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XV — After New Year

Christmas had come and gone. [t had been one of the strangest Christmases in Steve's
life, and he had some rea//y strange ones to compare with from before he was adopted.
His dysfunctional, Liological mother had not exactly been the most pleasant company for

Christmas, more often than not.

He remembered how he had felt that first Christmas after ]:)eing adop’ced. How he had
wept ... right there at the dinner table. He had broken down and cried like a Lal)y, right
in front of his new family, and they had all clroppecl their cutlery and rushed to hug him.
All at the same time. It was one of the best and warmest memories he hacl, and he

cherished it.

He hadn't wept because he was upset. But because he still, at that time, didn't
understand how he could be so 1ucley. And because he reaﬂy understood how blessed he
had been. He had spent prac’cicauy all his pocleet—money for two whole months on
Christmas presents for his new mom and dad and for the twins ... and for Kalen. And
while he had loved every present he got, he had been a little surprised to find that he
actuauy enjoyeol their reactions even more when they unwrappecl something he had

kough’c them.

Those were memories he treasured. So having spent part of Christmas with his fa’cher,
his brother and his sister this year had been utterly bizarre. While everyone had tried
their best to be in good cheer, it was clear that the fact Jean hadn't been there had been



... too strange for everyone. No one knew exactly what to do in certain situations and
Frances had been so scared of 1ooleing like she was trying to take her mother's place that
at one point, Steve had found her crying lay herself in the kitchen.

But they had done the best t}ley could. All of them. He was still shocked at how l)adly
affected his father was by it all. He'd grown so old in such a short time.

Sighing at the thought, Steve put his mug in the sink and looked for the soap. He
might as well clean it right away.

He'd spent Christmas Eve with Nadia and her parents. [t was the only Christmas he
could ever remember a’ctending which had practicaﬂy vanished in Weclcling—tauz. But at
least he had only himself to blame for that.

It was early morning, January 1% now, and Christmas was already a memory. As was
New Year's Eve. It had been a relatively quiet thing this year. The team had held a huge
Lash, but he had excused himself from it after only an hour. Then he'd gone home to
spencl the evening with Nadia. He couldn't stay away from an official team party like
tha’c, but truth be told, most of his team-mates had a different concept of partying than
he did, involving obscene amounts of alcohol and scantily clad femmes. Steve didn't like
getting drunk. He'd tried it a few times but he was one of those furs who always paid the
most dreadful price the foﬂowing clays when Mr. Hangover came a-knockin'. Besides, he
didn't like the loss of self control that alcohol Lrought on.

For all he 1enew, that made him "l)oring" in the eyes of some of his team-mates , but
that was not his concern. He had a couple of glasses of champagne with his girlfriend,
and ’chey had quite happily howled along to Old Lang Syne come midnight, and that was
about it.

Now it was the first of January, and Steve was waﬂzing on his own two feet at last. No
cane. He wasn't exactly sprinting, but he was waﬂzing at least.

It wasn't the first time he was gra’ceful for modern medicine.
Nadia was still asleep. Smiling croolze(ﬂy, Steve got an idea.

Breakfast in bed ... just the way to surprise her on the first morning of the year.
#HH#

Kalen closed his Lag and nodded to himself. He was just about paclzed and ready for
1eaving the next day. His visa had come through between Christmas and New Year's Eve,



and he made sure he had the passport rea(ly, placing it on top of his ]oag, so he wouldn't
be halfway to the airport before rememl)ering it.

It had been weeks since he had heard from Vishalya, and he was worried about her.
Admittedly, she had said she wouldn't be able to caH, but he had hoped she mig}l’c sneak a

letter into the mail or something instead. But there had been no worcl, and he was &eeply

concerned.

But tomorrow, he would leave for In(lia, and he was determined he wouldn't come home
without the girl of his dreams. This time ... it was for real. This time it wasn't a fad or
someone he just liked the look of.

And as 1ong as she wanted him too, he wasn't going to et anyone get in his way.

Piclzing up his waﬂet, he checked that he had the rupees in reacly cash he had
exchanged a few days before. Then, slowly he Legan to relax.

Everything was ready. Everyt}ling except one thing. He was still under contract. But
that would run out at miclnight when the postseason officiauy started. Tt was just a

matter of time now.

He wished he didn't have to go on his own, but he did understand Why Steve couldn't
come. He had no doubt that if the big fur felt ... in any way whatsoever ... that he could
have come along, he would have. But while Nadia was healing very well indeecl, she had
still lost a 1eg and a half, and Steve felt a clear obliga’cion to help her. Something Kalen
understood £uﬂy.

His ceﬂ-phone rang. He had left it on the hving room table, and Kalen turned around
and looked at his apartment. When he came home ... whenever that was ... he would
have to start paclzing eueryt}ling up in boxes. Depending on where his next team was
Lasecl, he needed to move there. He knew there were players who Lasicaﬂy flew across
several states every day to get to practice and home, but franlzly, it felt ri(liculously
complica’ced and Lesides, Kalen felt that if he playe(l for a team, he had to live in the city
he represen’ced. [t was a matter of sen(ling the right kind of signal to the fans.

A l)ig part of him hoped Fargo would piclz him up, and he had no doubt Steve would
put in more than a good word for him. Tt could be fun playing with his old friend again.

Crossing the living room, he piclzecl up the receiver.

"Tt's himself spealzing, the King of Cool, the Master of Mojitos and the Guru of Good
looks! Happy New Year!" he said, smiling Wiolely.



Then the smile faded and he slapped a paw to his forehead. On the other end of the line
was the Jaclzsonviue Jaguars CEOQ.

"Yes Sir ... hello Sir," he continued. "Yes, I'm 1istening."

And he did. Halfway through the monologue, he felt like simply hanging up in clisgust.
But he was not stupid. Doing that would accomplish nothing.

Finaﬂy, the fur on the other end of the line stoppecl raml)ling. "Sir, [ should proba]aly
remind you that all contract negotiations has to go through my agent. [ can't agree to
your offer without ]oringing him into this. Yes, yes | promise I give it some
consideration. Could I ask you to forward it to him in print, though, so he can look it
over? Yes, thank you. Yes, I get back to you."

He hung up and instantly stuck two fingers into his mouth as he glared at the phone,
as if trying to make himself throw up. He had been treated like dirt l)y the ownership and
now, after hanging him out to clry time and time again, they were ogering him a new
contract less than 24 hours before his old contract expired? He didn't care if Jchey offered

him the moon!

Quiclzly pressing one of the speecl-dial numbers he had pre-programmecl, Kalen
grumblecl something to himself about rotten business e’chics, Wonclering, and not for the
first time, what the Hell had happened to the Jaclzsonviﬂe Jaguars of his childhood, when
they had been famous for fair play on and off the field.

"Hello Jamie ..." he said at last. "It's Kalen Twain—Ry(ler yea}l, Happy New Year to
you too. Listen, you're proba]aly going to hear from the management of Jaclzsonviﬂe

veeery soon. Yes, Jcoclay. Yeah, Jchey‘re ogering me a new contract, would you believe it?"

Listening to a string of obscenities from the other end of the receiver, Kalen ac‘cuaﬂy
held it out and away from his ear, Minlzing in surprise, before maleing sure it was his turn

to spealz again.

"Good Gocl, I had no idea you knew 1anguage like tha’c," he chuckled. "But we agree
completely. I'm completely and utterly fed up with their bullshit. You know what this
means, don't you? That either they're oﬁering a decent contract to make me a ]aaclzup
behind their first round draft picle, or they are ogering to lzeep me on as their starter but
at reduced wages. But £ran121y, I don't care if they gave me the best contract in the history
of the NFL, guaranteeing I'd be the starter for the next five years whether I had a passer-
rating of 55 or not. I'm not playing one more down for those creeps! No, exactly

. / "
precisely.



He listened as his agent ranted on some more, nodding all along , before finaﬂy

Spealzing up again.

"I'm good enough to be the starter in any ball-club out there and we both know it,
Jamie. You get me a new contract once free agency opens ... prefera]oly with an
organization with some playoff potential, and make sure I'll be the starter, and I'l play
my backside out of my uniform for them, whoever they are. But until then, stall
Jaclzsonviue and leeep them thinleing I'm interested for as 10ng as you think it's funny.
Just don't sign anything with them. I'm off to India tomorrow. I don't know exac’cly when
I'll be back but Il check my E-mail so you can always get in touch with me there, and
I'l Lring my phone so if I'm in an area with goocl reception you can call me. Tt just be
]Jloody expensive."

Again he nodded and grinned Wi(lely. "Sounds goocl to me. Again, Happy New Year. I'll

see you when [ get home, Jamie. Give your wife and your kids my best."

Shaleing his head, Kalen put the pllone aside. He had more important things to think
about than some last-second idiotic attempt from the Jaguars at preventing him from

going to a competitor.

"Now ... Wllere (11(1 I put that street-map of New Deﬂli?" he mumbled and started

loolzing.

#HAH#

Vishalya had been a prisoner for a while. Without access to windows , she had started
1osing track of time, and she no 1onger reaﬂy had any idea for how long she had been
there. The room was not uncomforta]ole, and while she deeply resented "Harry" for
1eeeping her a captive, she had to admit he had at least been true to his word about
malzing it as comfortable as possi]ole. She had access to a television and a DVD—player,
with movies. But not to actual television. It was apparently deemed unwise to let her lzeep
abreast of the world outside the confines of the compound where she was lzept. She had
been allowed out a few times, to stretch her 1egs and to get a little bit of fresh air, but it
wasn't often. Vishalya had a clear feeling that her captor was unhappy about that. It
seemed he wanted to let her out once a (lay, but someone had told him not to.

It didn't take much imagination to figure out that Harry got his orders from Yashvir,
anyway.

At least she had ample reading materials. Harry had even made sure she got a couple of
small statues of her most important deities so she could set up a small shrine in the room



for when she wanted to pray. She didn't feel quite so alone because of that. Having
Lalzshmi, Ganesha and Vishnu 10012ing on from their table by the wall made her feel a
little better. But only a little. Deep clown, she was seething , and when she got out of this
mess, her brother would be made to pay a steep price for this, she had promisecl herself
that so many times it had become redundant already. Franlely, she reaﬂy needed Ganesha
to take action on her behalf. He was, after aﬂ, the Remover of Obstacles ... amongst
many other things.

But the Gods did not come to the aid of furs anymore in such direct ways. S’ciﬂ, she

was sure she'd get out somehow.

#H#H#

It was mid-afternoon loy the time Nadia hadn't felt like ]oeing cooped up at home any
10nger. So Steve had called a ca]o, and they had gone out. By now, it was almost dinner-
time and they were sitting at a cogee—shop, trying to decide whether to go somewhere for
something to eat, or if they should simply go home. Steve had signecl half a dozen
autographs for furs who had recognized him, but mostly, it was a quiet afternoon. Most
furs were still recovering from the celebrations the night before.

"Hey, 1 said I'm fine with going home if you'd rather do that. Come on, Steve ... you

look like you're a million miles away," Nadia said and reached over, waving a paw in front

of her ]goyfrien(l's face.

Steve blinked and snappecl out of it. "Jeez ... I guess [ was. I'm sorry, dear. I was just

thinleing of Kalen. He's leaving tomorrow, after all."

"I'm a bit worried about him, to be honest with you," Nadia saicl, ]oi’cing her bottom lip.
"India is far away and it's so different from the United States."

"Kalen probably knows more about India than most furs, t}lough. At least their

culture," Steve pointed out.

Shaleing her head, Nadia sighed. "Only part of it. He knows a lot about their loelie£s,

but India is more than religion. Any country in the world is more than religion, in fact.
There's history and secular tradition, politics and everyclay life," she said.

Steve nodded and looked at the table for a moment. "I 12now," he finauy mumbled. I've
been trying not to think too much about all that. And it's not exac’cly a vacation at the
beach he's going for, cither."

Nadia shook her head again. "No it isn't."



"And he's going on his own."
"He doesn”c have to."

Steve raised his eye]orows and looked at his girlfriend. "[ can't go with him! You still

need me around the house," he said ... but somehow he knew that argument was flawed.

Pushing aside the cup in front of her, Nadia leaned over the table and looked (hrectly at
her Loyﬁiend. For a 1ong moment, she didn't say anything. She just looked at the wolf
across the table and Steve was starting to feel slightly uneasy about it when she finauy

spolze up again.

"Do 17" she simply asked. "T've got famﬂy who can help take care of me, and as I told
my dad, I'm crippled ... not helpless. There will be times in the future when you won't be
at home for (lays on en(l, due to games l)eing playe(l all over the country or even in
Europe. I'd have to be able to take care of myself for those periods, wouldn't 17"

"Of course! I'm not suggesting otherwise. It's just that it's still so recent," Steve

protes’ced.

Nadia shook her head yet again, her eyes never 1eaving Steve's. "Your best friend needs
you, Steve. Are you going to leave him to face this chaﬂenge alone?"

A little smile sprea(l on the wolf's face. "Thank you," he said and reached over, talzing
Nadia's paw, giving it a little squeeze.

"You're such a 1ug sometimes," Nadia saicl, smiling warmly. "But I love you anyway."

"T love you too. And I guess we'd better get that cab home then, so I can paclz some
things ina hurry."

"And I'll get on the phone with the Indian Embassy. If we're 1ucley, it may be they can
fix the paperworlz overnigh’c. You're a sports star, after all. Tt tends to help."

Steve nodded. Suddenly, ’clley had to move very fast indeed.

#H#H#

Zig Zag got off the telephone. Her stomach was hur’cing after ’caﬂzing to Es’cel)an, but at
least he was coherent. That was an improvement at least. She'd settle for small ]olessings
for the moment if she had to.



She didn't even have time to lean back in her seat before her secretary buzzed her, and
she presse(l the right button on her telephone to hear what he had to say.

"Excuse me ]ooss, but T've got someone on the line for you," the voice of her secretary

said.

"Can it wait? I'm not reaﬂy in the mood to talk business right now," the skunk said and

ru]o]oed her face .

"Then this might be what you need. It's a private call ... the young Mr. Twain-Ryder,
Boss."

"Kale? I've always got time for him. Put him through.”

A moment later, Kalen's face came into focus on her screen and Lig Zag smiled happﬂy
as she acljuste(l the receiver slightly.

"Hey Zig Zag. | thought I should just call and let you know I'm 1eaving for India
tomorrow. After aﬂ, you did tell me to act on ’chis," Kalen said. Behind him, Lig Zag

could malze out a paclzecl I)ag ancl some paperworle on the tal)le.

"T did too!" she said, trying to 1eeep any worry and weariness out of her voice. "But
tomorrow? You should've told me. I'(l have taﬂze(l to Alex! He could’ve arranged for your
ﬂight over there."

"To be perfectly honest with you, | didn't think about ’cha’c,” Kalen admitted. "T've had
so much on my mind. T haven't been able to reach Vis}lalya for weeks. I think her
brother is to blame ... she said he would cut off the connection to the United States from
their home, and he's pro]oal)ly forbidden her to go out so she can't send a letter the old-
fashioned way."

Zig Zag scowled. "He sounds like a rank piece of shit to me," she mumbled. "Promise

me you'H 1)6 careful."

"T will be. All my parents have already sat me down to give me a 1ong lecture on how to
]:)e, in fact. Each of them. Individuaﬂy. And my mothers gave an encore ... together!”

"And let me guess, they all said the same thing?"
"Exac’cly.”

Lig Zag chuckled and got up, out of her seat. "T won't repeat it all then."



"Spealeing of your cousin, though ... if this does get messy and I have to get outin a
hurry, it might be a goocl idea to 1zeep him in mind," Kalen said, thoughtfuﬂy. "If he's

Wiﬂing to help out, of course."

"He will be," Zig Zag said, emphaticaﬂy. "T know my cousin. Once he hears about this,
he'll proba]oly volunteer to come out and get you himself if you need it."

Kalen smiled. "T like your cousin, Zig Zag . I've liked him since I met him back in Ohio
for the first time. He's a good guy."

"He is that. Tell you What, 11 get a hold of him and explain the situation to him. Then
Il let you know."

"Pro})ably best if you send me an Email or a text-message on the phone. I'l be hitting
the piHows as soon as we hang up. After all, come midnight, I'm a free fur without a

contract, so [ am 1eaving on the first ﬂight out tomorrow."

"When is that exactly?" Lig Zag asked.

Kalen adjustecl his screen a little. "Twenty to eleven. Well, there is a ﬂight before that,
but that leaves at half past five in the morning and 1 reaﬂy don't want to risk getting on
the wrong plane out of sheer grogginess."

Zig Zag 1aughed. "[ can just see it. Kalen lands in Sweden and gets met ]:)y blonde
bombshells presenting him with meatballs and cleavages suitable for mountaineering, and
all he can think of is getting back on the plane to go find the girl of his dreams in India,"
she teased.

Kalen playe(l along and instantly put on his best "clum]o—breast—a(l(ﬂecl—male"—face,
preten&ing to drool slightly. "Cleeeeavaaaaage," he droned.

Sniclzering, Lig Zag shook her head. "Be careful ‘chough, alright?"

"T will be. Thanks for your advice in this," Kalen said. "I'd better go sleep though. Take

care of yourself. I'l send a postcard once I'm there."
"You sleep tight then," Zig Zag said and £ingerwave(1 as the screen went blank.

She went to get a few papers in her filing cabinet, 10012ing for something , before dialing

a number on her telephone again.

It took a moment for the connection to be made. Finaﬂy, the face of a lioness came up

on the screen.



"Corrie! Hey there," Lig Zag said. "You wouldn't happen to have Alex aroun(l, would
?"
you!

"He's in the back yahd. Shall T get him for ya?" Corrie asked.
Lig Zag nodded. "Please, if you could. I may need his help with somet}ling."
"Just a moment then."

Leaning back, Lig Zag waited. A smile sprea(l on her face. Something told her that
Kalen was in for a new grand adventure. At least this time, she hoped, it would result in
him getting the girl of his dreams instead of shot.

#HAH#

Yashvir was in a splendi(l mood. The We(lding preparations were all coming along, and
he was starting to attend his first meetings with furs of real importance as a result of his
new connections. Of course, he could still be cut out of the 1oop on a moment's notice,

but that would only happen if the marriage didn't take place.

He was going to make sure it woul(l, and he already had a plan for how to get rid of the
last objections to his scheme.

His parents didn't talk to him anymore, and he was in no hurry to change that. After
his conversation with his father at the smel’cing plant, he knew fuﬂy well that both his
parents were against his plans , and he also knew they couldn't do a thing to stop him,
unless t}ley wanted Rajivh to spencl most, if not aH, of the rest of his life in prison. So he
had sequestere(l himself in one half of the house, leaving the rest to his parents. If he
didn't see them again until the servants informed him of their dea’chs, he would be quite
sa’cisfieol, although in truth he knew that wouldn't be the case. He (li(l, after aH, have to
invite them to the weclding . And no doubt tlley would occasionaﬂy I)ump into him.

He'd simply have to take over whatever parts of the house he needed for his own
purposes as he went along. They had no choice but to agree to whatever demands he
made, after all. Though in truth, he planned on 1eeeping his promise to his father and
make sure t}ley had a suitable stipend for their old age. The reason was simple:

He was a better fur than Jclley.

His own father had ignored him and pre{errecl his sister over him. And his mother had
done nothing to change that. But he would not be so mean. After aﬂ, they were his

parents.



The two Americans he had hired had turned out to be a goocl investment so far. The
money he had spent was a trifle compared to what he would make through his new
contacts. And of course, he had his sights set on the future as a whole. Not only the steel
Lusiness, but parliamen’c. Once there, who knew what it could lead to?

India was a steamroﬂering economic power}louse of the 21st century, having gone from
a third rate economy to a world leader in a matter of thir’cy years, but it was still not quite
on par with the absolute elite. It was generally considered only a matter of time, however,
before it reached that level or even eclipsed it. Yashvir had timed his ascent to power WeH,
and he knew it. He could be part of the last steps up the ladder to world prominence. If
what that took was the alienation of a sister he didn't like and parents who had lost sight
of the real goals in hfe, then so be it.

It was a very smaﬂ price to pay.

#HAH

[t was ten in the morning on the second of January when Kalen £inaﬂy got through
check-in. All he carried was a piece of carry-on in the shape of a shoul&er-bag with a
pacuoclz on it. Something that wouldn't be easy for piclzpoclzets to get into. It held a
couple of books and a small, paw—helcl computer on which he could study plays from last

!
years games.

And a foothall. Tt was simply something he liked to hold on to, and l)esicles, he expectecl
to throw it around a bit in India. Not that he expected to find many fans of the sport
there, but he'd just have to throw it, then run after it himself. Double the exercise, that

way.

S’canding in the airport terminal, he felt a cleep sense of relief. He was finauy on his
way. And more importantly, he was a free fur. He wasn't worried anymore, either. There
would be a job for him next season in the 1eague, he was so certain of that, that he had
Slept more soun(ﬂy the night before his contract ran out, than he had for over a month
prior to it. No doubt because he was :EinaHy able to relax without worrying about his jo]o-
situation. Now at least he knew exactly where he stood.

He crossed the terminal to a bookstore. He had already ]Jrought reading material but
loolzing never hurt anyone, and he might find something interesting. Maybe something
about India would be a good choice.

It was a fairly large store, but as expected, the "airport novel-section took up a
considerable amount of space. [t didn't offend him, but he wasn't interested in that kind



of thing, himself. His teammates had occasionaﬂy teased him, because of him reading
books on religious theory on the ﬂights to and from games. No doubt he came across as
slightly Loring to some of them, but that was only for as 1ong as he had been a ]oaclzup.
After he took over as the starter, the teasing had stopped almost ins’cantly.

The section on other countries was pretty good, much as Kalen expectecl from a
bookstore at an airport. He could find extensive reading material about Thaﬂand, China,
Japan, South Africa, Brazil and dozens of other countries. Including, for’cunately, India.

Piclzing up a couple of laooles, he leafed through them quiclzly to determine if they were
worth spending his money on. They both seemed fairly good.

"Ahem!" a 1011(1, (leep voice said behind him. "Don't you know you have to pay before
you read them?"

It was a deep, slightly graveﬂy male voice, and Kalen nearly jumped through the roof
from surprise. Starting to protest, saying he simply wanted to make sure what he spent

his money on before spending it, he turned around.

Steve grinnecl Wiclely, clearing his throat. "Hello M. Twain—Ryder. [ hear your doctor

has ordered an overseas vacation," the wolf said and smiled Widely.
Kalen's mouth openecl and closed a few times. He blinked ...
"Steve??" he finally managecl to say. "What ... what are you doing here?"

Steve took out his passport and checked it. Frowning somewhat, he pus}lecl out his
bottom 1ip and scratched the back of his head. "Well, I was kinda planning on a trip to
Egypt, you know ... see the pyramids and so on, but for some reason, someone screwed

up and my passport got stamped fora trip to India. Sol guess ’chat's Where I'm going."

Kalen grinned croolze(ﬂy. "Weu, ['m sure you could get into Egypt anyway, if you tried
hard enough. You sure you want to go to India?"

Steve shrugge(l, playing along. "[ suppose one warm place is as good as the next? It's
]oloo&y cold in Fargo this time of year, if you hadn't noticed! We've got three feet of snow
and that's considered a mild snowfall. T need sunny beaches! My doctor said so too!"

Laughing, Kalen threw his arms around his friend and gave him a solid squeeze.
"Damned, am [ glad to see you!"

"T don't know. Are you?" Steve grinne(l, hugging the equine right back.



"Oh Hell yea}l. Now ... are you reacly for an adventure?"
"As ready as I'll ever be!"
Kalen let go and nodded. ”Weu, let's try to find the righ’c exit then."

Steve looked at his ticket and nodded. "It says right here. Terminal C, exit 37. This is
Terminal A, though. We'd better get moving."

N oclcling, patting his friend's shoulder again as if to make sure he was reaﬂy there,
Kalen nodded and headed off.



