mean?" Jean asked and smiled. Her interest was
certainly piqued })y now. William wasn't saying anytlling she hadn't
’chought a lot of times herself, but it was always interesting to hear why
a fellow historian thought it was an interesting course. Or what made it

interesting. As a Jceacher, that was very valuable 12nowle(1ge.

William rubbed his face momen’carily, before putting his elbows back
on his knees, 10012ing straight ahead again with a thought{;ul smile. Tt
was a nice day, although it was getting cold again. At least the air was
crisp and clear and he couldn't quite see his breath yet. In another
month he probal)ly could. Furs were Waﬂzing past, some 1oolzing like

Jcl'ley were late for class , others at a leisurely pace.

Campus was a little world within a world. Any university was. He
liked it there. He liked that special mood one only found in such a
place. Of higher learning and wisdom. He didn't much care for those
'hard scientists' who would espouse a view that history was something
one studied if one was too stupid to stucly a real science. But snobs and
idiots would always be around. If one had a brain for ]aiochemistry or
nanotechnology, then that was the way to go. If one had the mindset to
Stuc].y psychiatry or law, then that was o]oviously the t]ning to do. And if
one had the kind of mindset that found sociology or history interesting,
then that was the way one should go.

It wouldn't do to have a world populated entirely Ly chemists and
physicians. It'd be like having a nation of hairdressers. Everyone

malzing a 1iving from cutting everyone else's hair.

He smiled a little. Mrs. Lopez had asked him to explain and he
would try, but it was difficult to find the rig]nt words.

"When you have a teacher who is interested in his or her chosen
topic, that goes a long way towards malzing those listening interested
too. Lack of interest shows, I think we agree that £ar, yes?" he asked.

Jean nodded and smiled. "Al)solutely. Can you imagine someone
explaining Paul Revere's ride through town, shouting 'The British are

coming, the British are coming...' in a complete monotone?"



William groane(l and nodded. "Oh dear God can I imagine..." he
muttered. He cleared his throat and when he spolze again he did so in
the most uninterested and flat voice he could conjure up. "Four score
and seven years ago, our fathers ]orought forth on this continent, a new
nation, conceived in Li]:)erty and dedicated to the proposition that all

£U_1‘S are createcl equal...”

Jean's smile grew a little wider. "Precisely what I meant," she
chuckled. "Not many furs could even quote the first line of tha’c,
inci(len’caﬂy. Do you know the whole thing l)y heart?"

"I'd like to think I do," William said, shrugging. "I think it's one of
those texts any good American ought to 12now, because it should
remind us what is worth fighting for...and what isn't."

"Good thinleing ," Jean said, slightly impressed.

"Thank you," the mink carried on. "Anyway...what I was getting at,
Myrs. Lopez, is Something along these lines. You can have an interested
teacher who does make his’cory sound incre(lil)ly dull too. Those who
think that 'Interesting' and 'Aca(lemicaﬂy sound' are mu’cuaﬂy exclusive.
Those who think that in order to be a goocl teacher, you must never
smﬂe, you must never crack a jolze and you cer’cainly never move more
than ten feet throughout a class. And God help you if you ever change
the tone of your voice by more than three or four cleci]aels, because

you'ﬂ certainly fall into the category of 'circus clowns'."

Jean giggled and nodded. "Oh yes...weﬂ, [ can't spealz ill of a fellow

’ceacher, you know that..."

"You don”c have to, Mys. Lopez...we aﬂ 12now how you anol Professor

Nutlzin feel a]aou’c one another."
"Oh what an interesting cloud formation..."

William grinned. "My point is, Mrs. Lopez...tha’c you're a good
teacher because whenever you tell us some’ching...you tell a story.
History, without the Hi. You get enthusiastic. You gesticula’ce and you
run half a marathon in front of the blackboard. And each of us sitting
there...we can see the scenes you describe. 1 swear, | could just see the
Earl of Essex Waﬂzing through the streets of Lonclon, waving his rapier
and shouting to all and sunclry to join him in rebellion...and what's
more, I could just see the Londoners go Jesus Christ, what a fruitcake!'

n
too.



Jean sud(lenly found herself Llushing (leeply. "Oh...thank you,
William. That's very nice of you to say..." she said, meelely.

Shrugging, William turned his head to look at the vixen. "Don't
mention it. I'm not the only one who feels this way. | swear...your
rendition of Queen Elizabeth T spealzing to her army, saying she was
only a weak and feeble femme but that she had the spirit and heart of a
male...] could see her. The white face, the enormous gown, the works.
That's what history should be like, Ms. Lopez. That's how you sparle
the imagination. You make those 1istening to you imagine the scenes

you describe so Vivi(ﬂy."

Jean blushed even deeper. She cleared her throat and fi(lgeted. "You

lznow, I don't even do it on purpose...." she said.

William shook his head. "No. You do it...because you see those
scenes in your own head as Weﬂ, and that's what you describe. Because
you love what you do. With passion, Mrs. Lopez. That's what makes
you a good teacher. And that's Why you'ﬂ do reaﬂy well today. You'll go
in there...and you'ﬂ make them see it all. Just like you did for your
students all of last year."

"Thank you," Jean said again, once more feeling very humbled and
meek. "I'm...glacl you think I did so well. Tl be sorry to leave this place,

"
you know.

"And we're sorry to see you go," William answered and reached out,
giving Jean's shoulder a squeeze. "Good luck in there Jcoday. You'll do
great. I'm sure of it. And I know a few of us will be there to watch. A
PhD defense is open to the students, after all. As long as we keep

quiet. "

He got up and started Waﬂzing away. Jean felt warm inside. Tt was
always nice to be complimentecl but... William was one of her students
and when he said she was a good teacher it did count for more than if
Gabrielle said it. He actuaﬂy had to deal with her in that capacity, after
all, whereas Gabrielle didn't. Not that she didn't appreciate the bronco's
compliments. Of course she did.

"William...?" she asked, getting up, herself.
The mink half turned and nodded. "Yes, Mrs. Lopez?"

"Emma's very 1uc12y," Jean said and smiled.



William grinned croolze(ﬂy. "Oh I think we're both luclzy, reaﬂy."

Then he turned back around and walked away. Jean took a deep
breath and looked at the notes on the bench. She picleecl them up and

’cucleed them securely under her arm.

There was plenty of time before it Legan. And she was hungry. And
Jchirs’cy. There was time to go get some very late breakfast.

HH##

Leo turned around and looked at his troops. The company was lined
up, all in their dress uniforms. Behind them, a barrier was set up and
behind that, a horde of furs were waiting. Families. Loved ones.
Friends. All waiting for him to dismiss the company so they could
welcome home a son or a husband or a father. He wanted to dismiss
them. He was heading back to Columbus at last, and he could }aarely
wait to get out of there himself, but he did need to say a last few ’chings
before he let his troops off the hook. The last few days had been so
hectic he was surprise(l he wasn't fast asleep. Everything had been
paclze(l up. The troops obviously had paclze(l their gear and their private
souvenirs from the campaign. There had been speeches. Good God...all
those speeches. By one fur after another. General this-or-that and
Colonel so-and-so had been arouncl, ’caﬂzing about the I)ravery of the
regiment and the outstanding soldiers in it, yadda yadda yadcla...

After three repetitions it had all grown a little tiresome. Finaﬂy,
Jcl'ley had jumpecl on the transports home. 'Mercybirds' Lieutenant Cross
had called them. Carrying them out of Afghanistan and back home to

the United States of America. Carrying each soul away from death and
back to life.

[t was an appropriate term, Leo though’c. He knew it would stick with
him for life, at least.

He looked at the soldiers in front of him and smiled a little. They all
looked like they could barely contain their eagerness to go to their
families on the other side of that fence and he didn't want to 12eep them

waiting too 10ng, cither.

Yet another speech. At 1eas’c, he hoped, this one would mean more to
them than what some general who hadn't bled with them and fought
with them had to say.



"COMPANYYYY...ATTEEEEEEEN...SHUN!" he roared.

The company snapped to attention so quiclzly and so perfectly Leo
found himself noclding in approval. For a moment, he thought he even
saw some of the furs on the other side of the fence stand up straight.
They were close enough that he could hear their shouts. They were
quiet now, though. Even the families of his soldiers were waiting for
him to speale.

"This is it, ]ooys," he finaﬂy said. "This is American soil under your
boots. It's not Pakistan. It's not Afghanistan. And the noise you can
hear is not the roar of our M198s or shells from our own batteries on
the way to their destination. The noise you can hear...or could hear a
moment ago...was your families and friends, waiting to welcome you
back home. Waiting with a hug or a kiss and probal)ly a lot of 1oving,
happy words. My guess is more than a few tears of relief and joy as

well."

He spolze clearly and 1ou(ﬂy, without shouting. Slowly, he paced
along the front line of the company. The faces of the troops he'd come
to know so well...come to respect and care for almost as if they were his
own brothers, in the flesh...looked back at him.

No. Not almost. These furs were his family. His brothers in arms,
and he was proucl of it. Proud of every last one of them.

"[ am going to have to ask these good furs to wait a little while longer
before ’chey can welcome you back home. I have a few ’chings to say
first. And a last thing I want to do, before I let you go," he said and
s‘copped at the end of the 1ine, before turning to head back. He noclcleol,
very ]Jrieﬂy, at Lieutenant Cross and Lieutenant Pardinus who were
stancling Side-]ay-sicle at that end.

He could see a few American ﬂags being waved by children on the
other side of the fence. Still, the furs back there were all quiet, waiting
and apparently listening.

Leo smiled and straightened up fuﬂy. "Tt's been a Hell of a year, ljoys.
The Artiﬂery isn't meant to be front-line troops. By definition, we're
behind-the-line troops. But no one taught the Taliban how to fight
accorcling to Sun Tzu and Clausewitz, and we've seen our share of
bloodshed. More than our share. And I say to you now, that I'm proud
of you. Every damned last soul here has earned my respect this past

year. When we went over there...we were young ...and full of ideals...and



carefree. We've all changed a lot in the last year. We're older now. Not
just a year older but...well, you know what I mean. Just older. I was just
a second lieutenant, in charge of one platoon. One ]oattery. Now I'm

your commancling officer, and it falls to me to dismiss you. But [ can't
do that so easﬂy...”

Not one fur saicl anytl'ling in the line ahead of him. They all simply
leept 1ooleing straigh’c ahead. Expecting him to go on.

"Dog Company..." Leo continued, clearing his throat. He was feeling
a little emotional and a small lump had formed in his throat. "For
those we left behind, and for those I did manage to ]oring back home

alive and safely...I salute you."

He did so, slowly and delibera’cely. Smiles spreacl on the faces of the
troops. Then as one...’clley returned the salute.

Leo lowered his arm at last and nodded, thoughtfuﬂy. "Some of you
Il see again when you are done with your leave. Some...I won't. Some
of you are 1eaVing the army, to go out into a different kind of life. To
those who won't return, | wish you Godspeecl and the best of luck. To

tl’lOSG W}lO (10W6HI can assure you, I Won"c WOI'lQ you any 1ess harcl

back home in the US than I did in Afghanistan."
A few chuckles rolled through the ranks.

Then the lion extended his paw and approached Lieutenant Cross. "l
will let you go in a second," he said. "But first...I wish to shake each
and every fur here by the paw. I'm sure there have been better ar’ciﬂery-
units in the distinguished military history of this nation...but I mean it
when | say, | still commanded the finest."

Lieutenant Cross took the offered paw and shook it with a smile. Leo
continued down the 1ine, shaleing each fur soli(ﬂy ]:)y the paw. It took a
while but he had to do it. Finaﬂy, having shaken the very last fur in the
very last line by the paw, he went back to stand in front of his troops

again.

"DOG COMPANYYY..." he roared. Then smiled Warmly and

lowered his voice to his normal tone. "Dismissed."

The explosion of joy nearly knocked him off his feet. The reaction
was almost overwhelming as furs took off their caps and tossed them

into the air to celebrate.



"ALRIGHT, YOU SORRY MAGGOTS!!" Lieutenant Pardinus
bellowed in a momentary pause in the shouting and hoﬂering. "TO
THE CAPTAIN..WHO PROMISED TO BRING US HOME
ALIVE AND WHO DAMNED WELL DELIVERED! CAPTAIN
LEON...HIP HIP..."

"HOORAY!! HOORAY!!l HOORAY!!"

Leo actuauy blushed slightly and looked down for a brief moment,
grinning, putting his arms akimbo. "Aw shucks, ]ooys...go kiss your

girlfrien(ls alrea(ly," he grinned.

He didn't need to say so again. The rush to the gates in the fence was

fantastic to witness. Lieutenant Pardinus came up to him and smiled.
"l see you soon, Captain," he said. "It's been an honor."
"And you, Lieutenant. You take care of yourself now."

Lieutenant Pardinus nodded and pattecl Leo's arm. "You need to go
catch your plane back to Ohio, Sir. There's a hummer behind all the
ha furs here, with a clriver, ready to take you to the airport. I've

PPy y Y rp

made sure your private ]oelongings are alreacly loaded onto it."

Leo nodded in return and gave the 1ynx's shoulder a squeeze. 'l
wouldn't have made it this far without your help, Lieutenant."

Lieutenant Pardinus smiled. It made little crinkles around his eyes,
remincling Leo that for all his prowess, his friend wasn't as young as
many of the troops. "Glad to have been of some assistance then, Sir.
Now get...or you'ﬂ miss that plane and your girlfriend will skin everyone
in the unit alive if that happens."

Leo 1aughe(l. That was true. He nodded and waved as he ran towards

’che hummer.

Finaﬂy, he was going home.
#H#AH#

It wasn't the first time Lizzy was waiting in an airport. Leo had
managed an extremely brief call on the way to the plane, from the
airport, teuing her he was maleing it back on schedule. He hadn't
managed more than a few words. It was 1ong distance after all...from an

airport pay phone. Still, as she was s’canding there, waiting for him, she



couldn't remember the 1ast time she’d felt this relieved. He'd gone
through SO much, and he was finaﬂy coming home to her.

He had changed, she knew that. He wasn't the same lion she'd sent
off to Afghanis’can, but then again, she wasn't the same femme either.
Her job...her experiences with that and with ]oeing alone for a year,
waiting for her boyfriend who was off fighting in a different country...

It had put some things into perspective for her. Leo had strong moral
values. Moral values she fiked. She knew from his letters that he had
argue(l with the regimental commander about her political past, and she

had been incredi]oly proud of the stance Leo had described himself as
’calzing.

Could she see herself as the wife of an army officer? A career soldier?

If anyone had asked her two or three years ago, she'd have punched
them for their insolence. If anyone had asked her a little over a year
ago, before Nine-Eleven she'd have told them Leo wouldn't do such a
’ching. But Nine-Eleven changecl everything. It changed the world...and
the furs in it. Ideals she had held as absolutes had turned out to be
debatable. Beliefs she had thought to be unshakable had come crashing

down like the Twin Towers themselves.

It had force(l her to face her own shor’ccomings an(l her own idealistic

arrogance.

That had been digicult, and it had been a s’cruggle she needed to deal
with on her own. In that respect, not having Leo around turned out to
be a ]olessing in disguise. Had he been there, it would've been harder for
her to come to terms with her own change of mentality. His letters
from Afghanistan, and his phone calls whenever he got the chance, had
shown her that he was Changing too, and that had made it easier for her
to deal with her own beliefs being altered.

She had thought herself a Marxist. She'd been proud of ]oeing an
Anti-Imperialist and an Anti-Militarist. She had been proucl of her
social conscience and how she placecl the needs of the weak over the
comfort of the Weal’chy. The many before the few. She had always
’chought that the American Dream was a load of Croclz, and that it was a
way of teﬂing poor furs to bite it back and endure for the remote,

million-to-one chance that they could claw their way out of destitution.



But what about the millions who didn't manage to do so? That's
where the American Dream failed. That's where conscience and dignity
and most of all society had to step in and solve the situation.

It had been such a Wonder£uﬂy simple way of loolzing at the world.
Idealistic and blind.

Some things were worth fighting for. Some ’chings had to be fought
for. And the American Dream was only bad if it was taken at face
value. Why should one fur who manage(l to make a good life for him-
or herself not be allowed to do so? The question was not hol(ling back
those who did well for themselves. The question was to help those who
didn't to live good, fulfiﬂing lives too. One didn't cancel out the other.
It wasn't bad to be successful. In fact, if no one was successful, then
everyone would be mediocre and mecliocrity never reaﬂy helpecl anyone.
It was important to let the success that some furs would enjoy be used
to help those who didn't have the chance to excel.

She was no 1onger a Marxist. She'd come to realize ’cha’c, at least.
She'd truly realized that after Consul Katze had explainecl why she had
been singled out I)y C-Kitty. Not a Marxist...but certainly more red
than most democrats. She always would Le, and that was fine. Youthful
idealism had been burnt away by the fires in New York and
Pennsylvania, and in its stead, galvaniZecl and shining, had stood a firm
unclerstanding of herself and of rig]nt and wrong.

Leo had fought, 13y his own words...not for what the United States of
America was. But for what it could become. For what it had the
poten’cial to be. And that was worth Eghting for.

So...the answer was most clefinitely and certainly a yes.

She could see herself as the wife of a career officer. She would be

proucl to be, because she knew that this particular career officer had
values she could support. As long as he retained his integrity, she would
be rig]nt beside him. Not behind him. Leo didn't need a cheerleading

squa(l or a l)acleing group. He needed an equal. Someone to stand

beside him in life.

Someone Where he wouldn’t have to turn his neclz so far arouncl it'd
snap to see her. Just look to the lef’t, and there she'd be.

She smiled.



"Lizzy?”

She turned around towards the voice. She had no idea how long

she'd been standing in her own ’c]noug]nts. A long time, olaviously. The
plane had landed outside. She could see it out the windows. She hadn't
even noticed that it had taxied up to the gate and that it had emptied.

There he was. Big, strong, handsome...
All hers.

She knew what love was. The way her heart slzippecl a beat or two.
The way he smiled at her and the way that made her blush.

"I don't have the 1egs for this,” she said and shrugge(l and brushed
down her skirt. It was a simple, black thing which went with the T-shirt
she was wearing. Nothing fancy at all, reaﬂy.

"T think you clo," Leo answered and s’cepped up to her, ]orushing the
back of his paw over her cheek. "I like the red rose motif..."

Lizzy smiled a little. "Well...I £igured the hammer and sickle

symbolism needed a change. Social Democrats use red roses..."
Leo smiled back at her. Then he wrappe(l his arms around her.
"Elizabeth Doe..." he said, sof’tly. "Will you marry me?"

Then he kissed her.

She'd say yes when it was done. But Lizzy was in no particular
hurry...

HHAH#

When Professor Nicholson openecl the (loor to the 1ecture-haﬂ ancl

called her in, Jean wasn't worried anymore. She was serious, determined
and calm. But not worried. She piclzecl up her notes again and nodded

to her mentor.

"I'm ready," she said.

Professor Nicholson chuckled and a(ljuste(l his glasses. "You sound

like you're going to your execution, Jean."



"Qii, notiiing of the sort. This is a lot more serious," the vixen sai(i,
s’craightening her back. The vaguest hint of a smile piaye(i about her
iips.

Professor Nicholson nodded in approvai. "You aiways did have a good
sense of priorities, Jean LeBrun...or should 1 say Mrs. Lopez?" he
mumi)ie(i, gruiﬂy, while trying to contain a smile of his own. "Come on

in ’ciuen."

Jean nodded and followed him into the lecture hall. Tt wasn't exactiy
pacize(i. Ten or fifteen students were present. She knew most of them
and the rest were proi)aioiy there because the topic of her PhD was of
some interest to them in generai. William White, Hantaywee
Twofeathers and Richard Terry were there, smiiing wicieiy at her.

She owed those three. Bigtime and she knew it.

Tiiey had been right behind i’ier, i)acizing her up and maieing sure she
felt welcomed and needed i)y the student community when tiiings had
grown ugiy. Tiiey had prove(i to her that while she'd face jerizs and
i)igo’cs for the rest of her iiie, she could reiy on those who ’cruiy mattered
to stand i)y her.

Hantaywee had just finished her paper, Jean knew. She would have
time to gra(ie it before her time at the History Department was up. If
oniy just. The puma would, Jean realized, proi)aioiy grow to be an
excellent historian in her own rigiit. Pro]oa]:)iy specializing in the iiistory
of Native Americans in relation to the Europeans. And not necessariiy
all the bad stories either. Hantaywee iia(i, amongst other tiiings, shown
a great interest in the colonial era and how the British had interacted
with various native tribes. A little told part of Native American iiistory.
But as she had pointeci out, ]aeing Sioux didn't mean she had to
concentrate on the tribes of the Great Plains.

Richard had grown into a confident student. He passeci his various
tests either on the first or second attempt now, and while he and
Hantaywee had recen’ciy broken up, tiiey remained great friends. Jean
knew the terrier would proi)a]oiy never be maizing headlines with his
researcil, but he would proi)aiaiy be a very quaiiiie(i i’ligi'l school teacher
some (iay...an(i as far as she knew that was exac’ciy what he wanted to do
with himself anyway.

William would, if Jean was any ju(ige of character, be writing his own
PhD at some point down the road. Mayioe not rigii’c after compieting



his studies. Mayl)e a few years down the line after he'd had time to get
some experience under his belt. But he tlzouglzt history. He knew what
the essential things were. And, as he had prove(l to her earlier that clay,
he knew what made it a valuable course to others. How to make it

interesting.

History couldn't laring about the cure for cancer or explain one of the
great unsolved riddles of mathematics. But it helpe(l educate furs. It
helped cach fur who knew about it to dain a greater un(lerstancling of
the worlcl, and of themselves in the world. And based on this
understanding, they could strive to better the world. Tha’c, at 1eas’c, was
what she could hope for. William understood this. And he understood
that to achieve t}lis...history first and foremost had to be fun...and it

had to be as accurate as research ancl sources WOUI(], aﬂow it to Le.

No Hoﬂywoocl history for him.

Jean smiled a little. Bsteban might very well end up fi]ming that kind
of movie. That'd be an interesting conundrum. Something to talk

about over the clinner-ta]ole for sure.

"Mrs. Lopez," Professor Nicholson saicl, clearing his throat. "I need

to ask you before we ]aegin if you are familiar with the procedure for
this defense?"

"I am," Jean answered and smiled at last, putting her notes and PhD
down on the desk in front of her. "And unless anyone has any questions
to ask me before we Legin, I believe we should get started. If someone at
the back would do me a favor and switch off the 1ights, I will get the

presentation startecl. .

Professor Nicholson looked around. None of the ot}lers on the
review board had anything to ask, it seemed. He nodded to Jean to let
her lznow she could start.

Hantaywee got out of her seat and switched off the lights a moment
after Jean had turned on the overhead projector.

The vixen cleared her throat and place(l the first of her prepare(l
transparencies on the overhead. "Then I'd like to thank you all for
coming and welcome you to this presentation. | am sure that you have
all had plenty of time to familiarize yourself with the material as I have
written it, so | won't waste your time on going through things you have

alreacly read. Instead, I will present Laclzground information, dealing



with the poii’cicai situation in Europe at the ]:)eginning of the
seventeenth century from a reiigious point of view. If you look at this
map, ladies and gentiei;urs, you will see that the picture was ex’cremeiy
muddled. Prior to the Peace of Wes’cpiiaiia, there was no international
agreement to follow the Treaty of Augsi)urg of 1555. 'Cuius Regio, eius
re/igio' was oniy a pretty Latin piira.se until this time. The idea that the
reiigion of the ruler of any given district or principality would be the
reiigion of his su]ajects as well existed...and was summariiy ignore(i.
There were oniy three choices mentioned in the Peace of Westphaiia,
however: Catholicism, Calvinism and Lutheranism. Tough luck for you

if you were an Anaiaaptist without the means to ijuy passage to the New
World..."

Jean smiled as she heard a coupie of the students giggie.

At least she was off to a good start.

HHAH#

[t was neariy nine in the evening, and Esteban was pacing. He'd wear
a hole in the carpet soon, as Fox had commente(i, if he didn't sit down
soon. Bsteban wanted to sit down. He wanted to relax. He wanted to
talk to Leo...more than he aiready had. He wouldn't mind iiaving a beer
or two either. But he was too nervous to do so. He could Lareiy see
straigiqt.

"Relax ioi)o...pacing won't make the time go faster," Miriam said and
held out a beer for him to take.

He took it grateiuiiy and downed a third of it. "Gracias, Meereeam,"
he said, reaiizing his voice sounded hoarse. "I'm sorree...I'll try..."

"Everyone here thinks the world of her, but do you see any of us
going out of our minds from nerves?" Emma asked and smiled,
crossing her iegs. She felt reaiiy goocl. Leo had more or less showered

her in compiiments since he came through the door.

The lion was curren’ciy stirring the puncil bowl. Lizzy had i)areiy et
go of him since tiiey came back. Of course tiney had heard about the
proposai and everyone had cheered iong and loud.

Leo would be the last one to leave the ranks of the i)acinelors, as Fox
had poin’cecl out. Leo had retorted that he had other ranks to show
nowadays...ancl then he had tapped his rank insignia.



That was two seconds before he'd vanished into the bedroom to
change into something civilian for the evening. As he did so, he realized
it was the first time in a year he was out of uniform. Not even when
he'd been home on leave for the weclolings had he changed out of it. Tt
felt amazing to fold up the officer and place him neatly on the dressing
table, and just be Leo Leon for a while.

Everyone wanted to know how everything had gone while he was
there. Apart from Lizzy, he hadn't reaﬂy told anyone much when he
was home the last time. There hadn't been time to do so. Nor had it
been the right occasion.

But he could tell them all now. He was allowed to, as Weﬂ, with
General Aureus and his son both behind bars. But he had still
prevaricatecl. He didn't want to ruin a wonderful evening with stories of
mayluem and horror and bloodshed. But the others had all said they
wanted him to talk about it and if anything...Fox was there. Leo had
started saying no again, and then realized that it would be wrong of him
to do so. He looked at the faces of all his friends and understood why
Jchey asked him.

They wanted to help him share the burden.

They could never understand. They hadn't been there, but what
struck Leo was that this was alright. They didn't have to be. He closed
his eyes a moment and recalled a letter he had almost forgotten along
the way. The letter he had written before going off to war, saying he
didn't want to become an emotional cripple when he came home. He
really didn't. He had received so much help along the way. So much
help and support from those around him. But he also knew that despite
all this help, many other furs would have crumbled and retreated into
their own little world of bitterness and anger. He avoided it because he
had been strong enough...and determined enough...to avoid it.

And here were his friends. Loolzing at him. Hoping he'd share.
Hoping he would let them carry just a tiny fraction of the burden he
had come to carry, and it made his eyes glis’cen with tears. These were
all Lright and in’ceﬂigent furs and ’chey all knew Jchey could never carry it
for him. All they could do...was help him do so. And they were Wiﬂing
to.

Such were the natures of the furs he called friencls, and he knew he

was ]DIGSSG(],.



"Qleay," he said at last. "But not all of it tonigh’c. Not all at once,
olzay? [ suggest we meet up a few times over the next two W6612S, before
! !
I go back on (luty, and I'll tell you what you want to know. And I'll start
’conight but not all of it at once."

"That's fair," Emma said and smiled. "That's perfec’cly reasonable.
Would it be oleay for me to ]:)ring William along? You'd like him,

Leo...I promise."

"If he's managed to capture the heart of Emma Gray, the sweetest
mink in Ohio, then I'm pretty certain I'l think he's a great guy," Leo
said with a wink. "Just warn him what it's all about, oleay?"

Emma blushed furiously and nodded. "I'll do that."

Leo nodded. "Good. But anyway, | won't start teHing anyone
anything until Jean is here too. She shouldn't be left out."

"Agree(l," Fox said and nodded. "She'd be upset if she didn't get to

share in this."

Esteban was about to say something when the door openecl. He
looked over and smiled. "And there she ees at last!!" he exclaimed. "You
promeesed you'd call, Chica!"

"Shame on you, Jean. Poor Esteban's been beside himself all
evening," Leo said and headed over, hugging the vixen tightly.

She returned it and sighecl deeply in relief. "Tt's so good to have you

back home in one piece, Leo. We've all missed you terriuy."

The lion smiled and let go of her. Esteban came over too, talzing her

paws.
"So..." he said and swallowed, eyes wide. "How deed eet go?"
Jean just looked at him...

...and smiled.

The end
(See you in Transitions 111)



