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     The fox stood in the shadows behind a pile of broken wooden pallets and watched the elderly lion walk into the alley.  The lion no longer had much of a mane.  His once tawny fur was peppered with gray and wrinkles lined his eyes and nose.   
     He was far beyond his prime.

     The fox smiled as the lion stood in the middle of the alley, removed a handkerchief from his pocket, and covered his nose.  
     Garbage spilled out of the dumpster to the lion’s right and onto the ground.  The summer night’s heat caused the garbage to fester and a stench—like that of two week old meat, chewed up and regurgitated—permeated the air.  In fact, the fox himself had nose plugs in. 

      “Okay, Maximilian!” said the lion.  “I’m here! Where are you?”
     Max stepped out of the shadows and into the lion’s sight.  “Here I am.  I just wanted to make sure you were alone.”

     The lion narrowed his eyes and bared his teeth.  “Why wouldn’t I be alone?  Do you have the pictures?”

     “Right here,” Max said, raising a manila envelope.   

     The lion snatched it from him and glared at him through the corner of his eyes.  “And the negatives?”

     “They’re in there,” Max said.

     “And I suppose you’ll want some compensation for this?” said the lion.

     Max glanced over the lion’s shoulder as he saw a dark figure race by on the street.  “Not at all, Minister.  My only interest is to protect your reputation.  I have no need for blackmail.”

     The lion narrowed his eyes.  “Am I supposed to believe that?”

     “But it’s true!”  A gray vixen with raven hair stepped out of the shadows and stood beside Max.  “When Max found out about those pictures, he went nuts trying to track them down.”

     “I couldn’t let this scandal ruin the Minister of Defense’s office,” Max said.

     The lion’s eyes widened and he stared at Celeste and pointed.  “Who is that?”

     “Her?” Max said, pointing over his shoulder.  “That’s just Celeste, my assistant.  I don’t travel anywhere without her.”  He snickered and looked at her.  “One could say she has my whole life on that little cell phone of hers.”

     Celeste smiled and waved at the lion.

     The lion gazed at her.  A smile came to his face. 

     “In any case,” Max said.  “At the risk of sounding . . . suspicious . . . I must say that this wouldn’t have happened if you had my company’s security systems in your home.”

     The lion sneered.  “Yes, I am certain of that.”

     “May I be so bold as to stop by tomorrow morning and personally inspect your home and give you an estimate?” Max asked.
     The Minister of Defense glared at Max and then glanced at Celeste.  
     “I promise our security systems will prevent something like this from ever happening again.  They’re just that good,” Celeste said.  She tilted her head and smiled at him again.
     A smile came to the Minister’s face.  He turned toward Max.  “Very well, Maximilian.  Nine o’ clock.”
     “Very good.  Celeste, let’s go.”  Max bowed to the lion.  “I bid you good night, Minister.”

     Max walked out of the alley and onto the street.  The road was empty at this time of night, and Max could hear his and Celeste’s footsteps on the concrete.
     “He was nice,” Celeste said, removing her cell phone from her belt.

     Max looked over his shoulder and saw the Minister walk to his car.  It was parked in a metered parking space just outside of the alley. 

     Max shook his head.  It seemed the Minister was not used to secret, late night meetings.  “Celeste, I need you to put that meeting on my schedule.  It’s very important that meeting be documented.”

     Celeste tapped on her phone’s screen.  “I’m saving it to the complex’s computer now.”

     “Good,” Max said as he heard the Minister start his car.  He looked over his shoulder as the Minister drove down the street.  “Do me a favor, Celeste.  Stand in front of me.”

     Celeste raised her eyebrow and stepped in front of him.  “Like this?”

     Before Max could answer a blast reverberated through the air, pounding on his eardrums.  With it came a blast of wind and heat that rushed over them.  The street was bathed in an orange light. 
     Celeste fell to the ground and looked up at Max with her eyes open and her pupils wide.  “Max, what was that?”

     Max had to concentrate to keep from smiling.  “It sounded like an explosion.” 
     Celeste got to her feet and looked down the street.  “Oh, no!  Max, I think that was the Minister’s car!”

     Max turned and looked down the street.  A large fireball stood where a car used to be.  “Stay here, Celeste.”  He took off down the street and called over his shoulder.  “And call the police!”

     He dashed down the street.  People had come out of their homes with the sound of the explosion and stood gaping at the wreckage.  Max dashed past them and ran toward the wreckage.  

     All that remained of the Minister’s car was a bunch of twisted, melted metal, now engulfed in flames.  Black smoke rose to the sky and tinged the moon a reddish brown. 
     Heat blasted Max in the face and singed his whiskers.  He couldn’t get within thirty feet of the car.
     There was no way anyone could have survived that explosion.
     Max smiled.  Just the way he planned it.
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