The sound of feet hitting the damp pavement echoed flatly off the buildings in the cool night air as he ran, and his heavy breath filled the spaces in between. He stepped on a small wall and grabbed the wrought iron fence behind it as he flung his legs over and into the bushes. His chest burned as he forced his breathing slow and quiet despite the blood pounding in his ears. More flat echoes arose, and he held his breath to watch shadows pass the leaves, trying not to panic as the harder footsteps came to a stop too short a way down the street.
“Where did he go?”

“I don’t know.”

“We can’t let him get away.”

“Whose fault would that be?”

“Just go back and make sure we didn’t miss him hiding someplace. You check around the block and we’ll head for that clinic they like to run to. Go!”

The footsteps resumed as his lungs begged for air, most of them heading away, but one set passed his hiding place again, slowing and irregular, scuffing and tapping, wandering as a shadow passed over the leaves. Every muscle tightened, prepared to spring away, as his brain struggled to remain conscious without oxygen, but the shadow passed and the scuffling, seRaying footsteps faded back the way they came. Air returned to his lungs in a gasp and his mind welcomed it, but his stomach responded differently to the relief, and he lurched to throw up against the back of the wall.
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The insistent beeping broke through what was a decent dream and she groaned as she reached for her phone and forced her eyes to focus on the message on the too-bright screen. “Again?” She threw aside the covers and grabbed some clothes as quickly as she could while groggily opening the video playback for the triggered alarm. 

A man she, unfortunately, recognized pounded on the glass front door with another man and a woman standing behind him. They seemed surprised when the glass shattered, but that didn’t stop them from going inside.
“Dammit. And you’re not going to pay to fix that, are you Mr. self-righteous slaver?” She shoved her feet in her junk shoes and grabbed her keys as she rushed out the door. Her phone rang as she got in her car, and she put it on speaker then tossed it on the passenger seat.”

“Mrs. …”

“Yes, I see it. Are the police on their way? I should be there in about ten minutes, and somebody needs to catch them before I introduce their face to my bat!”
“Ma’am, I must caution you against endangering yourself or causing bodily harm in defense of property.”

“It’s not about property. They’re hunting people and think I’m hiding them. I don’t care if they call it ‘reclaiming property’ they don’t have the right to break into my clinic in their bigoted pursuit. This is the same arsehole that threatened me in front of my patients two months ago because he thought one of them belonged to him and the police told me to just let it go. I’m not letting it go this time. They’ve screwed up and need to be punished and I’m going to give them some of the punishment they lay on my patients.” She grunted as she sped around a corner, ignoring the stop sign.

“Ma’am, I’ll remind you that these calls are recorded.”

“And the cameras in the clinic are about to record me scoring ten runs on their heads. Get the…” Another hard turn pulled her focus for a moment. “Get the police there to arrest them or me, I don’t care anymore.”

“Ma’am, you run a clinic, right? Who will take care of your patients if you go to jail?”

She grunted and growled in frustration as her rage fought desperately against reason, compassion, and self-preservation.

“Ma’am?”

“Fine.” She noticed flashing lights coming toward her as she reached the last turn in far less than ten minutes. “Looks like the police are going to make it in time to save them, anyway.” She stopped hard in front of the broken glass door and grabbed her phone then reached under her seat to pull out a cricket bat.

“Good. Now just stay back and let them do their jobs. Okay, ma’am?”

 She opened the door to get out and slammed it as she focused on the door of her clinic. “Not likely. I’m not giving them a chance to buddy up with the cops and slime their way out of this.” Her shoes crunched on broken glass as two police cars pulled up around hers.
“Stop! Drop the weapon!” Two police officers pointed their guns at her and waited for her to comply as two more got out of their vehicle.
“This is my clinic! Are you going to get in there and get them or do I have to?”
“Put the weapon down!”

She slammed the bat to the ground. “There, now go get them!”

“Get down on the ground.”

“Are you kidding?” She looked at the four officers still pointing guns at her and grunted in resignation then carefully stepped away from the broken glass to slowly lie down on the damp sidewalk. “I can show you the video of them breaking in.”
One officer kicked the bat away, then knelt to pat her down as the other three headed inside.

Her phone started beeping again. “And that’ll be them running out the back door.”

“Alright ma’am, you can stand up.”

She grunted more in frustration than strain as she pushed herself to her feet.

“Please step over to the vehicle until they clear the building.”

Pulling out her phone, she brought up the security app and saw the back-door alarm as she expected. “They’re long gone. See?” She held her phone up.

“You said you have video of them breaking in?” The officer kept watching the door as the others made their way back.
“Yeah, just a sec.” She brought up the lobby camera and scrolled back to the man pounding on the door. “Here they are. The view will get perfectly clear when they break the door and walk in.”

The officer nodded to his colleague, then took her phone to watch the video. “Hm. You can send this to me?”

“The security company will pack up high-quality clips and shots related to this incident and get it to me by morning. I can include the packages from the other times they harassed us, too.”

“Your lawyer can use those, but we just need this incident.” He gave her phone back and pulled a card from a pocket. “Here’s my card and instructions for submitting evidence are on the back. You say you know who they are?”
She snorted her disgust, “Yeah, Martin…”

“One moment.” He clicked his pen and scribbled a little on the corner of his pad. “Okay, Martin?”

“Yeah, Martin Kanaber is the big arse that broke the window, and his sister, Drissy, is the fat…” she stopped herself and cleared her throat, “His sister, Drissy, is the woman and the other is probably her son, but I never got his name.”
“Martin Kanaber, Drissy Kanaber…”

“I don’t know if she’s Kanaber.”

The officer scratched through the name on his pad. “Is there anything else you can tell us?”

“Well, he works for Dannish Home Services, and abuses morphs.”

“And your clinic serves morphs.”

“Yes, that’s why he keeps harassing us. He beats them till they run away, then blames me because they feel safe with me.”
“Mhm. So, we’ll escort you inside to document any damage or theft.”

She watched the other pair of officers pull away then sighed as she headed inside.

“What is your name, ma’am?”

“Dr. Anje… wait a moment.” She stepped to the counter and took a card from the stand. “I’m Dr. Anjela Milwaí and this is my clinic. Most of our patients are morphs and slaves of local families. They depend on us.”
“Ma’am, slavery is illegal. Be careful with your accusations. Morphs are legally man-made property.”

Anjela scowled, “I know what the law says, but it’s wrong and it will be changed.”

The officer sighed, “Until then, we have to enforce the laws as they are now.”

“I know. And that means arresting the criminals that broke into my clinic. They broke the locks on every door!” Dr. Milwaí screamed in frustration.

“Ma’am, is there any more damage?” 

“I…” She hurried past the exam rooms to her office. “They turned over my desk!”

The officer walked down the hall writing in his pad.

Anjela turned around and went for the storage hall toward the exit, “They didn’t get into the drugs, but they cut into a bunch of supplies we will have to replace.” She pulled the emergency door to latch then turned to the front when she heard a commotion.

The officer held out a hand and put his hand on his gun as he led back up the hall.

“Anje?! Are you alright?”

“It’s my husband.” Dr. Milwaí tried to push past the officer, but he held her back.
The other officer called through the door, “Ma’am, do you know this man?”
“He’s my husband! He’s Dr. Rade Milwaí.”

The officer outside let go of Rade’s wrists as they came out.

“I think we need to get copies of your IDs.”

“Are we the criminals now?” Anjela sneered.

“No, ma’am, but we still need your information for our report.”

“Relax, Anje. We’re fine.” Rade wrapped his arms around his wife.

She sighed and hugged him back, “I know. I’m just so… so…” She grunted her frustration. “How can they get away with doing this?”

“Ma’am, we need your IDs.”

“Right.” They pushed apart to pull out their licenses to give to the officers who took pictures of them and gave them back.

“So, we’ll file this and a detective will get in touch with you.”

“That’s it?” Anje scoffed.

“That’s all for us. We have to get back on patrol, but the detective will continue the investigation and make any arrests.”
“They’re doing their job, love.” Rade put his hand on her shoulder.

“What about the door?” She put her hand on his and looked at the officers.

“That’s up to you and your insurance company.” The officer put his pad in his pocket and looked to his partner. 

“Ugh, I wasn’t even thinking about having to deal with that.” Anjela groaned.

“It’ll be alright. Nancy’s nice, remember?” Rade patted her back as he pulled his hand away to dial his phone.

The officer sighed as his partner got in the car, “I don’t think they will be coming back tonight, but we will be in the area if you dial 911.”
“Do you think they will be arrested soon?”

“There seems to be plenty of evidence with that video, but it’s out of my hands now. I'll remind you that if you assault them, I will have to arrest you, so wait for the police to arrive next time. Good luck with your insurance and have a good night.”

She watched in some disbelief as the officer got in the car and they drove away.

“Anje, Craig says someone is on their way to help us secure the clinic. Do you want to talk to him?”

“Not right now.” She kicked some broken glass as she walked back inside. She picked up a chair and set it right. “I just hope we can get this cleaned up in time to open.”

“You can’t worry about that right now.”
“I have to. There’s no place else around here that our patients can go. They’re not welcome at the emergency room. We have to be open.”

Rade walked in and put his hand on her shoulder again, “Alright. I know. We’ll get it cleaned up.”

She sighed and turned to her husband, “You have to work tomorrow.”

“So do you. I’m not leaving you tonight.” He rubbed her arm then laughed. “Craig’s staying, too.”

(((
“Got away? No. You’re still looking. He wasn’t in the clinic, so he’s still out there somewhere.” Martin looked at the bloody scratches on the side of his hand and grunted his frustration.
“We’ve been everywhere.”
“Then check everywhere again! That damn throp can get us all in an assload of trouble. I am not going to take the heat for this. Get back there and find him!” Martin pointed toward the street. “And take Kent with you!”

Kent groaned, “Why do I have to be out here?”

Drissy glared at her son, “Because I said so and because our livelihood depends on it. Just go!”
Kent scowled and headed for the street.

“Why do you give yer mom so much trouble? You know we gotta get this throp. If he gets gone, them others might get some ideas.”

“That’s not what they’re worried about.”
“What do you know about it? We gotta keep these throps dumb.”

Kent smirked, “What do you know about dumb, Carl?”

“I know plenty. I been watchen yer uncle, so I know how to handle these things.”
“You couldn’t handle your own ‘thing’.” Kent reached through the fence and pulled a stick off the bush to hit the fence with.

“I can handle any ‘thing’ you can think of. Unlike you, I’m gonna watch and learn how to do everything in this business, then I’m gonna be in charge someday and I’ll really show these dumb throps where they belong.”
Kent swatted the fence as they walked along it and grumbled to himself, “Carl, you’re too dumb to realize how dumb you are.”

“What was that?” Carl stopped and turned around, “You best learn how to speak to me. I’m gonna be yer boss someday and if you keep talkin like that yu’ll be gettin the same as the throps.”
Kent stopped paying attention when he noticed the eyes staring back at him from the bush. He knew what he was looking at and he knew what was looking at him. 

“Is you listenin to me?”

He looked at Carl, wondering if the moron had noticed anything.

“I’m older than you, so I’m in charge now and if you don’t stop acting like a kid, I’m gonna start treatin ya like yer dad.”

Kent stared into Carl’s eyes and blindly shoved the stick through the fence.

“That’s right. Man up and let’s go find this stupid throp.” Carl pointed sternly at Kent’s nose then turned and headed down the street.

Kent looked back at the bush. He didn’t see the eyes anymore, but he noticed some fur between the leaves and smiled.

“Come on, idiot, you won’t find him standing there.”

He smirked and touched the fence before following, “Nope, not finding him here.”
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The paint on the wall was off-white. The baseboard and trim were white. It was easier to notice up close, laying on the polished pine wood floor. She also noticed the drop of blood and quickly pulled out a rag to wipe it up, then clean her nose. As the ringing faded from her ears, she could hear that he was still talking to her. She tried to listen carefully, so she wouldn't miss anything and make another mistake, but his voice still sounded muffled and distant. She felt him grab the back of her blouse and scrambled to stand up quickly. His face was that mix of rage and disappointment that was so familiar.

"Are you listening to me? I try to be patient with you, but you make it so difficult. We invested a lot of money in you, but if you're not going to do what you're told, I have no problem selling you to some hunters to use as sport."

She couldn't help reacting to the fear that filled her at that thought and he smiled his snide satisfaction as his voice became cool and condescending.

"Now. Clean up the mess and remember what I tell you next time. I'm going to finish getting ready and you still have work to do.”

She didn’t dare to move until he had left the foyer, then knelt down to pick up what she had dropped. She was glad that she wasn’t holding anything breakable this time, so she didn’t have to worry about a second beating. She shook out the pillow covers and examined them carefully for any spots of dirt or blood then draped them over her arm. Fortunately, they all seemed to be presentable, because she didn’t have another set of Tuesday’s design.

“You’re still here?” He seemed angrier than when he left just a moment ago. “Your laziness has already made me late. You don’t want me to come home today and find out anything’s not done.” He grabbed her chin and pulled her closer. “Things could be a lot worse for you. I picked you because I liked your look, but you have not lived up to my expectations. I know some people that would have some other ideas of what to do with you that you might not like as much.”

She felt his hot breath in her nostrils and the sting of his minty mouthwash and forced herself to not pull away.

He snorted and smirked, “Don’t even think I’m interested in that with you. It won’t save you. Get back to work.” He shoved her nose and she stumbled back against the wall.

She watched him leave and stared at the door for a while until she felt something wet on her lip. She touched her lip and looked at the blood on her finger then looked down to see a spot of blood on one of the pillow covers and panicked. She pulled the rag from her pocket to cover her nose and looked around for someplace to set down the covers, but then the doorbell rang and she panicked again. She hugged the covers to her chest and opened the door to see a well-dressed raccoon morph smiling at her.

“Good morning, ma’am. My name is Trent Lyra.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Gordon just left.” She started to close the door, but he put his hand on it.

“Yes, I know. I watched him get in his car and leave.” He stepped into the doorframe and lowered his voice. “I’m here to speak with you.”

“I… I don’t…”

“Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble. In fact, I’m here to get you out of trouble.”

“W-what do you mean? If I’m not in trouble, what trouble are you getting me out of?”

He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and offered it to her. “Your nose is bleeding. Do you want to talk about that trouble?”

She ignored his offer and covered her lip with the rag. “It’s nothing.”

“Julip, abuse is not nothing. I can offer you a way out.”

“Out of what? I live here.”

“This isn’t living. Why did he give you a bloody nose this time?”

“I-it was my fault. I should have kept out of his way and gotten my work done.”

He frowned and sighed, “That shouldn’t get you hurt. I can take you to a place where you won’t have to worry about getting hit again.”

She stepped back and tried to close the door again. “No, no. I’ve heard about others running away and being killed for it. I won’t do it.”

Trent stepped inside, “What will he do when he sees those sheets?”

Julip pulled the pillow covers away from her chest and looked at the spot of blood. “I-I can fix it. I can…”

“And what about the next thing that upsets him? What about the time that he gets so mad that he breaks your arm or kills you?”

“He would never do that.”

“Of course he wouldn’t mean to; he doesn’t want to break his property, but he also considers you replaceable, disposable.”

“I’m not…” She remembered Mr. Gordon’s threat from just a moment ago and wondered how serious he was about sending her to ‘worse’. He was good to her, but he was also bad, and she was scared of worse. She was also scared of not knowing where else she could go. What could this strange raccoon that was now watching her think offer her? “I don’t want to die.”
Trent smiled, “Then let’s get you out of here.”

She looked at the pillow covers on her arm then back into the house. “What about the kids?”
“They’re his kids, not yours. They’ll be okay.”
She stared at the covers again, trying to find the answer to her indecision.

He put his hand on her shoulder, “Julip, you are going to be okay, too.”

She looked at his hand, then at his face, “How do you know my name?”

He smiled comfortingly, “We’ve been planning this for a while. When you walk out this door, you’ll be safe with us until you’re free.”
Julip dropped the covers.

Trent pushed the door open and and ushered her out, closing the door behind her.
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“We’re not closed, are we?”
Rade jumped up and checked his watch, “No, of course not. Come on in. I didn’t realize it had gotten so late. I need to get to the hospital. Anje! I need to go!”
“We’re on the last door! Is anybody here?”

“Hey, Mr. M. Good morning, Nilla. What happened?”
“Hey,” Rade smiled in welcome as he shouted to his wife, “Tracy’s here!”
“Great, she can cover the front while we finish up back here!”

He took a breath as he recalled the night, “Somebody broke in last night looking for a runaway. Anje’s fixing the exam room doors with the insurance guy and the glass for the front door should be here before lunch. They trashed a bunch of supplies, but replacements should arrive the next two days. More staff will be here soon, right?”
“Any minute now, Mr. M.”
“Good. I need to get going. Watch out for her, will you?”

“Of course, Mr. M.”

“Stay safe.” Rade hurried out to his car.

“Well, Nilla, let’s get you checked in.” Tracy smiled to the old fennec fox morph and stepped behind the computer. “You’re early as usual. I’ll get you in here, then I’ll make some tea for us.” She finished at the computer and started around the counter when a rough looking morph stumbled into the doorframe, making her jump, “Oh! Are you okay?”
The dirty creature took a few steps in, then fell onto a chair.

Tracy hurried to help and got the matted morph seated. “What happened to you?”

The grubby guest looked up at her with bold brown eyes while still gasping for breath, “I… escaped.”

“Escaped?!” She looked out the door for anyone following, then toward the back, wondering what to do. She put the morph’s arm over her shoulders and helped them to stand again. “Come on, let’s get you in the back and out of sight. Nilla, I’ll be right back. Let me know if anyone comes in. Dr. Milwaí! Dr. Milwaí, we’ve got an urgent!” 
Anjela dashed out of the hall and darted around the counter to get under the morph’s other arm, “What happened?”

Tracy looked across the dirty fur at the doctor and whispered, “Escaped.”
“Oh, let’s go to room six in the back, then. I bet you’re the one they were looking for last night.”

The morph straightened and started to pull away.

“No, no, relax. They won’t be coming back here for a while. We filed a police report for the damage they did. They don’t want to show up here. You’re safe. Just come back here and rest while I check your injuries and we get you cleaned up.” She pushed the handle down, but the door didn’t open. She pulled it up and bumped the door open with her hip and a grunt.

As they helped the morph sit on the exam table, a man leaned in to examine the knob, “I’ll get this fixed quick, don’t worry. Is… is it alright?”
Anjela ushered him back to the hall and closed the door, “Thank you so much for your help, Chris. You have been amazing.”
“For what you do here, I can do more than press a few keys.”

“Right now, just check the other doors to make sure they’re right and save this one for later. Excuse me.” She hurried back to grab some supplies and filled a bucket with water then came back to the room.

Tracy was picking leaves and sticks out of the morph’s fur and putting them in a trash bag.

“Thank you, Tracy. Head back up front until the others get in then see if you can find some clothes. I’ll be back here for a while. See if Dr. Kansas can come in. I know his trip was canceled.”
“No problem, Dr. M.” Tracy put the bag by the door and left.

“Now, let’s see how you are doing. You seem to be breathing a bit better. Can you tell me your name?” She started brushing his fur around looking for wounds.
The morph leaned forward then looked up at the doctor, still gauging how much to trust her. A cough interrupted the first attempt to speak and the doctor quickly grabbed a paper cup and filled it from the sink to offer. After soothing a dry throat, it was easier to speak, and to trust, “Garin.”
“Nice to meet you, Garin. That sounds familiar. Have you been here before?”

Garin winced.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Yes, it looks like something jabbed you there and left a bit behind. Just a moment and I’ll get it out.” She opened a drawer to get what she needed and set them on the exam table. She opened a small bottle of peroxide and some sterile tweezers and paused to warn her patient, “This is going to sting.” She poured the peroxide over the wound and grabbed the thorn with the tweezers.
A surprised grunt was the only response as she pulled the invading barb free and rinsed the wound again with peroxide.
“You don’t seem to be very bad off, though these scars tell me that you’ve been through worse.”
Garin shifted uncomfortably.

The door opened and Tracy stuck her head in. “Phila and Tandy are both here, so I’m going to go around to the church to see if they have any clothes big enough. Oh, and Dr. Kansas said he’ll be in in a couple hours.”

“Before you go, would you check to see if Garin is in our system?”
“Sure thing, Dr. M.”

Anjela picked up the bag of debris as the door closed and continued collecting large pieces. “Why don’t you tell me how you got here, what you went through, so I can know where to look for injuries.”
Garin looked at her, then at the floor. “I had to stay hidden. They were looking for me. I hid in bushes and behind dumpsters. I ran fast when nobody was looking.” A pause in the story to look up at her again, “Do I have to go back?”

She stopped her grooming to be comforting, “No. I’m not going to make you go back. You’re safe now.”

Garin looked at the floor again. “Leaving was better than staying.”
The door opened again, “Dr. M? I found something.”

“What is it?”

Tracy beckoned the doctor out.

“I’ll be right back.” Dr. Milwaí patted Garin’s leg and slipped out the door. “What did you find?”

“There is a Garin in our system. He was reported stolen five years ago.”

“Stolen? Not runaway?”

“Yeah, stolen. The Karabiners used to own him and even offered a reward.”

“Oh! I remember them. They were good people. Yes, yes, they treated Garin like a son. Oh god, what has he been through?” Anjela took a breath and stared at the door as she tried not to imagine Garin’s last five years.

“What should we do?”

“Well, we need to keep him safe. And I need to contact the Karabiners. Get their info together on my desk. I’ll get him started washing and we’ll see where to go next.”
“Got it. Should I go get him clothes?”

“Oh, yes. He’ll need some. And let’s be quiet about this. If whoever had him overhears someone talking about him being found, they might come looking for him. Or worse, someone just trying to get a reward. So, don’t say who the clothes are for.”

“Of course.” Tracy winced slowly, “Do you really think someone might come here and try to take him by force?”
“After what happened last night, I would not be surprised.”
“Dr. M?”

Anjela turned around, “Yes, Tandy?”

“There’s someone here that wants to talk to you.”

“Already? I’ll be right there. Tracy, can you help Garin get cleaned up? Don’t push him, he’s been through a lot. Just get him anything he needs and keep him safe.” Dr. Milwaí sighed, “Okay, what’s next?”
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A shriek pierced the morning and the couple shot out of bed, rushing across the hall to their youngest daughter’s room. “Illia, are you okay?!”

“I’m awake, but she wouldn’t get out of bed to play with me!” The young girl pointed accusingly at the mouse morph cowering against the wall and clutching her bleeding arm.

“What did you do?” Her mother knelt down and began checking her over.

“I tried shaking her, but she just ignored me, so I poked her with my scissors. I’m fine, mom.” She swatted her mother’s hands away. “She’s the one that’s broken. I want a new one that will play with me.”
“That’s not how it works, sweetie. She’s part of the family, not a toy.”

Her father came back with a rag and wrapped it around the mouse girl’s arm. “Well, there’s blood on the carpet and the sheets and the wall and it’s not stopping. I think I’ll have to take her to that clinic they mentioned.”

“Good! Trade her in for another one.” Illia sneered at the injured morph.

Her father looked at his wife, “You get her cleaned up and I’ll take care of this. Come on, hurry up before you start dripping again.” He half dragged the mouse morph out of the room.
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“Where are my…? Oh, thank you, Pardu.” The man cleared his throat and took his keys from the old dog morph. “Now, are you ready?”
The aged canine took a breath and nodded slowly. 
“Alright, let’s go. I think I’m more nervous than you are.” He flipped the keys until the car key stuck out. “D’you want to drive?”
Pardu looked at him unamused.

“You’re right. We don’t need to risk that.” He opened the door and headed out to his car. He opened the car door and watched the dog morph lock up and walk down to get in the back seat, then got in and started the car. “We can still go back inside.” The unamused glare in the mirror was answer enough and he pulled into the road.
The houses passing by were soothing, but Pardu still struggled with the knots in his stomach. He knew he was supposed to be happy about this, but it terrified him. He was comfortable the way things were. Why did they need to change? He watched the houses change to stores and restaurants, then to closer buildings. It was like his world creeping in right when it was supposed to be opening up. 
“Hey Pardu. You know I love you, right?” He looked in the mirror at his passenger. “I’m really glad we made it to this. We retire together, right?”
Retiring was a nice idea, but it was the freedom that terrified him. He would still be staying in the house and still doing the same things, but he would no longer be owned. What did that even mean?
“There’s the office. We’ll park in the lot in the next block.” He looked in the mirror again. “Are you ready to finally do this?”

“Bern!” The next instant was sideways and upside down and loud and painful. Pardu waited for everything to stop moving, then opened his eyes. He expected to find his life draining away, keeping the chance of freedom just a breath short, but he was still breathing. “Bern?” He looked between the seats and tried to reach the boy he watched turn into a man and have boys of his own, but everything was twisted wrong. He could see blood and broken glass. He needed to help him, but he couldn’t move. All he could do was watch the life draining from the wrong person.
The car opened up. When the EMTs saw the morph, they left him and worked to free the driver. 

Pardu waited, nervously watching them work to save the life of his only family. He watched as they took him away.

Firemen came in next and pulled the morph out. Police officers asked questions, but he couldn’t find any answers. They picked him up and put him in the back of their police car.
The old dog stared at the upside-down car that had been taking him to his freedom as they drove away.
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“Ma’am, we’re looking for a runaway.”
Dr. Milwaí sighed, “All you will find here are staff and patients.”

“We have a picture here for you to show your staff.” The man handed her a page from a stack. “There’s a number for you to call if you see her.”
Anjela looked at the vixen on the page, “I haven’t seen her.”

“Just show this to your staff, ma’am, and call when you see her.” The man handed her another copy of the picture then turned and headed out the door.

Dr. Milwaí turned and stormed down the hall to her office to yell at the wall.

“Dr. M?”

She spun around, “If one more person calls me ma’am, I’m gonna…” she grunted her frustration then took a breath, “I’m sorry. What’s wrong?”

“It’s nothing bad. Nilla just wants to talk to you before she leaves.”

Anjela chuckled, “Well, I guess that’s one normal thing in this day. Tell her I’ll be right there.” She rubbed her face and put on a smile, then headed back up the hall.

“Excuse me. Is this the morph clinic?”

Dr. Milwaí stopped at the exam room door and looked past the counter to see a man leading a mouse morph in the door holding a bloody rag on her arm. “Tandy, get exam four ready. Come on in. We can take care of you.” She stepped out to usher the man and mouse past the counter and down the hall. “Hop up on the table and let’s get you cleaned up.”
The man stopped in the door, “If you’re going to be a while, my wife will come back later to pick her up.”

Tandy hurried to the door, “Sir, we need you to fill out some paperwork.”

“My wife will take care of that. I need to go.” He turned and left with no more consideration.
“Don’t worry about him, Tandy. Grab some more gauze while I start stitching this up.” Dr. Milwaí cleaned the mouse girl’s arm and noticed her shivering. “Hey, just breathe. You’re going to be just fine. What’s your name?”
The mouse watched the doctor washing her arm and swallowed, “K-Kamie.”
“Nice to meet you, Kamie. How did this happen?”

Kamie looked away.

“Okay. Just relax. This is going to sting. Try to hold still.” Dr. Milwaí carefully put four stitches to close the gash. “There. We’ll wrap it up and you’ll be just fine. Thanks, Tandy.” She took some gauze to cover the stitches, then wrapped the young mouse’s arm. “Now, since that man didn’t stay, why don’t you help Tandy fill out your paperwork. Just tell her everything you can remember and relax. You’re safe here.” She smiled and rubbed the mouse’s back, then nodded to Tandy as she left and closed the door. 
“Dr. M, the new door is here.”

“Finally, some good news.”

“He said it should take less than an hour to get it installed, swap the locks, and make sure it works with the security system.”
“That’s great. It looks like we’re getting backed up with all these urgents this morning. Have you heard from Dr. Kansas?”

“He’s grabbing his coat from the office.”

“Wonderful. Hey, Phila, check to see if we have a mouse named Kamie in our system.” She noticed a police car pull up out front and the officers got out. “Oh great, what now?” She felt a hand on her shoulder and turned.

Dr. Kansas smiled as he walked past her, “I’ll take care of this. You work on getting us back on schedule.”

Anjela smiled and sighed in relief, “Thanks, Ray.” She watched him head around the counter to meet the police and the dog morph they were pulling out of their car then headed for exam one. 
“Dr. M?”

She took a breath, “Yes, Tandy?”
“Um, Kamie said her owners’ daughter stabbed her.”
“Really?” Angela groaned, “Alright, well, we can’t let her go back until we can be sure that won’t happen again. Keep her in the room and let me know when someone comes for her.”
“Of course, Dr. M.” Tandy went back to exam four.
“Dr. M?”

Angela turned as Dr. Kansas led the police with the dog morph by to exam three, “Yes, Tracy?”

“Garin would like to talk to you.”
“Oh? Glad he’s feeling better. I’ll be right there.” She walked up to the counter, “Hey, Phila. What’s happening with Dr. Kansas?”
“The police brought a dog morph that was in a car accident. His owner is in critical condition at the hospital and he’s not speaking. The police want us to get him to tell them what happened.”
Anjela sighed, “I hope his owner pulls through. Let me know how it goes.” Dr. Milwaí took another calming breath and stepped up to the counter to address the growing crowd in the waiting room, “I’m sorry for the delays, everyone. We’ve had a few urgent cases that are pushing things back. Just be patient and we’ll be with you as soon as we can.”
A grey tabby cat morph laughed, “That’s why we’re called patients.”
“Yes, Gary,” Anjela smirked and patted Phila’s shoulder as she headed back down the hall to exam six. She opened the door to find Tracy talking with a bright orange tiger morph. “Wow! When you came in, you were such a mess, I couldn’t even tell what species you were.”
Tracy chuckled, “Yeah, I took a muddy morph back to the shower and brought back this bright cat.”
“Thank you, Tracy. Could you go out and help with the waiting room?”

“Sure.” She gave the tiger a shy smile as she left.
“Are you feeling better?”

Garin nodded, “Thank you.”

“You had quite a night. What happened?”
The tiger looked away for a moment, “I just got tired of it. I couldn’t fight when they took me, so I did what I was told, hoping they would let me go home, but they never did. I stopped asking after a while, but I asked again yesterday, and they laughed at me and told me I had no other home to go back to. I didn’t believe them. I had to make sure my family was okay. I covered myself in mud to hide while I ran. I thought I had gone far enough, then they drove up and spotted me. It was hard to stay hidden and I think one spotted me, but he didn’t do anything. I was heading home, but then I recognized the clinic’s sign and saw the broken door. Honestly, I was more worried that something had happened here than thinking about getting help.”
Dr. Milwaí patted his arm, “They came looking for you before you got here.”
“I’m sorry about all this.”

“It’s fine. It’s why we have insurance. I’m just glad they didn’t find you.”
Garin sighed, “Do you know if my moms’ okay?”
Anjela smiled, “We left a message for the Karabiners. They should be fine. I’ll let you know when we hear back from them. You’re welcome to wait here until then. You’re safe here.”
“Thank you again. I remembered you being nice, but… Really, thank you.” The tiger smiled.
Anjela smiled back, “You just rest in here. Let us know if you need anything.”
As she stepped back into the hall, Phila caught her, “Dr. M, you need to come up front.”
“What’s wrong?” She followed Phila to the counter and found a well-dressed raccoon waiting with a scared looking deer holding a bloody rag to her nose.
“Are you the doctor? I believe Ms. Cape called ahead.”

“Oh, no. Not today.” Angela groaned. “Well, come on back and let’s get that nose taken care of. Phila, put them in exam five, please. I’ll be right there.” She watched them go down the hall and turned toward exam one when her phone rang. She checked first and saw her husband, so she answered, “Hey, we’re having a busy day today.”
“Yeah, I’m calling about one of your patients. We got a car crash victim that was in bad shape. He was conscious for a moment and was asking about a dog morph that was in the back seat. I’m hoping he made it to you.”
“Yeah, Dr. Kansas is with him and a couple officers.”
“Unfortunately, the man didn’t make it.”
“Oh, no!”

“Yeah. I’m hoping your dog morph doesn’t get blamed for it.”
“Why would he?”

“I don’t know, but the police sounded suspicious of him. Be careful.”
“I’ll check with Ray.”
“Well, don’t go jumping in front of a bullet. A lot of people still need you.”
“If he’s innocent, then I shouldn’t have to, right?”

“Anje.”
“I know. I’ll be careful.”

“I love you.”
“I love you, too.” She hung up and looked at the door to exam three then turned back to exam one.
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“There’s starting to be too many people. Even if we find him, catching him will make a scene and somebody will call the police.” Kent grabbed Carl’s arm.
Carl stopped and spun around, “I am not going back empty handed. You wanna tell yer uncle you give up, go right ahead. I’m gonna find this throp, beat him till he knows better, then bring Martin an obedient little pussy cat.”

“You know he doesn’t like you calling him Martin, and he won’t be happy if you damage that morph. It’s not even his.”

“Sometimes a throp’s just gotta get beat and Mr. Kanaber can suck my left nut. He ain’t no better than me. I’s got more sense than to let a throp escape in the first place. If it were up ta me, they’d all be in chains and wouldn’t be gettin any fancy food. We’d have ‘em sold already and I’d be eatin good.”
Kent looked warily at the people passing by that were watching Carl’s rant.
“If your family wants to jerk around with makin em pretty, first, this is what happens. Maybe I’ll just find this dumb throp and sell im myself.” He shoved Kent’s chest. “What do you think about that?”
“I think you’re too dumb for your own good.”
“Wha’d you say?!”
“I say I’m going back to the clinic for another look now that there are people there to try to hide him.” Kent shook his head as he turned around to head back.
“I’m sick of you callin me dumb! If you’re so smart, you wouldn’t be gettin hit.” Carl punched Kent in the back of the head.
Kent fell to the sidewalk on his hands and knees then grunted and fell on his face when Carl’s foot connected with his balls.
Carl continued to kick Kent’s legs and arms, “How’s that smart? Here s’more smarts. How ‘bout I knock some sense inta ya. A li’l brain massage with mah boot might get ya straightened out.” Carl stomped Kent’s arm away from his face and pulled back to kick when a man shoved him off balance.
“Enough. I called the cops and they’re on their way.”
“What the fuck?! Why don’t you mind your own fuckin business? Or do you want some of this, too?” Carl thumped his fist against his chest. “Back the fuck off or I’ll put you down, too.”
Kent rolled over and scooted away as quickly as he could while Carl was distracted.
“I don’t want to fight you, but I can’t let you keep hurting him.”
“And what’re ya gonna do about it? Ya stuck yer nose in and now it’s bout to get broke. What’cha gonna do?”
The man stepped back and kept his hands up then smiled, “I just thought I might keep you distracted until the cops showed up.”
Carl looked back to see a police car pulling up and two cops getting out. “Oh, shit.” He shoved the hero to the sidewalk and stomped on his chest as he took off, pursued by the police as another car pulled up. 
A woman holding her phone up to film the altercation knelt beside Kent, “Are you okay?”
Kent groaned and started to get up, “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”
“You don’t look fine. Just sit right there until the ambulance gets here.”
“No, really, I’m…” He groaned again and gave up as a police officer squatted in front of him.
“You were attacked?”

“It’s fine. He’s… He works with me and we had a little disagreement. I don’t want to press any charges.”
“That’s no longer an option since he attacked someone else. Why don’t you tell me what happened.”
Kent groaned, “It was nothing, really. Just a disagreement.”
The woman shook her phone at Kent, “Don’t you dismiss it. I heard the whole thing. He was going to beat your morph and you stood up to him.”
The police officer held up her hand, “Ma’am, please step back and let me get this man’s statement.” 
The woman took a step back indignantly.
“So, you hit him?”

Kent shook his head.

“Not once.” The woman pointed with her phone. “This brave boy kept his cool and even tried walking away, but the…”
“Ma’am, please step back. We will get your statement in a moment. Let me get his version first.”
The woman put her hands up and turned around to take a few more steps away, then turned back to watch.

“So, you were having a disagreement about a morph and you started to walk away? Who hit first?”
Kent looked at the officer and sighed in resignation. “I was hit in the back of the head and fell down and then he started kicking me. Like I said, I’m fine, so it’s fine.”
“When did the other victim get involved?”
“I don’t know. Carl stopped kicking me and started shouting at somebody else, so I crawled over here.”
“Do you know the other victim?”
“No… I don’t know, I still haven’t seen him.”
“And what is Carl’s last name?”

Kent grunted, “I don’t know. He’s a jerk, so I never asked.”
An EMT put down his bag as he knelt beside Kent. “What happened here?”
“He was knocked down and kicked repeatedly. Sir, here’s my card if you change your mind or think of anything else.” The officer stood up and took a deep breath as she walked away, “Okay, ma’am, let’s get your view.”
The EMT started looking for injuries, but Kent tried to shake him off, “I’m fine… OW!”
“Maybe not as fine as you thought? Let me take a look. Where did you get kicked?”
“Mostly just arms and legs, but the first one was in the balls.”

The EMT chuckled as he started pressing his thumb on Kent’s elbow and working down his arm, “Well, I won’t examine those out here. You can check with your regular doctor, especially if you start peeing blood.” He switched to Kent’s left arm.
“Yeah, I think that might… Crap!”
“It hurts there?”

Kent nodded with a groan.

“I’ll put a splint on it and we can get it x-rayed. Let’s check your legs before we go.” He pushed Kent’s pant leg up and worked his thumbs up his shin to his knee.
Kent tried to hide his wince, but the EMT noticed and pressed on the sides of his knee and Kent gave a grunt.
“Yeah, it looks like we’ve got something here, too. We’ll take you in for some imaging. Hey, Drake, how’s the other guy?”
Kent looked up as he noticed the other uniformed EMT standing beside him and the first one pulled a splint from his bag.
“Ambulatory, but his chest got stomped on, so I’m thinking imaging for rib fractures, to be safe.”
“We should probably board him so nothing punctures.” 
“Good idea. Your guy first?”
“Yep, grab the short seat.”

“Be right back.”
Kent sighed, “I can walk.”
“But you’re not going to.” The EMT finished applying the splint and put a finger on Kent’s shoulder to keep him down. “We’re here now, so you just relax and let us do our jobs.”
Kent scowled as Drake dropped a small board with handles behind him.
“Alright, here we go.” The two EMTs got under Kent’s arms to lift him enough to slide the board under his butt, then lifted the handles and carried him to the ambulance while a few people clapped. They helped him get in the front seat. “Buckle up and relax. We’ll get your friend in the back and be on our way.”
Kent stared down the road through the windshield as he considered that the stranger acted more like a friend than most of his family. Even the morphs he took care of were nicer than his mother. 
The back doors slamming pulled him out of his contemplation and Drake hopped into the driver’s seat then his partner knocked on the ceiling, “Let’s go.”
(((
An insistent knock came from the back hall.
Dr. Milwaí reluctantly turned away from exam one headed back to check it out. 
The knocking came from the emergency exit.
She put in her key to unlock the alarm and opened the door to find the vixen morph from the flyers.
“Doc, I need your help.”
“Alice, they’re looking for you.” She pulled the vixen inside and shut the door.
“I know. They think I hurt Kerry, but I didn’t.”
“Alright, let’s go to my office.” Anjela glanced down the hall as she hurried the vixen to her office and shut the door. “What happened?”
Alice sat down on the sofa, “I came downstairs, and she was upside down and Nancy came in and started screaming and said I killed her, and she called the police, and I just ran.”
“She was just upside down? Are you sure she was dead?”
“She wasn’t moving the whole time Nancy was screaming.” Alice shook her hands frantically. “I don’t know what to do.”
“Well, first thing is you’re going to breathe and calm down so you can think clearly.”
“Calm down?”

“Yes, calm, so we can sort this out.”
Alice took a deep breath and forced herself to sit still.
“Stay here for a bit. They came by earlier, so they probably won’t look here again. I’ve got to tend to some other patients, but I’ll try to find out what is going on with Kerry.” Dr. Milwaí put her hand on Alice’s shoulder comfortingly then headed back to the hall.
The officers stepped out of exam 3 followed by Dr. Kansas. He nodded as they thanked him and left, then turned back to beckon Dr. Milwaí closer. “So, Pardu in here was in a car crash. Apparently, his owner ran a light, and they were t-boned, flipped over. The other driver died on the scene and his owner was rushed to the hospital. The police were thinking the morph may have done something to cause the crash, but it was pretty clear he was broken up about his master getting hurt. He’s no killer.”
“Raymond, Rade called and told me his master died.”
“Oh, is he a killer then?”

“No, Ray. But he is alone now.”
“Ah. Right.” Dr. Kansas looked at the door, “So what are we going to do with him?”
“I don’t know yet. Just let him rest in there for a while.”
“We’re running out of exam rooms.”
Anjela groaned, “I know. Let’s do what we can and try to get this mess of a day straightened out. Nilla is still waiting in one to talk to me before she leaves. You can use two to work on clearing the waiting room. The dog from the car crash is in three, a mouse that might not be safe at home is in four, a Free Morph is in five with a rescue, another runaway that was actually kidnapped years ago is in six, and another runaway is in the office. I think we need to call for a van.”
“They usually like some notice.”
“Yeah, so would I, but we’ve been overwhelmed today.” She sighed, “Just so much happening at once.”
“Then we better get moving. I’ll go pick a patient from the lobby for exam two.”
“And I’ll call for the van, then get Nilla on her way home.”
“Have Tracy call for the van, she’s done it before.”
Anjela sighed, “Yeah. Let’s get moving.” She caught Tracy at the counter and gave her her mission then headed for exam one. She paused at the door, half expecting something to interrupt her, then opened it.
The old fennec looked up at the doctor coming in.

“How are you today, Nilla? It looks like everything checked out okay today. You’re one of my best patients; you keep yourself healthy and always keep your appointments.”

The fennec wrote on the pad she was holding and showed it to the doctor: I’m scared.

“What are you scared about, Nilla?”

She wrote more on the pad: Hen wouldn’t wake up this morning before I left.

“Is she okay? I know you have been with her for a long time.”

Nilla wrote: I’m scared she might be dead.

“Did you call 911? Why didn’t you say anything sooner?”

Nilla wrote: She told me to only trust you when she was gone.

Anjela covered her mouth as she realized the situation.

The fennec patted the pad for attention then spoke in a raspy whisper, “Pase hep mae.”

Anjela gasped in surprise, “Of course I’ll help you. Just-Just wait here while I figure out what to do next.” She left and closed the door, then stared at it as she remembered her friend, Henrietta.
“Dr. M?”
She caught her breath, “Yes, Tracy?”
“The van will be here in three hours.”
“Oh? That’s sooner than I thought. Thank you, Tracy. Now, I need you to do something else for me.”

“Of course, Dr. M.”

“I need you to call the police to do a wellness check on Henrietta Klaus. She’s…”

“Nilla?” Tracy gasped.

“Yes. Nilla is worried about her. Just have them check and let me know.”

“Absolutely.” Tracy turned and headed for the counter.
Anjela sighed and touched the door for exam one. She looked up as Dr. Kansas came out of exam two and smiled at her on his way to the counter. She walked to exam three and slipped inside. “Hi, I’m Dr. Milwaí. How are you doing?”
The old dog morph looked up with tired eyes.
“I heard that you were in a car wreck and your owner was hurt bad. Do you want to tell me what happened?”
Pardu sighed, “Is Bernie okay?”
Anjela frowned, “I’m sorry. I’ve been told that he didn’t make it.”
The old dog leaned over and sobbed.
“I’m so sorry. Was he your friend?”
Pardu looked up at her, “He wasn’t a friend. I raised him. I raised his kids. I know their kids as family. We were going to the courthouse to file the papers for my freedom. He always told me that when he retires, so do I. Now he’s dead and I’m still alive. I’m too old to do any more. Why didn’t I die? He should have lived.”
Anjela put her arm around him, “It’s not your fault. You’re going to be okay. Do you know anything about his final wishes?”
The dog lifted his head, “His will? I… I don’t think he updated it in years.”
“Do you know if he included your freedom?”
Pardu sniffled, “I have no idea.”
“Don’t worry. Even if he didn’t, we can connect you with the Free Morphs project and get you someplace where you’re free.”
He looked down again, “But I would never see my family.”
Anjela sighed, “That would be the downside, yes. How do they feel about morph freedom?”
Pardu shifted uncomfortably, “Most of them treat me like family, except his oldest son. He thinks it’s unprofessional.”
“What’s unprofessional about treating people well?”
“Gant is a police officer. The law says morphs are property. He can’t be seen treating me as a person.”
Anjela shakes her head, “The laws will change someday. For now, we will do what we can to help you get the freedom Bernie wanted for you. Do you have a way for us to contact your family?”
He nodded and pulled a phone from his pocket, then stared at the picture of a younger version of himself and Bern.
“Do you want us to call them for you?”

He shook his head, “No, they should hear this from me.”
“Do you need me to stay with you?”

He shook his head again.
“Alright. I’ll come back in a bit to see how you are doing.” Dr Milwaí rubbed the old dog’s arm then left. She took a breath then slipped into exam four. “Hey, Kamie. How’s your arm?”
The mouse was laying on the exam table staring at the wall, “It still hurts.”
“I was told that the girl you live with did this. Can you tell me why?”
“I don’t know. She said she was trying to wake me up. Maybe I shouldn’t have been sleeping.”
“You have to sleep sometime, Kamie. There is no reason for her to stab you.”
“She doesn’t need a reason. She’s the human and I’m not.”
“She shouldn’t be stabbing anyone. I will have a talk with her and her parents about it.”
“Doesn’t matter. She doesn’t want me anyway. They’re going to sell me, and I’ll get worse.”
“You don’t know that. There are lots of good people in the world.”
“But ‘good’ people don’t buy used, damaged morph girls. The people that do are not ‘good’ people.”
“Maybe they won’t sell you.”
“And maybe Illia will kill me.”
“Why would she do that?”

Kamie propped herself up to look at the doctor, “You don’t know all the things she does to me. My tail used to be longer, but she cut the end off because she wanted to see what was inside. She wanted to make my ears smaller, and I ran away from her, but her father beat me and told me to ‘play nice’ with her. She wanted me to bite her so she could stay home from school, but I wouldn’t, so she bit me, and her mother punished me for letting her. If she doesn’t kill me soon, I might runaway to make them kill me.”
Anjela smiled slyly, “What if you ran away and they didn’t kill you?”
“That’s what they do to morphs that runaway.”
“Only if they catch you.”

“I’d let them catch me.”

“Kamie, there is a group that helps morphs get out of situations like you are in. They take them to places where morphs are free and help them live their own lives.”
“That’s a fantasy.”
“No, it’s not. They’re here right now. They brought another morph that was injured for me to help before they leave. They can take you with them.”
“But,” Kamie sat up. “They’re… It’s… Th-They’d take me?”
“I’m sure they would. I’m going to talk to them now. Would you like me to ask?”
The mouse looked around as she dared to believe the possibility.
“Kamie?”

“Yeah. Ask them if I can go, too.”
“Alright. You just sit right here, and I’ll go talk to them.” Anje patted her hand then left.
“Dr. M.”
“Yes, Phila?”

“The couple in exam five would like to speak with you.”

“I was headed there next. Was the doe’s nose taken care of?”
“Yes, Dr. M.”

“How is Dr. Kansas doing with the regular appointments?”
“We’re getting through them quickly, considering we only have one exam room.”
Dr. Milwaí sighed, “I’m working on that. Thank you for all you are doing.”
Phila smiled, “It’s my job.”

“Well, thank Dr. Kansas for coming in, then.”
Phila noded and headed back to the counter.

Dr. Milwaí slipped into exam five. 
“Hey, doc. Looks like you’re pretty busy today.” The raccoon offered his hand, “I’m Trent Lyra and this is Julip.”
Anjela shook his hand, “And you’re from the Free Morph project.”
Trent looked around nervously.
“It’s safe to talk in here.”
“You can never be too careful. Anyway, thank you for taking care of Julip’s nose. It was an unfortunate incident that happened before I could intervene.”
“You confronted her owner?”
Trent chuckled, “No, that has proven to be a dangerous method. And since I can’t purchase their freedom, being a morph myself, I prefer to help them simply disappear. No arguments, just happy endings.”
Anjela smirked, “Well, your ride should be here in a couple hours. I wasn’t expecting you today and you have a few more unexpected passengers joining you. I assume you can make arrangements for them as quickly as you expected me to?”
“I’m sorry about dropping in on you like that. This was just going to be a quick stop on the way to our ride. I didn’t expect you to call for one.”
“I guess that’s the problem with a secret mission, you can’t tell people what you’re doing.”
“True. I will make some calls. Can you tell me who will be joining us?”
“Well, we need to free up this exam room, so I will let you use my office and meet them yourself. If you will follow me.” She opened the door and led them down the hall and around to her office. “Alice, this is Trent Lyra with the Free Morph project. He’s passing through while taking Julip here to freedom. I still haven’t heard anything about Nancy and Kerry, but this could be an option for you. I’ll let him tell you about the project. I’ll be right back.” She closed the office door and hurried to exam six. “Hello again, Garin. I have some people I think you should meet. We’re still waiting to hear from the Karabiners, but this can help pass the time.”
The tiger nodded and hopped up from the exam table, then followed the doctor to her office.
“Everyone, this is Garin. Here we have Trent Lyra of the Free Morph project with Julip and Alice. There are a couple more I’d like to bring to this party, so I’ll be back again.” She closed the door behind Garin and returned to exam four. “Pardu, would you follow me? There are some people that I would like you to meet.”
The old dog nodded and followed sullenly.
“This is Pardu. I’ll be right back.” She nodded to the old dog, “Go on in, they’re friends.” She closed the door behind him and went to exam three. “Kamie, could you come with me?”
“Why?” The mouse was curled up in a chair.
“So you can meet my friends that can help you.”

Kamie looked up, “That’s real? You weren’t just trying to get me to not runaway?”
Anjela smirked, “Actually, I’m trying to get you to runaway, but with them, so you will be safe.”
Kamie looked around as she considered it then got up, “Okay. Where are they?”
“Come on down to my office.” She ushered the mouse out and down the hall. “This is Kamie. She is also in a bad situation. Now, as Trent can explain in more detail, the Free Morph project that he is part of does more than just runawaying morphs to freedom. Each of your situations is unique, but you could all benefit from the project’s services. Kamie is a child companion in a highly abusive home. Julip is a servant who has suffered abuse, as well. Pardu was with a nice family that was prepared to free him, but his owner recently died before doing so. Garin was with a nice family but was kidnapped five years ago until he recently escaped. Alice is accused of hurting a human. Each of you faces situations that the Free Morph project can help with. A van will be arriving soon that can take you to people that can help or even on to freedom. It’s your choice.” She paused a moment then continued, “Talk with Trent while you wait. I just thought of someone else that could benefit.” She shook her finger as she left again and hurried to the counter. “Phila, have we heard anything about Henrietta for Nilla or the Karabiners for Garin or Kerry Banker for Alice or anyone looking for Kamie?”
“Um,” Phila grabbed the phone message pad. “No, there’s just a call from the insurance guy. He wanted to know if the doors were okay and if there is anything else we need. I told him you were busy and would get back to him.”
“Okay, I will later. But could you call to see if the police checked on Henrietta Klaus and…”
Phila quickly wrote as she echoed the instructions, “Ask police about Henrietta Klaus.”
“Call the Karabiners again to tell them Garin is here.”
“Karabiners – Garin is here.”
“Check Alice’s records and call to find out about Kerry Banker.”
“Alice – Kerry Banker.”

“And let me know if anyone comes looking for Kamie, but don’t call. This will be so much easier if they are just abandoning her.”
“Got it. Anything else?”
Anjela rubbed her face. “Yeah, I’ve been running nonstop since midnight. Could you find me some coffee before I hang myself an adrenaline drip?”
“Sure thing, Dr. M. You’re just amazing.”
She put her hand on Phila’s shoulder. “I couldn’t do it without the rest of you. Thank you. Looks like the waiting room has calmed down.”
“Yeah, I think we’re down to our normal level of overwhelmed.”

Anjela patted Phila’s arm then headed for exam one. 
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Kent stared impatiently at the door, waiting for somebody to come back. He jumped when his phone rang and answered it.

“Where are you?! You’re supposed to be out there finding that morph.”

“I’m at the hospital.”
“What are you doing there? I just got a call from Carl that he needs to be bailed out from jail. What did you to get into?”
Kent groaned, “Carl flipped out about finding the morph and attacked me.”
“So you called the cops on him?”

“I didn’t, he attacked some other guy that tried to stop him.”
“You two idiots are gonna run me to an early grave. Get out of there and go get Carl, then the two of you go find that morph. We can’t afford for him to find someone to tell about us.”
“I have to wait for the doctor to find out if something’s broken.”
“Nothing’s broken, you wuss. Get out there find that morph.”
Kent sighed, “Fine. I’ll be right there.” He hung up and dropped his phone on his chest to rub his face.
The door opened and a doctor walked in, “Afternoon, Mr. Tanner. It looks like you do have a hairline fracture in your ulna, so we will get you something more permanent than that splint, but you should be fine in a few weeks. There doesn’t appear to be any serious damage to your knee, just some fluid buildup, maybe a little micro-tearing that wouldn’t show on our equipment. We could schedule you to get it drained or just wrap it up for you and let your body take care of itself. What do you think?”
Kent stared at his knee, “Just wrap it up. I need to get out of here.”
“Are you sure? It is going to be very tender for quite a while. You will need to stay off it until it heals.”
Kent groaned, “How long would it take to drain it?”
The doctor tapped at the digital pad he was carrying, “Well, your injury isn’t life threatening, so it could take a few hours before we could get to it.”
Kent contemplated the pros and cons of telling his uncle he can’t walk for weeks or the rest of the day. Both would make him furious and he wouldn't accept either. “I'm kind of in a position where I can't miss work. There's something urgent going on right now.”
“The surgery would have the quickest recovery time. In either case, I can get you a brace to help stabilize and protect it and some crutches, but you need to stay off of it as much as possible.”
His phone chirped and he looked: [Avl?] He grunted in frustration, “Not a good time, Yawner.”
The doctor raised his eyebrows, “I’ll see what I can do about getting you moved up the list, but I can't guarantee anything. Do you want to do the surgery?”
Kent sent his reply: [At ER. Out soon.]  “I don't think I can. There's a lot going on right now that I need to get back to.”
“Okay, we’ll get it wrapped and get you that brace and crutches, as well as the cast for your arm. Should get you out in about an hour.” The doctor turned for the door.
Kent checked the response: [Srs? Drv?] “Hey doc? Can I drive?”
The doctor turned back with a smirk, “Could you drive before? Sorry, old joke. Since it's your left knee, that could be the best way to stay off it. As long as that's all you’re doing. No lifting and loading. Use the crutches when you get out.”
“Sounds good. Can I come back tomorrow for the surgery?” He smiled and replied to the text with a thumbs up.
“The sooner the better. You could come back later tonight, but I won't be here. You would just…” he looked at the tablet in his hand. “Huh. Well, lucky you. I put your surgery in just in case and someone has already picked it up. If you’re still interested, it would only keep you here a little longer.”
“How much longer?”

“Well, we get your arm taken care of first and prep you for surgery, get your knee drained, add some anti-biotic gel, get you cleaned up, and should be done in two, two and a half hours.”

“You said it would be a few hours before.”

“That was just to get on the board, but you’re there now, so we skipped that part.”

Kent considered the timing and the pain starting to come back. “Okay, let’s do this.”
“Great. I’ll send someone in to get things going.” The doctor smiled and left.

Kent smirked, then quickly sent another message: [need a few hours] 
