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XXIV — Paichacha Vivak...

"I guess this is it, then?" Steve said. Before him loomed the walls of the Singh family
mansion. He remembered when he and Kalen had come here the first time, bribing
themselves past the guards. This time , it hadn't been quite that easy.

But regar(ﬂess of that, they were here now. Loolzing at the back wall. From Within, the
sounds of many voices carried towards him. Most sounded like they were having a great
time. Clearly, a celebration was going on. [t turned Steve's stomach to think this was a
Wedding where only one of the two furs getting hitched was WiHing . To him, freedom was
incredﬂ)ly important. He had learned that as a teenager, when he had finaﬂy come to
realize what his ]:)iological mother had been doing to him. How her passive-aggressive

Lehaviour had been a Jcool to Control him.

But that paled in comparison to this. He had been able to break free, although with a
lot of help ... but this was a Wed(ling. If they didn't get Vishalya out of there, she'd be
forced to live out the rest of her life with a fur she despised. She would have to sleep with
him and even bear his children.

Feeling thoroughly nauseated at the very idea, Steve looked at Kalen, hoping for some
kind of response, but the equine looked unbelieval)ly tense. His lips were practicaﬂy

colour]ess, ’chey were drawn so ’cight across his face. His eyes were burning with intensity.

"Kale?" Steve tried, hoping to snap his friend back to reality for a few moments.



"Yes. This is it," Kalen finaﬂy said. ”Loole, Steve ... it won't be a case of me going in
there and saying "l object" and then the whole thing is called off. Tt's almost cer’cainly
going to get ugly. There will be goons in there, rea(ly to stop any kind of trouble. You
don't have to ..."

"Yes [ (10," Steve in’cerjected, in a voice that said he wasn't going to argue the point.
"Now, let's get over this wall."

"There are furs on the other si(le," Kalen said. "And even if there wasn't, there will be

motion sensors on the wall itself. And cameras. It's going to be a hot reception.”

Steve nodded. "Probably," he agreed. "Anyone with guns, you think?"

Kalen shrugge(l. "May]oe. I don't know. To be honest with you, | think there will be.
They’ve got armed guards at the gate, and armed guar(ls at the checlepoin’c to the area.
Why not in there?"

"Jeez, what a weclding," Steve mumbled in a sarcastic tone of voice, golf—clapping. "Here

comes the bride, prodded down the aisle l)y semi-automatic weapons."

"

"I've got to get her out of there, Steve. ['ve got to!
"T know. But I've got to ask you one question before we go in there."

Kalen looked at his friend. "If you're going to ask me if she's worth it ..." he began,
testily.

Steve shook his head with a ]:)ig, wolfish grin on his face. "Nahh, I know she is.
Otherwise you wouldn't be here in the first place , and your taste in femmes is almost as
good as mine," he teased. "What I've got to ask you is ... aren't you llappy you went to
that party at the governor's place? Even though the team forced you to do s0?"

Kalen's irrate facial expression softened and he nodded, grinning along with his friend.
"Yeah. I am. I guess there's a silver 1ining to every cloud, ch?"

"l thought Visllalya had black fur, not grey," Steve said with a smirlz, only to have

Kalen whack him over the back of his head. ”'Eeey, no messeeng up the lobo's mane!" he
whined.

Kalen groaned. "So, Esteban Junior, are we going to do this?"

"Tf you've got the grappling 110012, then yes," the wolf answered. "Who goes over the wall

firs’c? You or me?"



T go first," Kalen said. "At least some furs in there know me. If they spot me, we
might have a better chance.

Steve nodded and rolled his head on his shoulders. They'd have to get over that wall

reaﬂy fast. The motion sensors and cameras would picle up on the grappling hook
immediately. He was considerably taller and far heavier than Kalen, but he was able to
climb ropes better than most furs despite that. He was , after au, a highly trained,
professional athlete. Stiﬂ, Kalen would get in faster, there was no question of that.

"Here we go then. We go on three,” Kalen mumbled. "And pray our get-away-car is

ready £or US.”

Grinning again, Steve couldn't suppress a short, snorting laugh. "You make it sound

like we're l)realzing into a bank."

"One ... two ... THREE!"

Kalen bolted up and around the car, towards the wall. He had a firm grip on the rope in
his righ’c paw and the grappling hook in his left. It only took seven seconds to run to the
Waﬂ, but it felt like an eternity. No one s’copped them, though. No one shouted for them
to halt. Pausing for only two seconds to catch his brea’ch, he took one step back from the
wall and threw the grappling hook up to the top.

There was no alarm, but Kalen hadn't expected one. If there was an alarm system,

which he suspected there was, it would almost certainly be silent.

Stiﬂ, he grasped the rope and Steve stood ready to help push his friend up to the top. It
only took a few seconds for Kalen to get to the top, where he groaned.

”Caltrops," he growled. ”QW oW OW OW OW!”

Steve nodded and immediately puﬂed off his shirt, tearing it up and wrapping his paws
in the cloth. He could still grip the rope easily enough but at least he wouldn't hurt
himself at the top.

"Careful with your paws friend," he said, "They‘re an important part of your livelihood."

Kalen had alrea(ly jumped down on the other side of the wall and he didn't answer. He
prol)a]aly didn't hear what Steve said anyway. The sounds of lots of frightened furs
running hither and thither on the inside were coming over the wall towards Steve even as

he climbed up to the top.



Wincing at the sigh’c of blood on several of the caltrops, his attention was quiclely
diverted to the scene down on the other side of the wall. Kalen was standing on a stone
tal)le, his stance showing that he was ready to bolt out of there as soon as he knew where
to go. He had jumpe(l a few feet to the righ’c to hit the ’cable, but Steve knew he could
make that jump easily, and followed his friend.

”leay, where is she?" he asked.
Kalen shook his head to show he wasn't sure. "Prol)al)ly inside the house."

"Then that's where we are going," Steve mum]oled, before raising his voice. "HEY.
EVERYONE CALM DOWN. THIS IS A RESCUE, NOT AN ATTACK!"

"Very sul)tle,” Kalen chuckled and hopped off the ’cal)le, running towards the patio and
the large doors that were alrea(ly being closed.

It was rather foolish. They were glass doors after all. Getting in would be very easy
indeed.

#HH#H

"This all looks great," Christian said, leaning back with a satisfied look on his face. "I

think you've comprehensively proven, that all my worries about you were wrong. Good

jol)."

Hiﬂary Reyes stopped 1oolzing worried and broke out into a Lig , relieved smile. "Thank
you, Mr. Pardinus. You think Ms. Leon will approve as well?"

"I'm sure she will. T also have to applau(l you on your sense of goocl business practice.
You are correct that we can't inundate the market with our new strategy in two weeks. Tt
simply isn't possible. However much Leo Leon wants us to gotoa web-based format
only, we can't get news through to our poten’cial readers in just two weeks that this is

what we're doing. And more importantly, we need to re-school a good number of furs to

do this."

"T've taken the liber’cy of 1oolzing up some courses in web-design, and there are a lot of
good ones out ’cllere," Hiﬂary said, "But even so, we're going to need to hire several

trained web-designers to maintain the new format and the forums."

Christian nodded and put his paws behind his head, cliclzing his tongue a couple of
times as he thought things over. "Again, you're righ’c. How 10ng do you expect it will
take?"



"If we start the process today ... three months would be the bare minimum."

"Then we start today. [ appreciate the input. When you 1eave, could you tell Ms.

' . . . n
O'Hara to come in here in ten minutes?

Hiﬂary nodded and piclee(l up her papers. "Of course. I'll make sure to have the first
four of these ads rea(ly before I go home ’coday. I'll have my furs Worlzing overtime if

needs l)e," she said and smiled as she left the office.

Christian grinned. Malzing the change in two weeks had been hopelessly optimistic, and
Hiﬂary was right to point it out. The point was, that she had done so in an educated
manner. She hadn't simply thrown up her paws and said "that's impossil)le”. Instead, she
had come to him with a list of concrete reasons Why the change from paper format to the
Internet had to be postponed. Not Canceﬂed, just delayed while the necessary changes

took place.

That in itself spolee of a change in attitude. Hiﬂary was thinlzing in terms of practical
solutions and possibilities , rather than what couldn't be done, and if she did that ...
others did too.

Leaning forward again, he opened his computer and ’cyped ina quiclz mail to Nadia,
a’c’caching all the material Hiuary had just shown him, along with his own views and
recommendations. He didn't doubt that Nadia would listen. Instead of going to a
completely new format in two weeks , they'(l wait two months , then make the transition
from paper to the Internet over the next four weeks. Idealism was all well and good, but

even the best of intentions had to take actual possibili’cies into account.

Dotting down a few notes to himself, Christian tried to think of the best way of
presenting this to Mr. Leon. Qccasionaﬂy, a subordinate had to be the bearer of
unwanted news , and the lynx knew well enough, that it was all a matter of how it was

presented.

#HH#H

The we(lding party had descended into pure chaos the second Kalen and Steve made
their entry. Two guar(ls had come around the corner of the buil(ling , sporting automatic
weapons and a clear intent to use thern, but Steve had tackled one to the ground and
knocked him out, and Kalen, who was further away, had piclzed up a rock from the

ground and sent the other fur to never-never-land with a Weﬂ-placed throw.



Steve had taken their weapons and thrown them over the WaH, which had caused even

more confusion amongst the guests, running hither and thither.
It wasn't until then that Kalen figured out Why everyone was so afraid.

There had been numerous terrorist attacks in India ’chroughout the years, and the
guests Clearly feared they were in mortal danger. However much he and Steve tried to

shout that they were not a’c’cacleing anyone, no one seemed to listen.

"We're in deep trouble, Kale," Steve shou’ced, trying to keep his voice above the din.
"When the cops arrive, they'u shoot first and ask questions later!"

Kalen nodded. "That's wlly we need to get to Vishalya right now!" he answered, pointing
towards the doors. "Her brother went inside. I'm sure we'll find her in there too!"

One of the guests came at Steve, swinging a bottle of something over his head like a
club. He had a wild look in his eyes, and clearly tried to play the hero of the hour. The
wolf groane(l slightly and unceremoniously knocked the fur out, and catching the bottle

before it hit the ground. "Think you can get us inside with this?" he asked and gave it to
Kalen.

The equine took it and flicked it over a few times in his paw. Then he nodded. "Yep.
Let's go," he mumbled and launched it at the glass doors.

They shattered in a most satisfying way as the bottle passed through the glass panes,
cracleing on the floor. Furs were now practicauy stampeding to get out of the gar(len, but
the only way to do so was to follow the pa’ch around the house. The armed guar(ls from
the front gates were trying to come around the same way, and the resulting tratfic jam

gave the two Americans a few precious moments.

Moments ’clley were not going to waste. Steve nodded to his friend and lowered his
shoulders.

”Remem]:)er Can’con,” lle mum]ole(l, "and £OHOW rne."

Kalen smiled and followed righ’c behind his massive friend as he blocked his way

through a couple of servants, ending up in the 1iving room of the house.

"VISHALYA!?" he shouted, despera’ce for an answer. "VISHALYA, WHERE ARE
YOU?"



The answer he got was not what he wanted to hear. At the top of the staircase 1ea(1ing
upstairs, Yashvir came into view. Kalen had never seen Vishalya's brother l)efore, but he

knew ins’cantly who he was facing .

"When the police get here, you two will wish you'd never been l)orn,” he growled. "There
are members of parliament amongst the guests. You'll be under arrest for terrorism.

You'll cause an international scandal and a serious diplomatic crisis!"

Steve bared his fangs and curled back his 1ips. "I'm going to be reeeeeaﬂy nice to llim,

Kale. I promise. | won't break him nearly as much as [ want to, just let me at him!"

Kalen shook his head. "There are going to be guards coming in here any second. You
need to knock out the first few ones to discourage the rest!" he said.

Steve snarled ferauy at the equine at the top of the staircase, but nodded and bounded
for the front door. Kalen turned his eyes back to Yashvir. "I'm not sure the police will see
it that way," he said, ma’c’cer—of—faotly. "After aﬂ, both Steve and I are unarmed, and your

sister ..."
"My sister will say exact/y what I tell her to say!"
"Or what? She's got her own opinions if you hadn't noticed."

Yashvir's smile was so vile Kalen actuaﬂy felt a shiver run down his spine. "You think
so? There are ways of Lrealzing obstinate females. And her husband-to-l)e, I'm told, was
extreme/y thorough with her."

For a moment, it felt like someone ripped the carpet away under Kalen's hooves. His
head spun. There was no need for Yashvir to go into more detail about what he meant ...
Kalen could see it, right there on his face.

"You ... rotten ... swine," the American Wheeze(l, tears l)urning in his eyes. From the
front of the room house, he could hear a lot of commotion going on. Clearly, Steve had

engaged the guards ... and from the sound of it, he was winning, paws—down.

While the guar(ls were armed, they didn't seem too keen on £iring their guns. Like
Kalen had eXpected, Jchey were too worried ’clley'd accidentaﬂy hit the wrong fur, and
modern automatic weapons could shoot clean ’chrough walls or Ceilings and wound furs in

other rooms or even on another floor if unluclzy.

[t gave Steve a figh’cing chance ... and he was angry on top of things.



"I don't need to listen to your insults . American," Yashvir said, dismissively, turning
around. "T've done a})solutely nothing wrong. [ am the head of the £amily, and I've simply
exercised my rights. I'm going to be gracious, since it's my sister's wedding day, and let
you run. If you're fast, and if you know a good hiding place or two, you might still escape
the police. If you stay, | guarantee you, you'ﬂ end up wishing you were dead."

Kalen narrowed his eyes and started up the stairs. "I'm not going anywhere," he spat.

Yashvir sighed. His shoulders slumped and he turned back aroun(l, puﬂing a punch-
dagger from within his tunic. "You don't think you're going to get away with this , do
you?" he asked. "This is not a Boﬂywood movie. The hero doesn't swing in on a
chandelier, rescuing the heroine in the nick of time. You Americans ... you're all the

"
same.

Kalen didn't answer. He just ducked left as Yashvir swung the punch-dagger at his face.
Then he hopped a Couple of steps back down the stairs to avoid a punch towards his

midsection.

Yashvir had the high ground, and he clearly knew how to use his weapon. But Kalen
was too angry to be afraid or worried. He 1eep’c ducleing and weaving, until finaﬂy, he was
back down in the 1iving room, facing his enemy on even ground. Punches came fast and
hard and once or twice, Yashvir managed to nick Kalen's clothes or even his slein,

drawing trickles of blood.
And slowly, he was forcing Kalen backwards.

"KALE! WE'RE GOING TO HAVE COMPANY IN A FEW MOMENTS!" Steve
shouted from the front of the house.

Kalen didn't answer. He had to stay focused on Yashvir and the wicked loolzing blade in
his paw.

Once again, Yashvir punched towards Kalen's face , then his midrig, and Kalen had to

jump backwards.

His right hoof landed in the slippery mess left l)y the burst bottle he had used to smash
the doors with.

For a brief moment, he looked like he migh’c avoid stumbling ... but then, like a fauing
tree, he went l)aclewards, over a recliner and through a table. And Yashvir was on him like
a hawk on wounded prey. Within the blink of an eye, he was sitting astride Kalen's ches’c,
his punch-dagger raised.



"l ough’c to thank you," he said, hatefuﬂy. "If I didn't hate you so much. You have
practicaﬂy ensured my election. I'll be a hero ... 12i11ing a dangerous terrorist, a’c’cacleing
members of parliament ata peaceful Wedding. I'll prol)al)ly be up for a civic medal for
this. But that's going to be nothing, compared to how much I'm going to enjoy this."

Kalen watched the blade descend. Tt all happened in slow motion.
Something hit Yashvir.
Something Steve-shaped.

The dagger went ﬂying, and Steve and Yashvir tumbled across the ﬂoor, a tangled mess
of fur, fangs and fists. Kalen managed to get upright just in time to see Yashvir somehow
get up on top of Steve, and grab]:)ing the broken bottle-neck from the floor.

"Oh no you fucleing don't,” Kalen growled as he gral)]aed Yashvir's raised arm around
the wrist, with his right paw. Then, using every ounce of strength in his l)ody, he
punche(l at the Indian equine's elbow ... from the back.

There was an unpleasant crunching sound, and then a moment of silence, before
Yashvir tumbled off Steve with an agonized scream, clutching his shattered right elbow
in his left paw.

Kalen didn't even stop to thinlz as he l)oun(led up the stairs to the £irst ﬂoor.

"VISHALYA? VISHALYA ARE YOU UP HERE?" he shouted. He didn't even
pause to ask Steve about the "company" the wolf had mentioned.

But he could hear a lot of commotion downstairs again.

Tearing open doors, he felt tears press their way to the fore again. [t wasn't until he got
to the end of the haﬂway and looked out at the scene in the gar(len that he realized what
was going on. The police had arrived. In force, it seemed. There were dozens of police-

furs in the front yard, and most of the armed Wedding-guards were ...
paw-cuﬁed?

Kalen looked ut’cerly confused at what was going on for a moment, until he realized that
Vishalya was out there, flanked by two police-furs.

He shuddered from head to foot and bolted back downstairs , practicaﬂy into the arms of

a very 1arge tiger, wearing a uniform.



"I've got to get out there. I've got to get to her!" he burst out, but the tiger lzept him
from going anywhere.

"Easy, easy ..." he said, in good English. "I need to ask you a few questions. You are
Mzr. Kalen Twain-Ryder, [ assume?"

Kalen nodded franticaﬂy, still trying to get past the tiger. He had to get outside to make
sure Vishalya was alright. "I am. Please, let me go. ['ve got to see if she's ... if she's ..."

"[ assume you're taﬂzing about Miss Singh,” the tiger said. "She's l)eing taken care of as
we spealz. You are a 1ucley fur, Mr. Twain-Ry(ler. A very luclzy fur indeed."

Steve, who was sitting upright against a Loolecase, trying to catch his breath, looked up.
"Why is he so 1uclzy? He's been cut, he's been stabbed at ... "

The tiger chuckled. "He is 1uc12y, because he has good friends. We have been
investigating Yashvir Singh for months. Ever since someone at his father's company
tipped us off that he was up to some kind of criminal activity, involving the family assets.
We had no concrete evidence, but when we received a call from his father yesterday,
things began to make sense. Apparently, Yashvir Singh thought he had cowed his parents
so thoroughly they wouldn't dare try to stop him. And when we then received a second
telephone caﬂ, from a cab-driver, who said he was helping two half crazy Americans
prevent a case of Paishacha Vivah ... we figured we could arrest him on those cllarges

firs’c, and get him to talk about his other criminal activities when we interrogated him
anyway."

Kalen listened to the police-ofﬁcer. Then he swaﬂowe(l, hard ... and then tears l)egan to
flow. He looked down and away, and shivered from head to hoof. "Please ... let me go out

and see her?" he whispered.

Finaﬂy, the officer let Kalen go. The equine wiped his eyes and headed outside, and
Steve got up to his feet.

”Qgicer, I'm just an American in a foreign land, and I don't know much about your
customs, but ..." he Legan, then sighed.

"Yes?" the tiger asked.

Steve looked after his friend. The door behind Kalen was closing , and he turned his
gaze back to the tiger. "I'm fairly l)right, you know. And I know Kalen better than
anyone. When you said ... that thing. That Paiplabahal)awhatasomething-or-o’cher L



"Paisacha Vivah?" the officer asleed, Seriously.

Steve nodded. "Yes. That. What does it mean?"

"It's an illegal practice, Sir," the tiger said, his voice quite solemn. "Tt's a remnant of a

past where the caste system was still in place.”
"[ see," Steve said and nodded. "Forced marriage, then."

"Not exac’cly,” the tiger answered, sa(ﬂy. "Marriage l)y rape."

#HH#H

Kalen closed the door behind him. The front garden was a mess. It would take a
battalion of gar(leners six months to get it to look like a gar(len again, in fact. Furs were
l)eing questioned l)y police-furs. The armed guar(ls had been disarmed, put in pawcugs
and they were now ]:)eing loaded into police-cars. Kalen had no doubt they'd be let go
soon enough. They had just been hired to guarcl a Wedding party and ha(l, strictly
spealeing , done nothing they hadn't been paid to do.

Vishalya hadn't seen him yet, it seemed. Two police-furs were s’canding l)y her, but she
seemed almost dazed Ly every’clling that was going on around her.

He didn't understand what was l)eing said l)y anyone, but a rather s’coclzy male canid in

his late fifties approache(l him cautiously, and Kalen stopped, rnornentarily, 1oolzing at
the fur.

"I understand you are American?" the fur said. His Indian accent was extremely lleavy.
"Tam. If you'u excuse me ..." Kalen answere(l, "I've got to see Vishalya Singh."

The male nodded. "Before you do, I['ve got to ask you, is it true that this was a forced

marriage? | had no idea, you see."

Kalen looked at the fur with an empty expression on his face. He wasn't going to be
used as a convenient alibi or excuse l)y any of the guests a’c’cending the we(lding, and he
felt sick to his stomach that this fur was trying something like that on him. "You can
talk to the police about tha’c," he finaﬂy said. "T've got more important things to do."

"More important ... but ... but I am ..." the male Legan, clearly surprised and flustered
at Kalen's dismissal of him.



”Comple’cely irrelevant compare(l to Vishalya's Wem)eing a Kalen completed the

sentence, and walked on.

Vishalya half turned just in time to see him before he reached her. Her eyes ins’cantly
grew to the size of saucers, and without a Word, she turned around and bolted towards the
gate.

Kalen was taken completely abacle, as were the two police-furs who had been s’canding
with Vishalya. They looked at Kalen in confusion, then after Vishalya, then seemed to
figure something out between them and one of them tried to stop the American, while
the other ran after the ﬂeeing bride.

It took a moment before Kalen figured out how to react. Then he looked at the police—
fur and shook his head. ”Please, don't stop me. I've come all the way from America to ask
her to marry me," he said, evenly. "And I've had a reaﬂy, rea//y bad day so far!"

To his credit, the police-fur immedia’cely got the message and stood aside with a nod,
and Kalen sprin’ced after Vishalya.

He caught up to the other police-fur first, and quiclzly managed to convince him to stop
pursuing Vishalya. Then he turned back around to see where she had gone.

She was nowhere to be seen, but there was only one place she could have hidden, except
amongst the police-cars, and somehow, Kalen didn't think she'd gone there. So he ran
around the corner, and up ahead, he saw Vishalya, still running.

Sighing, he ducked his head and ran as fast as he could. Even in her dress, she was a
fast runner, he noted. At least it wasn't a western—s’cyle Wedding dress, he thought, or this
would have been a scene taken out of any number of cheap romantic comedies. This ,
however, was a lot more serious, and as he caugllt up to her and overtook her, he turned

around and put up his paws.
"Please ... s’cop," he Wheezed, half out of breath. "Please?"

Vishalya looked at him with a terrified expression, but she did stop running. ”Why are
you here?" she asked.

There was pain and fear in her voice, and it nearly broke Kalen's heart to hear it. But

he mana ed to smile, re ar(ﬂess. "Tm llere because ou aslzed me to save you."
g g y y

Vishalya shook her head furiously. "No. No, go back to America, Kalen,” she sai(l, her

voice l)realeing. "You don't want me anymore."



"T think I should be the judge of that,” Kalen said and took a half-step towards
Vishalya, still holding his paws up.

Vishalya started to turn away. 'You don't want someone like me. I'm unclean. I'm

spoiled. I'm ..." she Whispere(l, her voice brealzing and she l)egan to cry.

Kalen wasn't going to let her run away again. He took another half—s’cep towards her
and gen’cly put his arms around her, puﬂing her in close. "You're perfect," he Whispere(l,
]aurrying his muzzle in her mane. "You're beautiful. You're inteﬂigent. You're wonderful

.. and I came halfway across the world for you. | fought your brother for you. | nearly
got shot ]ay the guar(ls for you. So whatever you say ... don't ever tell me you're not worth
it. Because you are. And I love you."

Vishalya broke down comple’cely, sol)l)ing against Kalen's ches’c, her paws clenching his
shirt tigh’cly as she tried to hide from the whole world. All the while he held her and
stroked her Laclz, Whispering over and over that he loved her.

"T don't even have a family anymore," she finaﬂy Wheezed, between sobs. "They wouldn't

want someone like me back."

”They're not good enough for you anyway," Kalen answere(l, so{'tly. "But would you like

a new family?"

Vishalya didn't answer. And Kalen didn't pressure her about it.



