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X7V — Nap

The rising sun offered very little warmth that morning. There was a thick mist, and the
smell hanging on the air was one of cold, boiled cabbage. It was the kind of (lay where
most furs would stay in doors rather than venturing out into the world. The mist clung
to fur, and so would the stench. It would take several baths to get rid of some’ching like
tha’c, in fact.

The locals called it "Delhi Mist", but it existed in many major cities in the world.
Beijing aﬂege(ﬂy had it worse than anyone else.

Vishalya looked out her window. She hadn't gone down to have breakfast with her
family this morning. She'd rather spend all day in the thickest of the mist than have to
endure her brother for ten minutes. Or her father, as it was. She had always loved him,
always respec’ced him and thought highly of him, but Ly now, he seemed so enthralled
with Yashvir's plans to save the £amily fortune that she didn't seem to reaﬂy matter

anymore, as far as lle was concerne(l.

There was a knock on the door, and while Vishalya was in a good mood not to answer,
she knew that wouldn't make the fur outside go away. So she got up and opened the

(1001‘.

She had expected it to be Yas}lvir, but to her relief, it was her mother.



"[ just came up to tell you, your father is talzing Yashvir on a tour of the plants toclay.
And I'm going to the temple. So you ... you have the day to yourself," she said with a

smile, before 1owering her voice to continue, "In case there's someone you want to call."

Vishalya nodded and hugged her mother, thanleing her. She would cer’cainly try, but she
didn't think it would work. Yashvir had no doubt alreacly taken care of that.

"Then I'll see you tonight," Vishalya said. If Yashvir and her father were touring the
plants , they wouldn't be home until the foﬂowing evening at the earliest. Mayl)e not until
the (J.ay after that, which suited her incredi]oly well.

Talikha kissed her daughter's cheek and left. Vishalya went back into her room. She
would go downstairs later, when her father and brother had left.

#H#H#

"Why didn't you simply sue them into oblivion?" Steve asked. He was curious, rather
than upset.

Leo, sitting opposite the wolf, shruggecl. "I planne(l to, but when I realized I could
obtain the majority and change the magazine, I guess Nadia's words got through to me."

"What did she tell you?" Steve aslzed, pouring a cup of coffee for his erstwhile father-in-

1aw.

Talzing the coffee, Leo looked not}ling like the ol)scenely rich fur he reaﬂy was. He wore
a pair of well worn jeans, some sneakers that had definitely seen better days, and a
University of Oregon £ootl)au—jersey. He looked like any other fur, relaxing , and Steve
admired that trait in the lion. He could reaﬂy put the CEQ aside when he was not at

WO I'l? .

"She told me not to get so caught up in the idea of vengeance that I lost myseH," the
lion said and sipped the black 1iqui(1. "I'd ask Nadia to marry you if you had no other
qualities than your cogee, Steve ... damned this is good."

Grinning, the wolf nodded in gratitude at the compliment. "I hope I have other things
to offer though,” he said. "T can see Nadia teﬂing you something like that. It's very like

her."

Nodding, Leo took another sip of the coffee and leaned back. "Besides, she's right. If1
]:)ought the magazine, I can actuaﬂy change it. If 1 laanlerupted them through 1awsuits, all
they learn is that they did some’ching wrong. Not how to do ’chings right.”



"How very wise."
"What about you, though, Steve? What are you planning on doing now?"

The wolf took a moment to think his answer ’chrough before delivering it. Finaﬂy, he
put his coffee down and looked at Leo, across the table. He was trying to gauge whether
the lion meant more than the obvious ]oy his question. Was this a nagging doubt that he
would stand })y Nadia? That he'd up and leave?

No.
Leo would have asked him outright if he though‘c that was the case.
There was nothing to that question except genuine interest and concern.

"T've started rehabbing . The physios say I'll be able to complete short runs within a
month, if I don't push it."

"Just in time for the post-season, eh?"

"I'm not playing any more football this season. Fargo is going to make the playoﬂs, but
I won't be there with them."

Leo nodded. "I'm sorry to hear that. I can't even l)egin to imagine how it must feel."
"Righ’c now, I'm focused on helping Nadia,” Steve simply said and got up. He still used
a cane to support himself, but that was only for a few more clays.

Leo watched as the wolf headed into the kitchen. Then he took a moment to look
around the living room. It was a warm, lived-in place. No white walls and chrome
furniture here. Steve had definitely inherited his mother's sense of aesthetics. Jean had
always preferred warm colors. The 1iving room was painte(l in a great, marbled mustard
yeuow hue, with thick carpets on the floor and loads of artwork on the walls. Tha’c, at
least, was Steve's own taste leiclzing in. It was the kind of hving room that made Leo feel
like leiclzing up his feet, popping open a bottle of beer and getting enormously
comfortable the moment he stepped in.

It was a we/coming room.

Steve came in, carrying a tray of muffins. "Sorry, I forgot these. Nadia baked them
yes’cer(lay. We tried one each already. They hit the bottom of your stomach like two
hundred pounds of bricks ) but t}ley taste fantastic!"



Leo reached up and gra]o]oed one as Steve passed the tray on the way to putting it on the
table.

"Oh goody! Walnut muffins! Can't wait to t these," he said and bit into it.
goody ry

Steve watched with interest as Leo ate the muffin, before talzing one himself. "It's going
to be a 1ong haul, but I'm going to be here for Nadia every step of the way. Kalen wanted
me to go with him to India when the season was over but I'm staying here. He

understands W}ly. "

"India? Why India of all places? I mean, don't get me wrong, it's clelfinitely worth a visit
but what promptecl that particular choice?" Leo asked, raising an eyelarow, before talzing
another highly pleased bite of his muffin.

"He's met a girl ... from New Delhi. And to be honest with you, | think she's "the one".
But there are pro]olems. Her brother is forcing her to marry someone against her will.
She wants Kalen, just as much as he wants her," Steve explainecl, ’calzing a bite out of his
muffin. To say it was heavy was a severe unclerstatement, but it was an absolute walnut
explosion on his tastebuds. Nadia had tried numerous times to make her muffins fluffier,

but it always happene(l at the cost of a drop—off in taste.
In the end, she had settled for heavy-]au’c-’casty over ﬂuffy-]out-l:)lancl.

It wasn't until he had chewed and swallowed his bite of muffin that Steve realized Leo
had stoppe(l eating or tallzing , and that the lion was loolzing like someone had just
punched him.

"I guess his’cory reaﬂy does have a habit of repeating itself,” Leo said after another
awkward moment of silence. "What is it with Gabrielle Ryder's family and forced
marriages? Is there a particular equine tradition for that kind of nonsense that I don't

lenow about?"

Steve shook his head. "I don't think there is. I think it's ... well ..." he scratched the

base of an ear and thought it over for a moment before going on. "A lot of equines are
extremely conservative types. And they don't interbreed well with other furs. There are so
few of ‘chem, that most of them are ex’cremely conscious of the fact that they've been in
danger of Vanishing complete]y if t}ley don't all I)eget lots of children. Gabrielle, for her
part, has made it her great mission in life to ﬂy in the face of tradition, and even she
became a mother. I think the Black Death is imprinted so deeply in their consciousness
that having children becomes an almost overri(ling drive in ’chem,” he said. "Which makes
it all the weirder that apparen’cly, the brother in this case ... doesn't want his sister to



marry another equine. Apparently, from what Kalen had told me ... the groom—to—]oe is

feline."

Leo nooldecl, slowly and with great seriousness as Steve spolze. He agreed .. 1n fact,
Steve simply reiterated what most social studies said about equines. But that didn't make

forced marriages any less obnoxious to him.

"What's Kalen's plan then? He rarely does anything without a plan, after aﬂ," he finaﬂy
asked.

Steve finished his mufﬁn, Lrushing his paws off against one another. "He's going to
New Delhi to Lring her here. As soon as the season is over. I ... wish I could help him. If
I didn't need to stay here and help N adia, | would, too."

"T don't envy you your position, but I do admire your dedication to my daughter," Leo
said and smiled. "I hope everything works out for Kalen with this."

Steve nodded, sipping his coffee. "So do I ..." he mumbled.
HH#

"Ts Jchis going to Worlz?" one canid aslzed.

"Of course it wiﬂ. We've gone over Jcllis so many times I'd be able to explain the plan to

you in detail if you woke me up at three in the morning," the other one answered.

The first canid nodded and checked his pocleets. He had what he needed. In(licating to
his friend that he was rea(ly, he watched the second canid walk up to the gate and enter
the code. Then, they hurried inside.

"Up the stairs , down the second haﬂway on the lef’c, end of the haﬂway," the first canid
reminded himself.

The second one nodded and puﬂed a 12eycarc1 out of his pocleet, opening the front door.
Then they both stepped inside, as quietly as possible, and hurried upstairs. The whole
house was very quiet, but exquisitely decorated. Statues and paintings on the wall showed
the ancestors of those hving in the house. And various deities of particular importance to

the £amily.

"Rememlaer, no harming her,” the second canid whispered.

The first canid smiled Wi(lely and puﬂed a piece of cloth and a glass bottle from his

poclzet. " 12now," he answered.



The second canid listened closely. There were no sounds to be heard. N oclcling to his
comra&e, they both moved forward swif‘cly. To the second haﬂway on the le{'t, then down
that way. They could hear music from behind the right door.

Nodcling to one another, they burst into the room. iny to find it empty.
"Damned!" the first canid growle(l. "She must've seen us coming through the gate!"

"THERE!" the second one called out and began Lol’cing down the haﬂway. "STOP!"

Vishalya, however, was not in any mood to obey as she sprinted for the stairs.

#H#H#
"Hey Dad!"

Nadia waved at her father. She was in a Wheelchair, but she looked like she was in good
spirits. She was propeﬂing the wheelchair herself, too, rather than letting her mother do

SO.

Lizzy Lroug}lt up the rear, closing the door to the living room behind her with a I)ig
smile. "I smell coffee and muffins " she pointecl out. "Thank goodness we have such

considerate males in our £amily!"

The implied inclusion did not pass unnoticed ]oy Steve, but the opportunity to quip was
too good to pass up. "Oh yea}l? We weren't even thinlzing of you two. We're Leing
entirely selfish and seH—indulgent over here!"

"Typical male behavior," Lizzy answered, never 1osing a beat or even stopping in her

stride. "I swear, your gender invented the ideal of the petty Lourgeoisie."

Nadia groaned lou(ﬂy and shook her head, roﬂing her wheelchair in between her
]:)oyfriend and her mother. "Enough out of you two alrea&y," she grinnecl. "Steve, thanks
for having the coffee reacly!”

"You're welcome," the wolf said and smiled wi(lely. "So, good shopping trip?"

"Oh yes! N othing better than some serious power—shopping to lift one's spirits," the
hy]arid said and Wave(l a shopping })ag around triumphantly. "So W}lat have you two been
up to?"



Leo scratched his neck. "Trying to £igure out the mass-to-size-to-taste ratio of your
walnut muffins, my dear. Through extensive taste-testing. And taﬂzing about Kalen's

woes, to be honest."

"Woes?" Lizzy asked. "I thought the Loy was head over hoof in love. Did that not work
out anyway?"

Steve scooted sideways to make room on the couch. Nadia rolled her wheelchair up
next to him and de£t1y moved herself into the couch, not without a certain look of
triumph on her face. Moving around wasn't as hard as she had feared it would })e,

al’chough oljviously she wouldn't be running a marathon anytime soon.

The though’c stuck with her.

Why not actuaﬂy? Why couldn't she? Or at least half a marathon. Other furs with
disabilities had done somet}ling like that. If she remembered correctly, some fur with one
1eg had climbed Mount Everest decades ago. If he could do some’ching that digicul‘c, then
surely she could run on a reasonably flat surface for a few hours! Although she'd need to
learn how to walk on her prosthetic 1egs first, of course, and she would need to exercise a
lot to get into good enoug}l shape for something like that.

Aﬂowing the though’c to remain with her made her smile as she leaned against her
Loyfriend. It was deﬁnitely not a bad goal to set herself. For now, she would happﬂy settle
for Steve's arm around her, though. It always felt safe and com{y when he did that.

Steve, who had no idea what was going through Nadia's mind but who was more than
happy to supply her with an arm, looked at LiZZy and shook his head. "It's not that
they've broken up or anything . It's a lot more complica’cecl than that. It involves a brother

with a Napoleon-complex and potential forced marriage," he explaineol.

Lizzy's eyes went dark and angry. "l see," she simply said and sat down next to her

husband. "And what does Kalen intend to do about this?"
"He intends to go over there to bring her back to the United States."
"When exactly is he leaving?"

"Right on the other side of New Year. As soon as his team's season is oﬂiciaﬂy over,

he's withou’c a contract ancl 1’16 can leave."

Lizzy nodded. "I would've been disappointed in him if he didn't do something , at least.

HGVS a resourceful young male. He'ﬂ succeed, I'm sure."



"He wanted me to go with him," Steve sai(l, matter—of—factly. "It's only a couple of
weeks away, but I'm off this Waﬂzing stick in a Weelz, and I could have gone with him, but
I've told him I'm staying here to help Nadia with her recovery."

Leo nodded, but Lizzy seemed to be thinlzing about something. No one said anything
for a While, althoug}l the supply of coffee and walnut muffins decreased steadily. Finaﬂy,
Lizzy looked like she'd made some kind of decision.

"Weﬂ," she said, "We're celebrating Christmas together as usual, I expect?" she said.

"Naturally!" Nadia said. "Although Steve will need to spend a (lay or two with his family
too over the holidays."

"My dad moved in with my sister temporarily, while he recovers from his nervous
breakdown," Steve explained. "It was just all too much too swi{'tly for him. I was planning
on celebrating Christmas with you and Nadia, and then going to visit my family the day
after Christmas, and stay there two or three days."

Leo nodded and finished his coffee. "T think that sounds like a very good plan, actuaﬂy.
That way, N adia isn't home alone since she'll be at our pla .

"Dad!" Nadia broke in. "I realize you're trying to be he1p£u1 but ]:)eing a cripple doesn't
make me helpless. It makes Jchings more difficult but look ... I've still got two arms and a

good head on my shoulders!"

She waved her arms over her head to make her point and Leo blushed, shamefacedly.
"I'm sorry. | didn't mean it like that, ol)viously."

"T know. 1 just need to show you all that while I do need help for a while and while there
are things [ can't do anymore that I could Lefore, [ don't intend to let this be the end of
my life. I'm going back to school, ['m getting my damned degree, and I'm going to walk

up to the dean to receive my diploma on gracluation day!!"

Lizzy grinnecl and leaned back in her seat, crossing her 1egs. "That's my girl!" she said,
proucﬂy.

"Oh yeah? Mine too!" Leo ol)jec’ced.

"You can have her when she makes trouble. THEN she's your daughter!" Lizzy mock-
chided.



Leo looked glum and moped excessively. "See what I've got to put up with? She's like
this every day, all the time," he said and looked at Steve, angling for some sympathy

from his fellow male. "That's what marriage is lilee, for you!"

"I can't wait, then," Steve said with a smirk. "Hey, Nadia ... once you're done Wauzing

up to the dean for your diploma, what do you say to waﬂzing up the aisle the foﬂowing
Sunolay?"

Nadia's jaw dropped. They had jolzed around about marriage Lefore, and sure, they had
talked about getting that done when she was out of university, but this was a real,
concrete proposal. This was the first time anything this concrete had been said.

"T ... I'd like that," she said, clearing her throat once the shock had settled. Lizzy and
Leo both looked equaﬂy blind-sided. "Wow ... we'd better start planning then."

"Leo ... | hope you didn't spend your entire fortune on Luying those companies," Lizzy

saicl, out the corner of her mouth.

Leo just smiled and poured himself a fresh cup of coffee.
HHH#

Vishalya woke up with the most unbelievable headache. She was laying on a bed in a
darkened room, and her head li’cerauy felt like it was going to explo(le. She reached up
and put a paw in front of her face, groaning low in her throat and talzing a deep breath.

She couldn't remember what had happened and she had no idea where she was. All she
knew was that she had a foul taste in her mouth and the most obscene headache.

"You're awake at 1ast,” a voice said from the darkness of the room. "Good. There's a
glass of clean water on the table next to you, as well as two aspirins. [ am sorry we had to

sedate you, but otherwise you would have struggle(l."

"Wha ...?" Vishalya tried. The voice spolee English with an American accent. "Who ...
are you? Why e

"For obvious reasons, | can't give you my real name, but in the interest of
communication, you can call me Harry. I do not mean to harm you in any way. | am not
holding you for ransom ... simply for safeleeeping. You will be fed, you'ﬂ have access to
decent accomrnoclations, like a bathroom and shower, clean clothes, books , even radio

and television."



Vishalya tried to open her eyes, but it hurt in ways she couldn't even describe to even
try, so she remained on the bed for now. "Harry" was spealzing ina comforting tone of
voice, but the message was clear enough nonetheless. She had been lzidnappecl. And there
was only one fur who could be behind it.

"Tell ... my brother to go fuck himself on a ten foot 10ng, three foot wicle, splintering ,
rotating roclz-driﬂ," she WheeZed, still 12eeping her eyes shut. "And tell him ... I'll kill him
for this. Not ... metaphoricauy."

Harry waited until he was sure she didn't spealz. "Clearly, I can't tell you who my
employer is," he said. "Look, I'll leave you alone. If there's anything in particular you
need once you get your l)earings, knock on the door and whoever is on guard will try to
help you. Honestly, I am not a monster, and I will try to make this as ... as comfortable,
I suppose is the only way to put it, as [ can. There's no way out of here, and even if you
should escape, you wouldn't get very far. Just take my word for it."

The door opened and a bit of 1ig}1’c entered. Vishalya forced her eyes open but
everything was Murry and swimming in front of her eyes. She saw a shape leave the room
and she quiclzly closed her eyes again, to avoid t}lrowing up from nausea.

Yashvir ...

There could be no one behind this but her brother.
Who had clearly lost his mind.

#H#H#

Yashvir answered the telephone and listened to a voice on the other end. Then he
smiled and nodded. "Of course. Exceuently done, Mr. Smith. I appreciate your work-
ethic. Yes, na’curaﬂy I will transfer the full payment to you immecliately,” he said and
hung up.

"What was tha’c, Son?" his father aslzed, raising an eyebrow.

Yashvir smiled. It was time for a coup-de-grace. He could feel that ’cingling sensation in
his entire Lody that came with lenowing he was about to win ... and win })ig. He wanted
to savor the feeling for a few more precious moments, and he Jcyped in a quicle message

on his telephone, waiting for confirmation, before he looked to his father.

"That, Father, was the future caﬂing," he said.



Rajivh Singh was not a stupid £ur, and he knew instantly from the look on his son's
face that something was terri]:»ly, terribly amiss. "What have you done?" he demanded.

"011, I have simply taken the necessary steps to make sure that my plans proceed
unchaﬂengecl, Father. Vishalya is in a safe location now. Where that filt}ly American
won't be able to find her, or even get in touch with her, or vice versa. Naturaﬂy, I could
not expect her to come along peace£uﬂy, so | arranged for ... Mr. Smith ... to procure
her and laring her to a safe location known only to him and to myself," Yashvir said,
1oolzing every bit the victorious conqueror. His father would disapprove, but he had that

all taken care of.

Rajivh's eyes went wide. "Yashvir ... are you standing there, teﬂing me to my face that
you had your sister Lialnappec]?" he protested.

"Naturaﬂy I am. Now, F‘a’cher, don't be sentimental or naive, please. First of aH, her
o]ojec’cions to the marriage were so strong that I have to make sure she won't sa]aotage it
Ly re{:using to marry, when the time comes. Secondly, I could not risk her simply
running away. She's a siﬂy creature, after all. She might get hurt if she tried something
like that. Someone might ... take a(lvantage of her. Imagine the shame that would l)ring
on the £amily?" Yashvir said and stopped the car, opening the door to get out. He looked
down on the steel plant below, putting his paws in his poclee’cs.

His father, enraged and shalzing all over, tore open the door on his side of the car and
followed his son out, storming around the car. "This is going TOO FAR!" he roared. "I
support the marriage, but she must be convinced in a decent way! She must be made to
see she'll save the family. Not this. I will not have you forcing her into this! She was
righ‘c, this is paishacha vivah. This is ][orceal marriage, Yashvir. Iﬂegal and immoral!"

"Fa’cher, Father, Fa’cher,” Yashvir sai(l, 1aug}1ing overbearingly, "Do you take me for an

absolute fool? Don't you think I have anticipated this reaction from ou, or at the ve
Yy p y ry
least from Mother?"

Rajivh s’coppe(l. He did not like the look on his son's face one bit. Not one bit. "What
have you done?" he demanded.

Yashvir took out his telephone and held it up so his father could watch the display.
"Take a good look. I'm sure you will recognize that bank-account. It is your private
account, after all. When you gave me influence and power over the £amily business, you
reaﬂy should have been more careful with which bank accounts I got information about.
It was the simplest Jching in the world to find the password to your account. You are not

exactly a fur of great imagination. If you were, you would have chosen something apart



from the name of your favorite child, and her birth date as the passworcl. It took me ...
oh ... all of thir’cy seconds to figure it out? As you can see, | have just made a transfer of
twenty five million rupees to an account in the Cayfur Islands. It's a triﬂe, reaﬂy. Twenty
five million for a jo]a like this? They migh’c as well do it for free. With her 1uxury-haloits,
they won't have much left for themselves afterwards , l)y all accounts."

He put the telephone away. His fa’cher loolzed mze someone had rammed a hot Made
into his chest. "Why 7" he Whispered.

"I should think it was o]avious, Father. I have now thoroughly implica’cecl you. After au,
this money came from your private account. If1 go down because of this, you'ﬂ go down
twice as hard. N orninaﬂy, you still run the family business, and clearly ... you bankrolled

this Whole endeavor. "

"But ... but the police will 12now the trans£er was made from your ceﬂphone!" Rajivh
protes’ced, grasping at straws.

Yashvir smiled eViHy. "What a nice smelting facility we have here. I must say, | find I
rather like the steel business. I'm sure my brand new and entirely untraceable CeH—phone
won't survive the meeting with the hot metal of course. 1 reaﬂy wouldn't make a scene of
it if T were you, though. For Vishalya‘s sake. Instead, I suggest you simply play along , for
the good of the £amily, and you'u see, I'l return us to both wealth and glory again, when
on your claughter's weclding day, you ogiciaﬂy retire, leaving the company £tu and
comp/ete/y under my control. Never you worry, though. [ have no intention of leaving you
or Mother destitute on the streets of New Delhi. You'll continue to live with a suitable
stipend. A good, Worthy retirement, | should thinlz, and you'H have the joy of your
granclchilclren to lzeep you happy. I'm sure Vishalya will prove as fertile as most equine
femmes, so while it's difficult to inter]oreed, [ have no doubt she'll procluce two or three

heirs in due course."

Rajivh took a step backwards and shook his head slowly. "Gods protect us " he

Whispered. "There is no way | could have sired someone as vile as you!"

"Are you saying Mother has been unlcai’ch£ul, Father? I'm sure she would just love to
hear that!" Yashvir chuckled. "Trust me, ['m your son. But you failed to comprehend
Dharma, Father. And while Dharma protects when protected it destroys when
destroyed!"

His voice had fallen to Larely a growl as Yashvir looked over his shoulder at his father.

Rajivh had tears in his eyes.



Dharma ... cluty

How had he failed to live up to his duty?

"You are not my son ..." he Whisperecl. "But for your sister's sake ... and your mother's

sake ... I have no choice but to do as you say!"

Yashvir nodded. "How very wise," he said at last. "You have no idea how much trouble I
have had to go through, and you Clearly have no idea how deeply you disappointed me l)y
favoring my sister over me! Oh, she's talented, I'l grant you. But I am your son!"

Rajiv shook his head.
But there was nothing he could say or do.
Yashvir had trappe(l him. So easﬂy.

And now it was too late to change anything.



