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XXVI - I ow points

Charles was out of bed before anyone else in the house. He couldn't sleep for nerves. It
had hit him somewhere around half past two in the morning, and he had been tossing
and turning since, only managing short moments of something reseml)ling sleep until he
finaﬂy got enoug}l of it and got out of bed. Steve had been snoring hghtly, which hadn't
helped either. Kalen had just been out of it. Franlzly, Charles couldn't blame the equine.
They'(l all talked that evening, after the visit at Dina's father's place, and clearly that had

been an emotionaﬂy heavy encounter.

What leept Chatles awake was that he knew he had to go see his father soon. Not today,
though. They'd wait until tomorrow and after that, it was down-hill to the football-
match.

He'd gone downstairs and sat in the kitchen, where he'd made himself a cup of tea. He'd
never gotten used to drinleing coffee. Not in a home which included a mother who
refused to touch the stuff as Ve}lemently as his did. Sitting at the kitchen table, he was
nursing the cup between his paws, trying to get his worries and concern out of the way,
when Frances joined him. A swift look at the clock on the wall above the door told him

that it was ten to five in the morning.



His sister looked as haggard as he felt and he got up to get her a cup without a word.
She took it, gratefuﬂy, and sat down opposite from him, rul)]:)ing her eyes Wearily.

They didn't spealz for a while. Tt wasn't reaﬂy necessary. They o]oviously felt the same,
and proba})ly for the same reason. Charles knew how to read his sister's facial expressions
and she knew how to read his. Instead of taﬂzing , t}ley simply emptied the tea-pot and sat
there, letting the early morning light slowly creep up the porch outside and in through

the Windows.

It wasn't until twenty past five that Frances finauy pushed her cup aside and looked at
Charles with an expression that spolze louder than words.

"It's tomorrow then," she simply said.

"Tt is. And we've got to go through with this, but I don't think I've ever had as many
second thoughts about something," he answered.

Frances nodded and looked into her cup. 'l know what you mean," she said and sighed.
"What'll we do? Go t}lere, stare at him through the window and try to somehow make
him telepathicaﬂy understand our disgust without saying a word? I don't know how to go
about this. It secemed like such a good idea...before we left..."

"Tt still is," Charles said and leaned his head back. "It's still a goool idea. But I don't

know either what we're going to do. I guess all we can do is reaHy flow with it."

Frances sighecl and went to refill the electric kettle.

#HH#H#

It had been a good morning, when Leo arrived at the office. It had been a ]origh’c
morning, with just a touch of cloud cover, and it had been warm, without being
sweltering. He'd walked through the front doors with his jaclzet slung over his shoulder,
w}listling a little tune, and he'd generaﬂy felt good about life.

Right now, he felt like he'd never be happy about life anymore. He could only remember
having felt this dazed once before in his 1i£e, and that was right after he came back to
consciousness in Afghanistan, after the incident where a mortar—grenacle had exploded

close behind him.

This time, no p}lysical damage had actuaﬂy been done but he would rather have suffered
the loss of both legs than this. He'd rather have suffered any other discomfort or injury
than this, short of his family getting killed.



But in a way, that was exactly what had happene(l again. He was close to Lrealzing
down. How could he lzeep talzing this kind of pain?

He stumbled down the haﬂs, nearly loumping into several of his office-workers. Tears
were matting his cheeks, and he knew it, but he didn't try to stop it. Right now, he didn't
care if the whole world saw him crying. In {act, he wanted the whole world to see it. But
not just yet. Not now. First of aﬂ, he had to get a hold of Michael Cervus. He had no
doubt his securi’cy-chief had already received the horrible news, but he still had to make
sure. And Lesides, he didn't want Michael to sit there alone with this.

"Excuse me," he muttered after bumping into someone who droppecl a whole load of

paperworlz.

He didn't even see who it was as he turned the next corner and started down the stairs.
He didn't want to wait for an elevator, and he didn't want to stand still. He felt pretty

sure he'd coﬂapse unconscious.

He'd received the phone—caﬂ less than five minutes ago. An FBl-agent had calmly,
politely explained the situation to him. Major Cervus had been found that morning,
murdered. He'd been shot so many times that his earthly remains had been almost
completely drained of blood. The initial investigation had showed that he'd been shot at
point blank range, from the front, while he was standing uprigh’c. He'd died 1ooleing his
killer in the face, but that was absolutely no consolation to Leo. At this time, all he could

feel was pain and loss and anguish.
And rage. Oh God the rage...

He wanted to kill Benjamin Aureus. He wanted to do so himself. He wanted to make
sure that the jaclzal was put through so much pain that he'd scream and weep and ]oeg for

mercy...

And he wouldn't get it.

He slammed his head into the waﬂ, trying to clear his mind with the impact. That
wasn't the way. He could never sink to that level. If he (li(l, he'd be no better than

Benjamin Aureus himseH, and he couldn't do that to himself, his family or the memory
of the dead.

What was he going to do?

He pushed the door open and loolze(l at Michael Cervus. Neither male knew What to
say. Both of them were weeping. Both of them looked like their worlds were crumbling.



"Why?" Michael Whispered. Three letters and he could only barely manage to get them
across his hps.

Leo took a cleep breath, forcing himself to stop the tears despi’ce the pain. "Because Ben
Aureus is insane," he said. "He needs no valid reason. He just does this because he thinks

he's got the right."

Michael shook his head. "No.. .Why hasn't he...been.. .caught. 7" he aslze(l, his face
twisting into a grimace of agony as he put his elbows on his deslz, ]aurying his face in his

paws.

"The feds. . Jjust told me..." Leo said and tried to 1zeep from weeping again at the sight
of the elk's pain. "They just told me.. .they have issued...orders to shoot...to kill."

Michael shook his head again. He Clearly couldn't focus on any kind of news. Leo felt
like an asshole for what he had to say, but he had no choice. This had to be stopped.

"T need you to do two things for me," he said, clearing his throat, trying his best to stay
calm. He'd go curl up in his chair in his office once this was all taken care of but for now,

Major Cervus would've expectea’ him to 12eep a calrn, clear head.
"You...wh..."

"For your father's salze, Mike.. .please, [ need you to do two things for me. I wouldn't

asle o’cherwise a

"What things?" Michael aslzecl, w}leezing as he wipecl his eyes, loolzing like a nervous
breakdown waiting to happen.

Leo hated himself for aslzing any’thing of this fur. Michael Cervus was as strong a fur as
anyone he 12new, but this wasn't just a matter of his father dying. Major Cervus had been
s/auglzterea’ . He'd been shot seventeen times! It was the kind of news that would make

anyone craclz.

"First, | need you to take a month off. I want you to go and spen(l the time with your
mother. I will join you there for the funeral, provided you and your mother want me to
be present. Seconcuy, I need you to be present for a statement | am malzing later today.
As soon as [ leave this ogice, Il go to our press—furs, and send out a message that I'm
hosting a very important press—conference this afternoon. If you want to be present for it,
I would be happy. If not, I do understand. I have to finish t}lis, and I think I finaﬂy
know what to do..." he said.



His voice was hoarse and his tongue felt too I)ig in his mouth.

"Wh...what are you...going to (lo, Mr. Leon?" Michael aslzed, straining to regain some

measure of seH control.

Leo swallowed. He closed his eyes for a moment, and pic’curecl Benjamin Aureus for his

minds eye. His face twisted into a brutal sneer, and he reopenecl his eyes.

"I'm going to call the dog out," he hissed. "And then I'm going to put him down like the
rabid piece of shit he is!"

#HAH

Zig Zag put down the telep}lone and looked at her husband. The look on her face said
enough to make him sit up straight.

"There's been another kiuing," she saicl, grimly. "Nadia's father is going to hold a press-

conference later ’coclay. I think we can expect this to hit national news soon."

James sighed and slumped in his seat. "T'd say so. Good God, what's going on"? You'd
think the FBI wouldn't be dragging their feet like this. How many more will have to
die?"

Zig Zag shook her head and sat down across the table from her husband. "I don't know.
Hopefuﬂy no more. The pro]olem seems to be that he 12eeps crossing state borders. The
remaining members of the army unit he seems to be hunting has long since gone into
hiding, but the one who got shot was the old company commander from before Nadia's
dad took over. He had refused to hide...and apparently the cops who were guarding him
had let him go off to the store for a quiclz erran(l, without coming along.”

James narrowed his eyes in disbelief. "That sounds fishy," he mumbled. "Either

someone must've paicl those cops oﬂ, or they are completely incompetent."

"As far as I understood it, the Feds are going to look into whether they've been bribed.
No matter what happens , they can kiss their jol)s good]aye, and if they had been ]I)OU_ght
og, they can look forward to a long stay in prison for complici’cy na murder—case,” Zig
Zag said and rested her forehead in one of her paws. "James, what the Hell are we going
to do?"

"What do you mean?"



"About the kids! When t}ley came here, we thought tlley'cl be safe at our place because
no one knew they'd be here, but the way this fur is moving around, I'm starting to
wonder if they'ﬂ be safe anywl;ere."

There was nothing James could do except nod. Lig Zag had a very valid point, but at
the same time, what was the alternative? Sending the kids back on the road was certainly
not an option, and simply paclzing up and going into hi(ling with six kids who were
o]oviously not their own wasn't much of a choice either. They'cl stick out anywhere, like so
many sore thumbs. Short of getting the kids out of the country, there was little they
could do, and that wasn't going to be easy cither. Besides, James wasn't keen on the idea
of denying Kalen his big moment in the spotlight.

"I don't know what to do in this case," he admitted. "All T can suggest is that we try to
malze things Worlz as Les’c we can. They are our guests an(l t}ley need help."

"I'm not tauzing about sencling them back! That'd be putting them in all kinds of

danger,” Zig Zag said, rul)l)ing the corners of her eyes. 'But can we protect them if he
finds them here?"

James shrugged. "T don't 1enow, but T know I'll try."

Smiling a lit’cle, Zig Zag nodded and looked back up. "We need to tell them about this.
They've got a right to know."

"Tll do it. They’re outside playing soccer, | think. Kalen wanted to start practicing his

throwing arm again, too."

"Alright. You shoul(l prol)ably talk to Nadia first. [ think she could use the time to deal
With Jchis information. We've got to make it clear to the 12i(1s that they are stiﬂ as Welcome
as always, and that they are still as safe here as when they arrived."

James nodded. "I just hope the cops catch that bastard soon," he said and got up,
leaving the kitchen.

Zig Zag remained behind. She didn't say anything, but she closed her eyes and took a
deep Lrea’ch, silently agreeing with her husband's sentiment.

#HAH#

Miriam was having a blast. In fact, she was enjoying life more than she had for years,
and it was all because of her friends. Because of Jean and Esteban and their wondrous
ways of maleing her feel like she was twenty years old again. And besides their hilarious



antics, she had received gooci news. The speciaiis’c she'd visited had gotten back in touch
with iier, and the pregnancy was progressing as it should. The aches and pains she had
suffered was ai)soiuteiy nothing to be worried about. It had turned out to be compieteiy
harmless i)aciepains. He'd prescri]oeol some medication for it, and the red vixen had taken
the first piii that same (iay. It had worked like a charm. She had no more aches at all.

She got out of the shower and gra]o]ae(i the towei, wiping herself as (iry as she coui(i,
before getting under the iur-ciryer. It felt great but it tended to make her all ﬂugy She'd
need to brush her fur down properly or she'd walk around all (iay 1ooizing like someone
had asked her to hold onto a one of those Tesla-coils used in High School pilysics—
classes. The sort that made fur stand on end.

Grinning at the ti'iougiit, she grai)i)e(i a brush and got started while Waiizing to the guest

room, to get dressed.

She felt great for once in her life. All the proiaiems she and Fox had suffered over the
years suci(ieniy seemed to be pusiiecl into the i)acieground. When she got back iiome, she'd
have to make sure to tell her husband how much she still loved iiirn, and then she was

going to make a real effort revitalizing their marriage.
All because of Esteban's cooizing and Jean's wisdom.

Wisdom. Tt was such a strong WOI'CL but she didn't reaiiy know a better one to attach to
the gray vixen. Jean was un(ioui)tecuy highiy inteiiigent, but Miriam had iong since come
to the clear and uncompromising uncierstanciing that inteiiigence in itself was pretty
worthless. If given a choice between the two, she'd go for wisdom any (iay of the week.
In’ceiiigence was cold and.. .terri]oiy clinical in itself.

If one had both...well...that was pure bonus of course and Jean certainiy seemed to
have won the iottery as far as Miriam was concerned. She'd aiways known it, but these
past few (iays had proveci it i)eyon(i doubt.

It made sense, tilougii, in a weird kind of backwards , foolish way. She had been the first
of the group to marry. She had been so u’cteriy in love with her husband tiien, that she
hadn't thought anytiiing could ruin the bliss. But Jciien, as tiiey ran into pregnancy-
troubles again and again, the age difference had turned out to be a real proi)iern. And
tiley had blamed one another.

Jean had putitina rather (iisgusting, but extremeiy apt way, i)y iooizing at her over the

rim of a cup of ciiai, asizing her one simpie question.



"Tf you shit in one paw, and place blame in the other...which paw do you think will hold
the most sul)stance, Miriam?"

Apart from the fact that the question had been unusuaHy Vulgar for Jean, it had done
precisely what it needed to do, and Miriam was happy for it.

It had made her realize the idiocy of placing blame for something neither she nor Fox
could be blamed for.

That was the kind of thing she'd needed. Plain taﬂzing ,a frien(ﬂy ear and some very
solid advice. Not furs teuing her what she wanted to hear, but furs teHing her what she
had to hear and what she needed to hear.

She put on her clothes and headed downstairs. She'd slept 1a’ce, but then, they had been
up late the night before. And she needed the rest despera‘tely. This mini-vacation was as
much a matter of her recharging her batteries as anything else.

The scent of pancalees wafted towards her from the kitchen and she headed out there,
giggling as she caught Esteban wearing a chef's hat, ﬂai]ing around with a skillet as if
{ighting off some terribly beast, trying to steal the contents of his £rying pan.

"What are you doing??" she sniclzered.

Esteban blushed furiously and hurried to take off the hat, loolzing slightly sheepish.

"Hola Meereeam..." lje answered and cleareol his Jchroa’c.

"What's with the hat and the fencing?"

"Research for an upcomeeng jol), amiga. Notheeng to worree about."

Miriam raised an eye]arow, folding her arms across her chest. "Aha...? What movie will
that be then? 'Chef's mania' or 'Nigh’c of the Pancake-thief'?"

Esteban's face fell and he muttered something about needing to brush up on his stage-
fighting . "Eet ees a project for Spanees}l televeeseeon, actuallece. They are remalzeeng
the entire 'Capitan Alatriste'-series and Jchey want me as chief of photographee. Eet's a
huge chance."

"I read some of those! Written l)y Arturo Pérez-Reverte, righ’c? [ remember crying my

eyes out more than once," Miriam asleed, smiling Wiolely. "When do you start filming
those?"



"Si. Eet ees a series of tales of great {eeleengs and heroeesm," Esteban answere(l,
]orandishing his kitchen-ware again in a distinct fencing move. "Oh and eet's not unteell

"
next year...

Miriam smiled and stretched her back a little. She did need to sit down. It wasn't that
she was that far along in her pregnancy yet, but she could feel the medicine rnaleing her a
little loopy. She'd taken one of the piﬂs as soon as she woke up, since the piﬂ-glass was
on the bedside table anyway. She puﬂed out one of the chairs from the table and sat

down.

She leaned back and relaxed a little. "Where's Jean, anyway? | mean...you're maleing
pancalees. For lunch. Reaﬂy, Estel)an, you're a decadent creature sometimes."

Esteban's ears perlzed up. "Gracias. I try my best. Jean got a call from Gabbee and had
to drop ]3y the fellee's place. She should be home soon. Eet always happens thees time of

n
year...

"Why's that?"

"Eet's Yohnee's l)irth(lay soon, and Gabbee ees horreeblee bad at hideeng the presents.
Seellee feellee..."

"Alqh, so you usuaﬂy hide the presents?"
"Exactlee."

Miriam was about to say something again when she felt a sting in her back again. She
frowned. That had felt pretty bad, despi’ce the pius. She wondered what was wrong but

tried to ignore it.
"She ]auys 1arge presents [ take it then?"

"Gabbee? She would })uy half of San Fra...erh...are you olzay amiga?"

Miriam blinked once or twice. "I..." she l)egan. Then she narrowed her eyes and
scrunched up her face in pain as the mother of all pains wracked up her spine, over her

shoulders and down her stomach to her Womla. "Oh shit. .

Este]aan was through the kitchen door to get the phone to call for an ambulance before
the frying pan and skillet had hit the floor.

#HH#H#



"Ladies and Gentlefurs of the press. As you all know, Leon Enterprises doesn't usuaﬂy
call press conferences like this Ma young feline femme in a smart business suit said. A

number of microphones had been arrangecl in front of her.

There were quite a lot of newspaper—journalists present in the room, I)eyon(l the
microphones. A lot of cameras flashed too. Two local television stations were present as
Weu and NBC/KHQ ha(l sent a camera-crew as Weﬂ, just in case this turned out to l)e
something for the domestic news. After au, Leon Enterprises was a very significant
corporation and the owner was a Fortune 500 fur with something of a reputation for
Leing an idealistic phi]anthropist who spent more money on charity than on himself and
his £amily.

The young femme in the suit waited a moment and made a dismissive paw gesture to
the group in front of her. "Not yet. There will be plenty of time to answer questions. Mr.
Leon has assured me that he will take as many questions as he can stand, but T also ask
you all to understand that this press conference deals with an extremely uncomfortable
situation for him and his family. As the summons for this press—conference clearly stated,
it pertains to an on-going, criminal investigation regarding several deaths in a number of
states over the last week or so. Mr. Leon will make a statement, and after tha’c, he will

answer your questions. Thank you."

She steppecl back and nodded to the door at the side of the room. Leo was waiting just
Leyond it, out of sight of the journalists. He had faced crowds before, and he'd answered
questions from the press enough times to not be worried about it. But clespite tha’c, he
was pale and uncomfortable at that moment. His tie felt like it was constricting him and
his suit felt like a swea’c-lodge. He wanted to get this over With, but at the same time, he
wanted to do it riglzt.

He closed his eyes. Not for the first time in his life, he felt Compeﬂed to open them
swi{-tly again as images from Afghanistan and [raq flashed across the insides of his
eyelids. But this time he didn't indulge himself. This time he lzept his eyes closed for
almost half a minute as image after image presen‘cecl itself. Images from his past. Of
friends, 1ong gone. He sighecl and raised his head. He had been holcling some papers in
his paw, on which he'd written down his statement. He looked at the words he'd written
one last time and shook his head. They seemed so cold. So horrible distant in

comparison to the closeness of the pain he was feeling.

He clroppecl the papers on the floor and steppecl through the cloorway, aoljusting his tie
again as he walked up to the microphones. He folded his paws in front of his lap ina
gesture of humility and gravity, letting his eyes rest on the floor for a brief moment.



There were flashes from the cameras in front of him. He didn't reaiiy think about them
as he raised his head again, ciearing his throat.

"Ladies and gentieiurs. " he starte(i, "T thank you for coming here tociay on
such...short notice. I realize that I don't usuaiiy do this, and I know you proi)ai)iy face
furs every (iay who are far better at giving speeciies at press conferences than I am. So be
it. I'm not trying to win a prize. That is not my reason for ]aeing here. As some of you
may iznow, [ am a combat veteran of two campaigns in the War on Terror. I iougii’c in
Aigiianistan, where I shed blood for the United States of America on two occasions.
Later, I fougiit in Iraq, against my better jucigment. I have never ieep’c my opinion of that
war private, and it shouldn't come as a surprise to anyone here. But I iougii’c nonetheless,
and if you look up my name in the appropriate iiies, you will see that I was decorated. I
received the Purpie Heart and the Distinguisiie(i Service Cross for valor under fire. The
British Army awarded me a Dis’cinguisiie(i Service Order and iurtiiermore, I hold a Silver
Star, a Bronze Star, an Army Valorous Unit Award and a Distinguished Unit Citation.
But I am not here to flash my medals either. I mention them oniy because I need you all
to truiy understand that when 1 speaie. ..as | am about to speaie. ..I do so as someone who
has faced down Death itself and prevaiie(i. I do so as someone who has commanded furs
under the most difficult circumstances, and who's got the scars to prove it. Both
erno’cionaiiy and piiysicaiiy."

The journaiists were quiet. There was still an occasional camera-flash, but the gravity of
the tone of voice that the lion in front of them spoize with, coupie(i with the message
from the press-oiiice femme that this had sometiiing to do with murders committed
around the United States, had everyone guessing what would come next.

Leo didn't even think about the furs iooizing at him. He spoiee from the ileart, rather
than from a pre—prepareci speecil. This was for those who had died. Not for himself. This

was for all of those who had been killed because of him. Because of Benjamin Aureus'

hatred of him.

"Most of the furs I commanded then have iong since left the army. Those of us who
came home alive...and not all of us did...went back to live civilian lives. I've been
fortunate in my own way, but I know each of those furs out there were just as iucizy.
Money can't iouy iiappiness , and at reunions, I saw iiappy, prou(i faces on each and every
soldier I had under my command in the past. Tiiey are honest to God, American heroes.
Furs like yourseives, who went overseas to iigiit for what tiiey believed was rigiit. Tiiey
have their medals to prove it. Tiiey have their scars to do the same, as well. But (iespite
their experiences in war, tiiey went back to their own lives as best tiley could. And
now...now, Ladies and Gentlefurs.. .tiiey are (iying . Not of old age. Not of disease. Tiiey



are clying because of one tur, who wants revenge for what he sees as a grave insult done to
him many years ago. This fur's name is Benjamin Aureus. Formerly a First Lieutenant
in the United States Artillery, he was cliscliargecl in dishonor and sent to Leavenworth
for gross and deliberate negligence which led to the deaths of several soldiers under my
command. The case is a matter of pul)lic recorcl, per the Open Cards Act of 2012.
However, Benjamin Aureus never aclenowleclge(l his blame in the deaths of five American
soldiers. And now he is trying to get even with the survivors."

An excited mutter ran around the room and Leo waited for it to pass before he
beckoned to the door. Michael Cervus came out to stand next to him. He too looked like
his tie was entirely too tigllt. Leo turned to look at the journalists again, putting an arm
around Michael Cervus' shoulder in a gesture of trien(lly support.

"Ladies and Gentleturs, may [ introduce you to Michael Cervus, the son of the latest
victim in Benjamin Aureus' lzilling spree. Mr. Cervus works for me, and I am fortunate
to have him on my staff. I migtit not liave, had I not been so luclzy as to serve under his
father in Atglianistan before his and my respective promotions. Major Cervus was the
best officer I've ever known...and one of the best furs overall. His lea(iersliip turned a
greenllorn like me into an officer and a lea(ier, and I owe it all to him. Had it not been
for liim, [ would not have stood here tO(iay, because I would not have been a CEO of a
company like Leon Enterprises. | would not have had what it toolz, had it not been for
Major Cervus.. .who was found this morning, shot seventeen times at point blank range.
Forensic evidence showed that he was stan(ling when he got sliot, and he was tacing his
killer. He died like he had live(i, tacing down his enemies and not tlincliing . But he's
dead nonetheless. And I can't let his death be just another statistic. I can't do that to him
or to any of the others that Benjamin Aureus killed in this quest for revenge. So [ am
going to address him clirectly."

The journalists fell silent again. The lion's voice was firm now, but his eyes were
glistening with emotion. The elk stan(ling next to him swallowed hard but looked up, a

firm look on his face.

Leo took a (leep breath before he continued. This was it then. The moment of truth.
He closed his eyes for a moment again and saw Corporal Mofeta get hit and tumble to
the groun(l. He saw Specialist Konigsberg's mangle(l form on the groun(l. The Chinook

crew, torn limb from limb in the crash.

He saw Colton Twain...who was even now staying with him and Lizzy...tall (lown, hit
three times l)y AK-47 fire, and still trying to olrag himself to satety. He saw it all. He



heard it all. Smelled it all. Rigiit down to the i)urning husks of vehicles after the F-16's

iia(i come to tiie rescue.

"T know you will get this message, " he said and opene(i his eyes. He could hear his voice
as if it was coming from far, far away. "l don't know if you will see it on the news
yourseii, or read it in the papers, or if someone will tell you. But I know you will receive
it. [ want you to stop. I want you to stop iziiiing innocent furs who were never to blame. I
am the one you want. [t was aiways me. Bver since I refused to salute you in a hostile
zone, it was about me. Everytiiing you (ii(i, you did to get to me. You've spent the years
since then in prison, and I have built a fortune. I have a gooci iiie, and you clon't, and
you want revenge for it. And you can have it. If what it takes to make you stop is me
surrendering myseii to your...mercy.. .then so be it. No more needless deaths. No more

innocent blood spiiie(i. You can have...what you rea//y want."
He took another (ieep breath and looked at the furs in front of him.

"Tf anyone wants to ask any questions...| will do my best to answer them," he said and

let go of Michael's shoulder. He loosened his tie and puiie(i it off. At least he could
breathe a little easier that way.

#AH#

Miriam was out cold. She was so paie her nose looked gray, and Jean was beside herself
with wWOorry and griei. What if this had somehow been her fault? What if coming all this
way to San Francisco was Wiiy her friend now looked like she migiit lose not oniy her
i)aioy but her marriage as well?

She was pacing back and forth outside the iiospitai room. Esteban was seated opposite
the door, his head in his paws, iooizing like he would kill for a cigarette and a iarge drink.
Consiciering that he had never smoked and that he'd aiways been a very modest cirinizer,
that made no sense but it was the case nonetheless.

"[ swear, Chica...I swear I called the iiospeetai the second I saw sometiieeng was

wrong.. .

"T know. Don't blame yourseii, Love. If it's anyone's fault it's mine. I was the one who
should've insisted she staye(i at home until after she'd given birth. And all this traveiing
for notiiing? The specialist said there was notiiing at all wrong with her..."

Esteban looked like he was one syiiaioie away from a flood of tears and Jean stopped
taiizing. She'd called Fox immediateiy upon iearning what was going on. Esteban had



asked her to, since he was going to drive Miriam to the hospital. There was no time to
wait for an ambulance, but at least his phonecaﬂ had ensured that a team had been ready

to receive her When she came in.

Miraculously, she hadn't actuaﬂy lost the l)al)y yet, but the doctors were fighting to stop
it from happening behind those doors, even now.

And Fox was on his way. He had nearly crumbled on the phone when Jean had told
him what had happened and she couldn't recall having ever felt so rotten in her entire
life. This was not the kind of message she wanted to give a friend. Gabrielle was taﬂzing
to a doctor further down the haﬂway, trying to figure out what was going on. While the
fiﬂy wasn't as close a friend of Miriam's as Jean herseH, they got along famously when
they did meet, and as Gabrielle had sai(l, Miriam would need all the friendly faces she

coulcl get When Slle came ]361012 aroun(l.

From the looks of it, she was actuaﬂy getting an answer, al’chough not the answer Jean
had hoped for. She knew Gabrielle's body—language prol)aloly better than any other fur
except Yohni, and righ’c now, the fiﬂy was furious. Calrn, Coﬂected, very rational and
pro]oal)ly pointea’/y polite towards the doctor, if Jean was to venture a guess.

Ga]:)rieﬂe had this way of ]Jeing polite towar(ls someone in such a way that they'(l l)eg
her to start yeHing and screaming at them instead. She wasn't simply po/ite.

She got civilized.

It was probaljly something she'd piclee(l up from her parents before moving away from
home and it was a far cry from how she normaﬂy l)ehaved, but Jean had seen it a few
times and it scared the socks off her every time. It was like loolzing at a younger

amalgama’cion of Theodore and Roxanne when they were at their worst.

Esteban had noticed it too, from the looks of things. He sighed and looked at his wife.
"That does not look good. I guess...she lost the babee..." he said, choking on the last

WOI'(J.S .

"Don't say that!" Jean snapped. She regretted it instantly, but Esteban seemed to
understand Why she'd done it.

"You're right. Not unteell we know for certain," he said, quietly.

Gabrielle approaohed them and loolze(l, for all intents and purposes, like she was

emotional equilil)rium in the flesh. Jean took a step backwards.



"Tf you're angry with us for having her come all this way, then blame me and not
Este]oan," she said, her eyes wide.

Gabrielle shook her head very slowly. ”Qh, I'm not at all upset with you and Es’ce})an,
dear," she said. Her voice could've cut glass and frozen over the insides of a raging

volcano. "In fact, I think you may very well have saved her life, and at least the life of her
haby."

The look of confusion on Esteban's face would've been funny, ]ean thought, if this had

been any other occasion. Righ‘c now she could only mirror it.

Gabrielle didn't wait for them to ask. Instead she acljuste(l her purse and glared angrily
clown the haﬂwa at the retreatin doctor. "It seems someone in Los An eles made a
y g g
gigantic.. .monumental...even epic fuclzup somewhere along the 1ines , and it damned well

nearly cost Miriam her life!"
"What. . .fuclzup?" Esteban asked as if he was afraid of the answer.

"Miriam is bloodtype O-Negative, and the })al)y is B-Positive. And I will bet you any

amount of money that Fox is B-Positive too!"

Jean's eyes went wide. "WHAT??" she snappe(l. "You're Lic]c[ing?? They got tested the

first time Miriam got pregnant."
Gabrielle shrugged. "That doctor down there just told me this. Want my guess?"
"Let me hear it..." the vixen groaned.

"Someone mixed up the Mood—samples c[uring the first pregnancy, and t}ley've just been
referring to that test ever since, exclucling that as a possi]oility because they'(l alrea(ly been
tested. If I'm right, then someone at a LA lal)oratory is going to be in big, loig trouble

very soon."
"Dios mio..." Estel)an w}leezed. "Weeﬂ the Lal)ee malze eet tllees time?"

"They don't know yet," Gabrielle answered. "It's much too early to say. The same goes
for Miriam, Ly the way. She's very sick. She was on heavy painlziﬂers. She couldn't feel
the agony, because of it. The only reason she hasn't miscarried is because she didn't

cramp. There was no pain to cramp from. . .”

Jean fell into a chair. She stared at the door opposite the haﬂway. "This can't be
happening. L



Next to her, Esteban looked like someone had punched him. He wasn't weeping, but he
looked dazed. Gabrielle was furious and Jean could only count her ]alessings that the lab-
assistant who had made the original error wasn't around, or he'd pro]oa]oly be a case for

the coroner.
Fox was en route but what if he didn't make it in time?
No.

Tlus reaﬂy couldn't Le happening.



