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XII — Across the g/obe

Kalen opened the door to his mothers' house and entered. He was glad to be home.
Somehow, this place would always be home, no matter where he had his official
residence, but in truth, he suspecte(l, many children felt like that. Adults of ﬁ{'ty would
still say they were 'going home" to visit their parents. That pro]oal)ly didn't end until
those parents ended up in nursing homes. Proljably because nursing homes weren't reaﬂy

homes. They were simply places to pass time, waiting for Death to come.

That was probably too grim, he 12new, but the fact remained that this was his home and
always would be.

[t was getting obvious that ]aclzsonviﬂe would miss the playogs. They were six and six
and still had a shot at a trip to the post-season, but that would require them winning
their last four games, and considering that three out of those four were against
postseason teams from a year ago, none of whom seemed to have lost their eclge, there

was little chance it would work out.

He would have liked to take the team to the postseason. If for no other reason than to
truly stick it to the ownership for £iring him, but at least he knew he was not to blame for
his team's troubles. He, at 1east, had done his share, and then some.

Twenty five touchdown passes. Another four rushing touchdowns ... and he would
almost cer’cainly break the magical barrier of four thousand passing yarcls. He needed 1ess



than two hundred passing yards on average for the last four games. [t was deﬁnitely
doable. He'd made the best possible sales pitch for himself this season and he wasn't quite
as worried as he once had been about his future career. Those were numbers someone
would piclz up on and he would have a jo]o next year for sure. If he was luclzy ... he migh’c
even get a starting jol) in a different ballclub.

He slipped his feet into a pair of hoof-covers and hung up his jaclzet in the hall. Tt was
funny, reauy. There was still a pair of hoof-covers in his size on the shoe-rack. So to his
mo’chers, this was clearly his home as well.

It was home because they were here. His childhood had been spent upstairs at the store,
back when it was a one-story place. When his mothers had moved here, this place had

become "home". It was not a matter of 1ocation, but of content.

Stopping l)y a mirror to make sure he didn't look too disheveled when going upstairs, he
took a moment to take in the scent of the place. Neither of his mothers were par‘cicularly
fastidious about dusting off, so there was a slight scent of dust in the air. And cinnamon.
The house always smelled of cinnamon. Anyway, the place wasn't dir’ty, but it was lived in
and it felt like the kind of place where he could kick up his hooves and not get told off
for it. House & Garden would no doubt hate the place. The only room that followed any
kind of decorating rule-set was the (J.rawing room. Everything else was a hodge-podge of
styles.

"MOM?" he called out. "EITHER OF YOU!?"

YOhIli answered. They were aware }18 was coming, O£ course, and }18 coul(l smeu tea and

freshly })alzed Lread.

Bouncling up the stairs , he made it to the first floor and took a look around. Yep ...
everyt}ling looked just as it always had.

"Gabrielle will be back as soon as she can disentangle herself from the press," Yohni said
from the kitchen. "She's been busy all clay. [ swear, even I had to go home early. Can you
imagine that? Respec’ca]:)le California newspapers coming to my shop to get a comment?
Just because she managecl one of the loigges’c upsets in modern Californian voting
history?"

Kalen grinne(l Wi(lely. "It's cliﬁicult, I grant you. But then again, it's a l)rave, new
world. Could you imagine any of this happening twenty years ago?"



Smiling , Yohni shook her head. "Wouldn't have been possible then. Thank God it's
changed. Anyway, how are you doing , my dear? You look like someone in dire need of a

cup of tea ancl some o£ your mo’cher’s home Lalzecl corn loread!"

"Qh, ['m famished! T}ley don't feed me, y'lenow, Mom. I haven't eaten in days and I'm
suffering suﬁ[ering 1 tell you!" Kalen exclairnecl, purpose£uﬂy overacting horri]oly.

Yohni just looked at him for a 1oooong moment. Then (lryly replied with an "Aha! T

"
see.

"See what?" the equine asked, innocen’cly.

Talzing a mug from the cup]aoarcl and putting it on the table, Yohni shrugge(l. "You
inherited your father's sense of high drama and none of your mother's acting talent! Now
sit down and behave!"

"Yes Mom," Kalen said, snapping his fingers as if to show regret at his lack of acting
ability.

Yohni ruffled his hair and poured him a cup of tea. "That's alright. You're still the best
loolzing player in the 1eague."

"On a team that won't make the playoffs and who won't renew his contract," Kalen

added.

Yohni shrugged, matter-o£-1cac‘cly. "Tf you ask me, that's a Messing. Your teammates are
nice, your coach is a good fur, but you've been treated like dirt Ly the owners and I think
you'(l have been much better off ]Jeing drafted by another team."

"Like who?"

"The Raiders or the 49ers would've been good if you ask me!" Yohni said with a wide
smile. "You'd have stayecl in California instead of going to that aw£ul, Godforsaken
place!"

"You mean Florida?" Kalen aslee(l, incredulously, seeing where this was going.

"Horrible place. Too many crocodiles and hurricanes. Terrible in every way ... can't
imagine Why any fur WOU.](]. Volun’carily live there?" Yohni said and rolled her eyes
thea’crioauy. She even put a slightly haughty edge to her voice just for effect.

Kalen grinnecl and sipped his tea. "Damned Mom ... you didn't lose your acting skills at
least!" he mumbled. "Christ, [ needed this ..."



"What? A cup of tea? | thought we taught you how to cook before you moved away

from home, dear?"
"Tt's never the same as yours, though. It doesn't have that flavor of "Mom" to it."

Yohni smirked. "You know, that's entirely the wrong thing to say to someone with my

past ..."
Kalen went crosseye(l and nearly choked on his tea. "MOOOM!!"

Grinning , Yohni went to get some corn bread from the oven. Kalen could still sound
exactly like an offended teenager when he wanted to.

Somehow, that felt very reassuring.
HHH

Vishalya craned her neck and set her 1ips and eyes in a hard expression. If she was to be
a })argaining chip, she would at least make her revulsion and her protestations clear to
anyone. Her mother adjusted the red and gold sari that Vishalya had chosen to wear, and
steppecl baclz, nodding.

"You've never looked bet’cer," she said, Wearily. "And I feel dreadful about all this."

Vishalya nodded. Her mother was coming around to her sicle, but there was nothing
Talikha could do. This was entirely in Yashvir's paws Ly now, and even though her father
had re’curne(l, Vishalya knew he wouldn't stop his son.

"When we were in the United States " she said, 1oolzing into the mirror but aclclressing
her mother, "Father said that he had ]orought me there, because Yashvir didn't have what
it takes. What changecl?"

Talikha shrugged and sat down on the edge of her daughter's bed. "The embezzlement."

"That's his answer to everything, isn't it?" Vishalya asked. "That it's all because of

something as ﬂippant as money?"
"A lot of money, Vishalya."

"All the money in the world can't ]Juy happiness, mother, only the illusion of it. Doesn't
the travails of the Pandavas and the wisdom of Yudishtira in particular teach us that after
losing everything, a fur may find his pa’ch to true happiness, wisdom and redemption?



Doesn't his final test show us, speciﬁcaﬂy, that worl(ﬂy trappings are an illusion and that

true happiness comes from family and 1ove?"

Smiling just a lit’cle, Talikha nodded. "You are correct, of course. But money is also a
powerful intoxicant, and while no one would dare to question your piety, my dear, the

lessons of the Vedas are not the foremost thing in your father's mind. Or in your
brother's."

Vishalya snorted indignantly. "And yet Yashvir claims to be a Hindu nationalist.
Na’cionalis’c, sure. Hinclu, I'm not so sure of! He reads the Vedas like a bedtime story,
never £uﬂy conscious of what t}ley say and what they teach us."

"He's still your brother."

"Only because I can't (leny genetics, mother. [ would take a great deal of pleasure in

publicly renouncing him."

Talikha nodded again. "He scares me I)y now. Your father thinks the only way out of
this miserable position we're in will be through your brother's poli’cical connections. |

&isagree, but he doesn't reaﬂy listen to me anymore."

Vishalya sof'tened a little ancl turne(l to face her mother. "At least I 12now you've come
to see things from my side, and that is a comfort. And who knows ... the Gods may send

a miracle yet."
"T will pray for that," Talikha said, quietly, getting up.

#HH#H#

Nadia coming home was easier than Steve had feared. The doctors simply felt that now
that she was out of immediate clanger, she would recover faster in her own home than she
would in a hospital bed. A nurse would visit three times (laily for a few weelzs, then
gracluauy, the amount of visits would lessen until ﬁnaﬂy, t}ley'cl stop completely.

After that, however, she would need to start coming in for rehab at the hospital,

1earning how to walk on her prosthetic limbs.

But no one had been happier to be out of the hospi’cal bed and back home than Nadja.
Leo and Lizzy had practicaﬂy })eggecl her to come home to Seattle to stay with them
while learning how to walk again and healing up completely, but Nadia wouldn't hear of
it. She had a home with Steve, she insiste(l, and that was where she'd go.



Steve, for his part, was enormously gra’ceful for that. He still had to go to and from the
hospital every day though, but now it was to check up on his father who was still in a

terrible state and Larely communicative after that morning breakdown.

Furs who knew Esteban were deeply concerned. He had never seemed like the type who
could possﬂ)ly crumble so Completely to most of them, but his children ... all three of
them ... knew how deeply the death of their mother had struck their father. None of
them knew what to do, though, except trust in medical science to help their father

recover and be there for him as much as possi]ole.

Nadia sat upright in a wheelchair and looked over the mess in the living room,
groaning. "This looks like a regular bachelor—pa(l," she mumbled. "We're going to have to
clean up somewhat around the house, and since none of us can stand up to use a
vacuum-cleaner, we'll have to hire some professional help until your 1eg is healed, Steve.

['m not 1iving in this kind of mess, y'hear?"

Steve happﬂy nodded. It was good to hear that Nadia was as strong as he had expected
she would be. That she wasn't moping in a corner or spen(ling her time wonclering why
she hadn't simply die(l, but then again, she hadn't shown that kind of mentality in the
hospital cither. The doctors had warned him it might come later, but then he would be
ready to deal with it.

"I'm fine with that. In fact, if I'm being a real swine about this, I'm caﬂing the Greys to

tell them I need help with the cleaning until I'm able to stand on my own two feet.
They'd pay for it!"

Grinning, N adia shook her head in dishelief. "You wouldn't!" she aslzecl, 1ooleing at her
Loyfriend.

"Oh Hell yes, | would! It's not as if it'd make the bottom drop out of their })udget!"
"But Steve ... they know you live with me. And they know who my Father is ..."
The wolf shmgged. "So? foiciaﬂy, this is my flat. Ofﬁciaﬂy, you live at campus!"

Roﬂing her eyes, Nadia tried hard to look reproachful and disapproving , but even

without a mirror, she knew she wasn't succeeding. "What's for clinner, anyway?"

"Well, that's going to have to be a cooperative effort for the time l)eing? I hope you
don't mind?" Steve asked.



"Oh woe is me," Nadia mocle—complained. "T have a l)oyfrien(l who actuaﬂy volunteers
to do half of the work in the kitchen, whatever shall I do with myself? Life as I know it is

surely at an end. The gross unfairness of the world will never cease!"

Shaleing his head in disbelief, Steve . "And you managed to do it in iambic pentameter
on top of ’chings ..." he mumbled. "Shalzespeare would cringe in his grave, ['m sure."

Nadia fell silent for a moment. She looked at her 1egs and sighed, ru]:)]:)ing her face.
"Things will have to change around the house in general, you know that, don't you?" she
saicl, sucldenly all serious.

Steve nodded, all the mirth instantly Vanishing upon realizing what Nadia was getting
at. "I know. And I'm going to help with anything [ can. But first of aﬂ, you're going to
walk again. You're not bound to that wheelchair for life. And seconcﬂy, ['m not going to
be the kind of asshole who won't let you do what you're capable of (loing S

"l lenow, and you have no idea how important that is righ’c now," the young hybrid said,
quietly. "T need to know I can still do things. Maybe not as fast as [ used to ... at least
not for a good while ... but I need to not feel like a useless cripple."

Steve smiled. "Not a problem. You get to chop the onions!"

"Oh, just you wait until 1 get my pros’chetios .. 11 be chasing you around the place
with half a freshly sliced onion, then!" Nadia chuckled. "But truly. [t means a lot to
know you'ﬂ help but that you're aware that I need to do ’chings myself, too."

N odding slowly, Steve sat down on the couch and rested his crutches next to him.
"Alright, how would you prefer I go about it? Should I wait until you ask for help or
should I jump in when it becomes obvious there's something you need help with?"

"I'm not above aslzing for help. You know I've never had a prol)lem with Jcha’c," Nadia
answered, thought£uﬂy. "I'm not one of those furs who thinks it's a gross humiliation to
ask someone for help. [ can't do every’thing. I couldn't do everything before the accident
... then w}ly should I be able to when I've only got half the amount of 1eg I did before?"
she asleed, slightly ]oi’cterly.

Steve leaned forward and puHe(l her wheelchair close, 1oolzing s’craigh’c into her face. "l
want you to listen to me for a moment, Nadia. I'm here because I love you, and this
doesn't change that fact in any way whatsoever. You've got no idea how much you

impress me already. Furs have cracked Jco’caﬂy when they've suffered less than you llave,



and you're able to crack jolzes about it! Do you have any idea how awesome that makes

you?"

"Oh yeah, that's me. The half-legged Woncler," Nadia chuckled. Steve did have a point,
and she knew it. "Thanks Love. I needed you to say that."

The wolf leaned forward and kissed his girlfriend gently. "Then I'll remember to say it
every damned day! You're the loest part of my life. Everything else is secondary."

"Even football?" Nadia aslzed, teasingly.

"Tf you asked me to, I'd send in my retirement papers first ’ching in the morning," Steve

answered , truthfuﬂy.

Nadia smiled and ran her fingers through Steve's hair. "You're a Lig 1ug , sometimes,
you know that?"

Steve grinned and shrugged. "I think that's part of Why you leeep me hanging around."
#HH#

Gabrielle had said gooou)ye to the last of the reporters. Or more precisely, she'd told
them all to ]ougger off and come back the next day if t}ley had more questions. As far as
she was concerned, it wasn't arrogance, when they had started aslzing circular questions.
After answering the same question, asked in slightly different ways by the same furs four
times, it became dull. Besides, she wanted to go home to her wife.

And her son, for that matter. She knew Kalen was visiting.

She needed a bit of normal £amily life for a day or two, actuauy. The election had taken

a lot out of her ... more than she wanted to aolmit, too.

She puﬂed up the car and got out. She knew the Castro like her back pocleet and she
had easily lost the two or three cars that had suspiciously followed her from City Hall.
Some reporters just didn't know how to take "no more questions, come back tomorrow"

£Ol' an answer.

Malzing it home from the parleing space wasn't even a prololem. She didn't spot the £irst
photographer or journalist until she was a hundred yarcls from the cloor, and she simply

smiled politely and 1zept repeating "come back tomorrow" as she made it inside and locked

the door a{;ter her.
"T'm HOOOME!" she caﬂed out.



"Hail the conquering iieroine," Kalen called out from upstairs. "Congratulations,

Mom!"

Grinning, Gabrielle hung up her coat, siipping on a pair of hoof-covers, "What are you
taiizing about? I've iougiit for years to get heroin off the streets of the Castro."

The groan she got for an answer could be heard downstairs ... in stereo. The noise a
mongoose and an equine could make when they decided to groan in tandem was

amazing, Gabrielle noted to herself. Then she headed upstairs.

"Jest asi(ie, [ swear you'oi think two thirds of the reporters out there had been pre(iicting
my victory all aiong , and not the other way around. I'm getting as much attention as the
mayor! That can't be rigiit," she said as she openecl the kitchen door. Heading over to her

d kissing his cheek, she smiled widely. T lad you're here!"
son and Rissing his cheek, she smiled widely. "1'm so glad you're here:

"Sounds like you need some iieavy iii'ting (ione, Mom," Kalen chuckled. "It's goo& to be
home. Franiziy, JChOllgl’l, I need some advice."

Gabrielle had aireacly continued towards her wife, izissing Yohni gentiy and pinching the
mongoose's backside piayfuiiy. "Advice? From an old crone like me?"

"Very iunny, coming from the femme who got voted "hottest politician in California"
last year."

"By Pethouse Magazine," Gabrielle groane(i and rolled her eyes. "Harry Rex still has a
soft spot for me it seems. And you shouldn't be reaciing that kind of filth, Kalen, it's
awful and pornographio and very immoral!"

Kalen opene(i his mouth to answer ... then groane(l again, once more in tandem with
Yohni ... before shaizing his head. "Coming from you, that's utteriy unconvincing, you
know that don't you Mom?"

Gabrielle grinned and nodded. "Yep. Truth be told, it's a mother prerogative, though.

You're never going to be allowed to grow old enougii to realize that giris don't have

cooties, and you're certainiy not supposed to understand what sex is ..."

"Fool me once," Yohni muttered and chuckled. "Sit down. Tea! Advice! No more

horsing around.”

"Qoomph!”

”OW "



"She got us, Mom ... I'm wouncle(l, I'm wounded ..."

Kalen ﬂoppecl Laclzwards, rouing his eyes and 1oﬂing his tongue out the side of his
mouth while gurgling and pretending to be seriously wounded and Gabrielle did her best
fake swoon in her chair. Yohni took one look at the two of them and put the teapot on

the table with another headshake.

"Equines!" Slle gruml)le(l "You’re ]301'1’1 drama—queens aren’t you?"

Kalen sat back up straight and nodded with a Wide, smug grin. "Yup. Anyway, listen ...
if it's olzay with you two, | need to ask you what to do about something."

"[ alreacly told you, dear. You need to get signed l)y a California-based team," Yohni
said and poured a cup for her wife. "Everything will solve itself then."

Shalzing his head, Kalen scratched his forehead and put his elbows on the table. "I'm
not so sure it will. At least not with Vishalya.”

"Ah, it's about girl-trouljle then," Gabrielle said. "I suppose | can see Why you'ol ask us,
then. But what's the prol)lem?"

Kalen took a 1ong moment to think about it. He already knew what he wanted to do.
So Why did he need to ask his mothers? He would have to talk to his father too, about

this ... and that made no sense either. He was an adult and capable of malzing his own
decisions. Yet he reaHy felt he needed to talk this over with his parents.

"[ want to marry her," he finauy said. "There. I said it. And I know it's siﬂy ... [ know I
only met her a few times and that she's half a world away in more ways than one. I know
all this. And yet if I think about it, this is just the way it is."

Ga]arieﬂe 1oolzed at Yohni. The mongoose 1oolzed l)aclz and shrugged.

"Why's that siuy," Yohni asked. "I knew I wanted to marry your Mom the moment [
laid eyes on her."

"It's not that complica’ced, reaﬂy. You know where you are, which is point A. You know
where you want to end up ... which is point B. Now all you have to do is connect the
two," Gabrielle said. "I mean, if she's as fantastic as you describe her, then I'm going to

have to resign my post as most awesome equine in the northern hemisphere!"

"No chance," Yohni chuckled. "What exactly is it you're in doubt about, t}lough?"



Kalen shrugge(l. What was he in doubt about? There was no easy answer to that and he
leaned back in his chair again, covering his face with his paws and sighing deeply.

"I'm not in doubt about her or how I feel. But India is far away and, let's face it, very
different from the United States. I'd have to go and get her, too. Her brother is trying to
marry her off to some dipshit she's never met, to save the £amily fortune."

Gabrielle's face grew hard and dark instantly. "He's what?" she aslzed, calmly.
"Oh dear ..." Yohni mumbled and shook her head. "This is going to get ugly."

"It alreaoly is," Kalen said and sat upright, loolzing at both his mothers. "Vishalya's
family is in the steel industry. Her father owns several steel mills ... that was why he was
in the United States in the first place, to make business contacts. But apparently,
someone skimmed off the top of their funds for a 1ong time, without anyone noticing. [t
was an accountant, apparently, and they didn't realize what had happened until suddenly,
notices laegan coming in saying that Vishalya's father hadn't paicl various subcontractors
and the workers at one mill hadn't been paicl for two months. Then it Legan to roll. Tt
looks like they’ve lost well over half of their fortune on this and Jchey've still got unpaid
bills aplenty. So to avoid I)anleruptcy -

" Vishalya's getting hitched with someone with lots of cash to save the family for‘cune,
regardless of what she thinks about it!" Gabrielle growled, between her teeth. "So, when

are you 1eaving?"

Kalen felt a sense of relief. This was the kind of ’ching he'd needed to hear. "As soon as

the season is over."
"Not before?"

"No. For two reasons. First of aﬂ, I need to be a success to stand any chance of swaying
her parents. Preferal)ly a success with a great Lig contract looming overhead. Secon(ﬂy, I

need Steve to come along for this."

"Steve?" Yohni asked. "But with Nadia's injury ...7"
Gabrielle nodded. "Not to mention his own," she added.

"His leg will heal in time. That's one of the two reasons I'm waiting until after the

season ends, aﬂer aH."

"His leg will be healed, but Nadia will need him, Kalen. You can't selfishly (lrag Steve
across the globe with Nadia staying back here,” Gabrielle pointed out. "But even if you



don't bring him, [ see your point about going before then. You're under contract. You

] . . "
cant 1eave untll the season 18 over.

"We're not malzing the playoﬁs, so the season will be over before too 1ong . And thanks
to modern medicine, Steve's 1eg won't take four months to heal, either. But I see your
point ... about Nadia."

Kalen fell quiet for a while. "I'm going, though. I'm going, and I'm Lringing her home
with me. No one should be forced to go through with a marriage Jcl'ley don't want to go
througlj with!"

"You're preaching to the choir," Gabrielle said, ma’cter—of—faotly. "Remember what your
grandfather Theodore tried to do to me."

"May his arse itch and his arms be too short, wherever he is now," Yohni muttered.
"For what it's WOI‘th, you've got our support for this, Kale. She sounds like she's worth
it."

Kalen nodded. Vishalya was clefinitely worth it.

Gabrielle leaned forward over the table and looked at her son. "I want a promise out of

you though," she said. "I want you to swear to me you won't take any stupi(l risks."

"I promise. [ won't do anything (luml), Mom. I'm not twelve years old, trying to impress
someone with how brave I am. I'm doing this because she's the one," Kalen said, meeting

his mother's gaze.

"Good. Then go get her!" Gabrielle said with a smile.
#H#H#

It was late evening. Vishalya couldn't get a hold of Kalen. Arjun Sharma ... her
husband to be ... had been one of the least interesting furs she could remember meeting.
It wasn't that he was a bad fur. In fac’c, she didn't think he had the brains to l)e, but he

was unbearably (JuH and to say he was simple-minde& was an unders’ca’cement.

He wasn't even attractive. He was slightly on the heavy siole, which his insistence on
wearing tradi’cional, white clo’ching had done no’ching to hide, and he had watery eyes.
But that didn't matter. What mattered was that he was dumb as a brick and even more
importantly, that Vishalya didn't know him and had no choice in whether to marry him
in the first place.



So l)y now, she reaﬂy wanted to call Kalen and talk to him. She knew he was visiting
his family in California, but he had ]:)rought his ceﬂ-phone and had told her to call

collect. But for some reason, she couldn't get a connection.

In £act, she hadn't been able to for some time now, and she had come to realize that her
brother had something to do with it. Which meant she had to get a message to Kalen in
a way her brother wouldn't be able to stop. Sending an old-fashioned letter seemed like
the casiest ’ching to clo, but that could be a 1ong time unclerway, with postal services ]oeing
what they were these olays. It would simply take too 1ong. Fincling a neutral place to send

an Email was another option, or getting a hold of a ceu—p}lone that her brother hadn't
blocked.

A ceﬂ-phone he hadn't blocked ...

Smiling croolze(ﬂy, she su&denly knew exactly what to do. The fact that it would piss off
her brother was just an added bonus.

It was beautiful in the garclen this time of the evening. The stars were so clear above her
that she felt almost overwhelmed when loolzing up at them. It was getting chiuy, but she

could bear it if it meant some peace and quiet.

There was a 1ight on in the 1iving room. Her father and mother were arguing. Yashvir
had been there but like her, he had simply walked out when the argument started. She'd
left because she hated it when her parents foug}lt. He had left because he couldn't be
bothered by it.

At least she knew how to get a message to Kalen now. She had to prepare, though. It
was pro]oa]oly going to be the last chance she got to before the Wedcling. After tha’c,

Yashvir would clamp down on security like ...
She sighecl and shook her head. He treated her like she was a gold bar ...

A valuable commodity, full of symbolic as well as real value, soft and malleable, but cold
and incapa]ole of feeling.

"So this is where I can find you, sister," Yashvir said from behind her. "Couldn't stand
the argument either, [ take it?"

Closing her eye, Vishalya did her best not to ﬂy off in a rage simply from hearing her

brother's voice. "I take it you don't approve of me sitting out here on my own?" she

aslzed.



"Oh, I don't suppose any harm can come from it," Yashvir said and brushed his paws
off against one another, before sitting down next to her, uninvited. "Now that you've met

your future husband ..."
"What about him?"

"I'm sure you can see | haven't saddled you with some kind of monstrosity. He's from a
good, respectable family. You'll have prac’cicaﬂy any'thing you want."

"All T saw was a buffoon who , at the age of 25 , still needs help tying his shoelaces,"
Vishalya said, venomously. "Save your sales-pi’cch, brother. I am not one of those half-

witted geese you bed to boast at your conquests."

Shrugging, Yashvir smiled and seemed indifferent to the scorn. "You don't seem to
understand your 111012, Vishalya. You reauy don't. For all your claims of inteﬂigence, you

don"c seem to ]oe very perceptive."

"Then l)y all means, clucidate me! Tell me how Why [ am so lucley to be forced to marry

someone she cloesn”c 121’10W ancl doesn’t love."

"You're 1uclzy because for one thing , you're doing something for your £amily.
Something important. Not many furs get a chance to save their family in such a literal
sense as you. But as | know £amily means nothing to you, I'l settle for saying you're
lucley because you're getting a husband you're clearly smarter than. Which means

someone as clever as you should be able to manipula’ce him into practicaﬂy anything S
"A quick divorce then."

"l said practica//y any’ching , Vishalya," Yashvir said, evenly. "Don't test my patience
further. You wouldn't like me when I get angry."

"Yaslivir, I'd 1oa’c11e, detest and despise you even if you were ]aouncing off the garclen
walls with joy," Vishalya said and folded her arms over her chest, loolzing straight ahead
so as not to have to look at her brother.

He raised an eyebrow. "So much ha’cred, and for what? All I'm doing is oHering you a

fortune on a silver pla’c’cer ... alife as the Wife of a future leader of ..."

"Of what? He's so dense he couldn't lead a starving fur to food!" Vishalya bit back.
"Trust me ... if I am indeed forced to go t}lrough with this charade, I will turn into your
worst nightmare. If he is that easy to manipula’ce, then 1 guarantee you Il use his

. n
1nﬂuence to harm YOll!



"But the prol)lem, my dear sister, is that his influence comes through his father, who is
the fur agreeing to this marriage on his son's behalf. You can't hurt me. You never could.
You'd reaﬂy do yoursehf a favor just giving up on these ridiculous notions of yours and
enjoy your Wedding. I promise you, you'ﬂ have the grandes‘c, most amazing wedding since

Draupacli!” Yashvir saicl, in his most sincere voice.

Vishalya nearly retched. Draupadi was one of her greatest role-models ... a figure out of
the Mahabharata, beautiful })eyond words , but wise and strong as well. The most powerful
female figure in the old Veclas, in many ways. Someone who could sway the men in her
life with a few, simple Worcls, who was wise, generous to her friends, lorave, strong and
utterly ruthless when she needed to be. For Yashvir to invoke her in a situation like this
was nothing short of revolting .

Instead of dignifying her brother with an answer, she simply got up, straightened her
sari and walked back to the house.

She'd rather listen to her arents arguin than to her Lrother’s oily attem ts at bein
p guing y p g

nice and generous.



