Chapter 31

Allison won the bet.


She came by the office during lunch and showed him the check she made Terry write, a $10,000 check, that had the word VOID scrawled across it in big bold letters.  Allison hadn’t cheated at all when she took him out, but she beat him by literally running him into the ground.  Allison jogged as a means to stay fit, jogged to give her endurance when she used to dance, and she was more than capable of running Terry to exhaustion and force him to stop.  She did that first, and after he recovered, they went on a canoe trip on Lake Ladybird, which turned out to be a comedy of errors since neither of them knew how to paddle a canoe, then they went on a driving tour of the hill county to the north and west and then the ranchlands to the south and east.  They went to dinner and an opera that night, and when Allison took Terry back to his hotel, she made him write her the check.  Then, when he wrote it, she voided it right in front of him and reminded him that their relationship wasn’t about money.  She kept the check, though, which was now voided on both sides and had the account number on the check cut off to prevent anyone from ever using it, and she intended to put it in a little frame and hang it in her bedroom.  That fact amused Terry to no end, for some reason.


Terry also checked in, as he and Pat were going over the next and last major section of the election special, the elections themselves.  They were going to research the voting method, voting laws, and the history of voting, but from the discriminatory days against African and mixed breeds and also the Trivia Pursuit style questions, like the one state election in Arizona that was won by one vote…and the losing candidate had forgotten to vote in his own election.  “Tomorrow a courier is going to drop a box off at your house, cousin,” Terry told him.  “Inside is a set of keys, a remote, and a code for the alarm.  Those are for my new house.  The remote opens the gate, and the code is for the alarm.  There should be three keys.  One is for the front door, the second is for the boat house, and the third is for the pool house.”


“So it’s final?”


“Yup, I signed at nine this morning and wrote a check,” he answered.  “Took a huge bite out of my account, but it’s worth it.  That house was being sold for a tenth of its value, so I just have to wait for real estate to come back from the bottom-out.  I’ll be able to sell that house for more than I paid for it when I’m done.  The agent’s gonna do the legal paperwork for me, but the house is mine.  I wanted you to have a key to it, just in case you need access to the house.  And when Vil comes to visit, she can borrow your key to get in.”  He chuckled.  “I also gave a key and remote to Ally.  At first she didn’t want them, but I told her it wasn’t about giving her anything, it was so furs I can trust have access to the house in case there’s a problem.  I trust her not to go in there and trash the house, I just want someone I know and trust down there with a key in case it’s needed.  And I told her not to give Sheila the key to that house for any reason,” he added, which made Kit laugh.  “I’ll hire a caretaker for it in the next couple of days.  I may offer it to a Vulpan servant before I look locally, but I’m not sure if any of them would want to move to Austin.”


The more serious call came from Vil, who called him as he and Rick were going over the layout for the issue after next.  They’d had the financial meeting that morning, and it was good news and bad news.  The good news was that circulation had increased faster than Kit expected, by nearly 5% more than he expected, but the bad news was that the first bill for the health insurance plan had come in, and that took a big chunk of the good profits they’d been making right out of the mix because they had to make a larger initial payment than they would monthly payments.  But they’d been expecting that, and they’d built up a solid war chest for expansion with several weeks of strong profits and few expenses.  The magazine had $57,394.55 in the bank, the result of six weeks of strong sales and an average profit of $6,700 per week added to the money they already had available.  Some of that money was the investment that both Rick and Kit were owed by the magazine, which they had both opted not to take, to keep the magazine flush with capital and capable of expansion.  Kit himself had pumped $46,394 into the magazine since he became a partner, paying salaries, paying for radio advertising, and paying for two weeks of printing large circulation, and Rick had put $52,000 into the magazine through business loans and personal investments, and there was only one loan left outstanding the magazine had to pay.  The $12,250 owed to Bank of America would be paid back immediately, the check going out tomorrow, since getting that debt off the books was their primary goal.  Both Kit and Rick wanted the magazine to have no debt, because the dark clouds on the financial horizon told both of them that getting the magazine on solid financial legs was a very good idea.  And one way to do that was to eliminate their major outstanding debt.  It would cut some of their capital, but both of them agreed that right now, given the way the financial world was looking, clearing their debt would be a good idea.


It had been serious enough for Kit to decide to sell most of the stocks in his portfolio and reinvest that money in T-bills.  Kit had a feeling that Kendall was right, and it might be a good idea to cash out of the market now, wait a few months to see what happened, and then buy back into it when things looked stable.  Kit had sold the stocks that morning, and had even managed to make $433 out of the deal, his stock picks more up than down.  If Kendall was right, there was a crash coming, and Kit could just buy back in when things bottomed out, which would give him a net profit in the long run.  Selling a thousand stocks for $4,300 then buying the same thousand stocks six months later for $2,000 was sound business.


“Hey sis, how was Britain?” he asked as he got back to his office.


“Windy,” she answered, “but we had fun.  How did the move go?”


“All done,” he answered.  “We unpacked the last box Saturday night.  We’re all settled in.”


“Good, you’ll need to send me a video, I want to see it.”


“Sure, Jessie already did a video documentary of the entire house, she even narrated it,” he chuckled.  “It’s nearly an hour long.”


“Overnight it to me, bro.”


“Sure, I can do that,” he promised.  “So, any news on the front?”


“Oh, yeah, there’s news,” she said darkly.  “Simpson is gone.  And I mean gone.  She’s nowhere in Boston, and the FBI is looking for her.  Turns out she got advance warning of what I did from someone, and she cleared out her bank account and ran.  So, given that information, she was voted off the board this morning.  And, on another note, it seems Uncle Zach has found a different way to come after me.  Uncle Zach is suing me.”


“Suing you?  Over what?”


“Breach of contract,” she grunted.  “I got served the papers today.  He’s pretty clever in how he worded it.  He’s not suing over my ownership else he treads into the forbidden zone of the contract, so he’s instead suing me saying that I didn’t uphold my promises when I took the chair, which was a condition of me being CEO.  If he wins, I lose the CEO chair…but he can‘t take my stocks, so it‘s a pointless exercise, since I can exercise my rights as the majority stockholder and boot anyone that takes my place.  He can’t take control of the company from me, but he can aggravate the hell out of me.”


“Does it have legs?”


“Of course not,” she snorted.  “It’s a nuisance suit, bro, there just to annoy me.  He knows he’ll lose, he just wants to tie me up in court.  He’s attacking me through my bank account.”


“Huh?”


“I can’t pay for my legal defense through the shipyard, not for this,” she growled.  “I have to pay for it personally.  In all, I got served with sixteen different sets of papers today, bro, sixteen different lawsuits.  Add five miscellaneous lawsuits over different aspects of my running the company with eleven other lawsuits he filed this morning suing me over aspects of Stonebrook, and it adds up fast.  And you know I don’t have as much money as he does.  He’s trying to bleed me.”


“Criminy,” Kit grunted.  “So, what are you going to do in revenge?”


She laughed darkly.  “Oh, I have a plan,” she affirmed.  “It starts tomorrow, when I put a new piece of business before the board.”


“And what is this?”


“Getting rid of Zach,” she said bluntly.  “First thing in the morning, I’m putting his termination up for vote by the board.”


“What?” he gasped.  “I didn’t think you could!”

“Oh, I can now,” she told him with dark humor.  “When he filed suit against me, he violated his Vulpan Shipyard executive contract.  He didn’t introduce the matter before the board before filing suit, which violates the internal resolution clause in the contract, and he also violated the non-disclosure agreement surrounding my CEO contract, which violates his secrecy clause in his contract.  His lawyers filed the suit as a sealed proceeding, but the judge threw out the seal order, which made it open and violated Zach’s contract with the shipyard,” she said smugly.  “And he can’t say he never signed one.  I have it in front of me right now.”


“I seriously doubt they’ll fire him.  Doesn’t it take a three-quarters majority and no dissenting Vulpans to fire a Vulpan off the board?  I thought you said you had a voting majority, but not a three-quarters majority.”


“Yeah, I have a two vote edge since I canned Rogers and Lewis and Simpson fled the country, and that’s why immediately after I lose the termination vote, I’ll exercise my power as CEO in a way the board can’t stop.  I’ll censure Zach for misconduct, levy the maximum fine I can, which is half his yearly salary, and then suspend him from the company for the maximum period without pay.  That’ll be one month he’ll be suspended from the company.  Hell, he won’t even be allowed into the shipyard, and I’ll take delight in watching security take his ID and escort him out of the yard.  The board can’t stop me, because when I introduce the motion to terminate him, I’ll have to prove I have standing.  When I prove that, then when it comes time for me to punish Zach for breaking his contract, the board can’t stop me, I’ll have already proved his misconduct.”


“That’s probably why he did it, sis.  All it costs him is a quarter million and a month of sitting at home engineering his efforts to get rid of you.”


“Ah, yes, but consider this, brother dear,” she said smugly.  “While he is suspended, he is not a member of the board.  He officially loses that title while he’s serving his suspension.  What that means is that if I can prove he got information about confidential board meetings while he’s suspended, I can temporarily suspend the entire board until such time as I discover who is leaking classified information.  That’s one of my powers as CEO.  And in instances where the board is suspended, the CEO can fire the offending board members without votes.  Simply put, if I suspend the board, I can fire Zach and whoever told him what’s going on in the board meetings, and nobody can gainsay me.  It’ll be an easy way to get rid of both Zach and Jake in one fell swoop.  Jake won’t be able to resist telling Zach what’s going on in the meetings, especially after I bait him into it by doing something in a meeting that’ll make him run straight to Zach like his tail was on fire.  And the instant he does, they’re both gone.  I’ll sweep them out, then get rid of every fur they bribed, and reform the board with furs loyal to the company, not our uncles.  And the instant he’s out of the shipyard, he loses standing to file the suit, and it gets dismissed.”


“Yes, and you telling me that just told Zach exactly what you’re going to do.  This isn’t a secure phone, sis.”


“You think Nick’s down there for his health?” she asked lightly.  “Your cell phone is secure now, bro, and your work Blackberry should be secure by tonight, including everyone on the network.  Nick took care of it.”


“How did he pull that off?”


“Ask him if you want,” she chuckled.  “He’s not down there for a vacation, bro.  It may not look like it, but he’s working, and he sends me daily progress reports.”


Kit backtracked.  “Wait, he’s suing you over Stonebrook?  How?”


“He’s suing over operational costs and an attempt to make changes to the manor, to tear down a couple of the guest houses on the grounds.  Like I said, bro, he’s trying to bleed me.  He’s being very careful not to sue over anything that you can challenge as part of the agreement we signed, but he’s going after every tangent he can find.  He has eleven different lawsuits suing to make changes to Stonebrook which I won’t permit, attacking me because I’m the primary owner on the deed.  He’s even suing to force me to change cell phone plans at the manor.  His strategy is to find any reason to sue, no matter how frivilous, and then overwhelm me with legal fees.  A classic tactic of a rich fur exploiting the legal system.  He‘s going to try to break me defending myself from him.”


“Oh, hell no,” Kit growled.  “He’s dragging me into this when he starts filing lawsuits over Stonebrook, and I’m not getting dragged into this mess.  If Zach doesn’t withdraw every Stonebrook suit by tomorrow afternoon, I’ll kick his ass.”


“What are you going to do?”


“Make a very ugly threat,” he answered in a steely tone, which made Vil laugh.  “Is the main phone number the same?”


“Sure is.  I’ll let you have at it, bro.  Have fun,” she said with a laugh, then she hung up.


Kit then dialed a number he hadn’t used since he was 15 years old, but knew better than his own name.  “Stonebrook Manor, this is Stanley MacArren, how may I help you?” came the rich voice of Stanley MacArren, the chief of staff of Stonebrook, the servant that ruled the house.  That number used to ring into a switchboard, but now it ringed into a phone that the chief butler carried, not a cell phone but rather a landline using a floating phone that could be used anywhere on the manor just like a cell phone, and a phone from which Stanley could route calls to their destination.  The number was the official number for the manor itself, and it was actually rarely used, since it dealt mainly with manor business.  Those inside the manor all had their own personal cell phones, and so they were called directly.  But since Kit didn’t know Zach’s number, he knew if he called the manor, Stanley could route the call to Zach.


“Stan,” Kit called.


There was a gasp.  “Master Kit!” he said excitedly.  “Is something wrong?  Did Father not answer his phone?”


“No, I’m sure Clancy’s fine, Stan.  I’m not calling to talk to him.  Is my uncle there?”


“Umm, hold on.  Dee!” he called away from the phone.  “Has Master Vulpan returned home yet?  Yes, he’s here,” he answered.  “Sorry I couldn’t answer, but I’ve been down at the docks.  They’ve been replacing the dock planking the last couple of days, and I was down there fighting with the contractor.”


“Put me through to him,” Kit said grimly.


“Certainly, Master Kit.  Should I tell him who’s calling?”


“Oh, yes, do so,” he growled.  “And tell him that if he does not answer the phone or shunts me off to someone else, I will come up there personally.  And tell him to remember what I said the last time we talked face to face about what would happen the next time he saw me.”


There was a startled silence.  “Yes, Master Kit, I’ll make sure he understands the, ah, gravity of the situation.”


Kit had to wait for about two minutes, and then the phone went live.  “What do you want?” Zach asked in a grating voice.


“Neither of us wants to talk to the other, so let’s make this to the point.  You will withdraw every lawsuit you filed over Stonebrook tomorrow, and you won’t file another one.  Ever.”


“And just why should I do that?” he asked challengingly.


“Because if you don’t, you’ll be out of the gate by Wednesday afternoon,” Kit answered immediately.  “I don’t care what games you and Vil play with each other in Boston, they don’t concern me, but you will not drag me into your fight, and you’re doing that when you start filing lawsuits over Stonebrook.  My name is on that deed.  You have no right to pull me into your petty bickering.”


“What makes you think you can give orders over Stonebrook?  You won’t even spend the night here,” Zach sneered.  “I have every right to do anything with Stonebrook I please, since my name is on the deed.  The manor and its accounts are all mine, no matter what that piece of papers says.”


“What makes me think I can do it is because I can,” he snapped.  “I’m not debating the point with you, Uncle Zach.  You can drop the Stonebrook lawsuits or you can paw over every cent the entire family has over to me, and then you’ll get to explain to your brothers and sisters why they’re suddenly penniless.”


“What?” Zach asked hotly.


“It’s simple, Uncle,” Kit growled.  “Vil will sign her portion of the deed over to me if I ask her to do it, and that’s legal.  That’s the way it’s set up.  And when Vil does that, then I will be the primary owner.  So, if you don’t drop every suit you have going concerning Stonebrook, that means that all those suits you have concerning Stonebrook aren’t filed against Vil anymore, they’re filed against me.  And do you remember what it says in the agreement about you suing me, Uncle?” he asked.  “If you don’t remember, allow me to remind you.  If you try to sue me, you invalidate the entire agreement, and I get everything.  So, I’m going to call Vil right now and have her draw up the document that signs Stonebrook over to me as the primary owner and makes her the secondary owner, switching our spots on the deed, and she’s going to fax it to me.  I’m going to sign it and fax it back to her.  And there’s not a damn thing you can do about that, since your position on the deed doesn’t change…and if you try to sue to stop it, I can bust your ass from here to Poughkeepsie because you cannot sue me.  So, Uncle, if every lawsuit concerning Stonebrook is not dismissed or withdrawn by five o’clock tomorrow, she’ll file that deed at the courthouse first thing Wednesday morning.  And the Vulpan family will be penniless by lunchtime, because I will invalidate the agreement and take everything.”


“You fucking son of a bitch!” Zach howled into the phone.


“You dragged me into this stupid fight, Uncle,” Kit growled in reply, “when you started messing with Stonebrook, and now I’m going to take Stonebrook right back out of it.  You forget, my name is on that deed, and I don’t want any part of your scheming against Vil touching me.  And when you mess with Stonebrook, you are messing with me.  This is your only warning.  Leave Stonebrook and anything else with my name on it out of any games you play with Vil, because you’re encroaching on me when you do.  I will not be pulled into your games.  Just leave me the fuck alone, and I mean that in every single way possible.  If you and Vil want to kill each other with a thousand paper cuts, go right on ahead and do it, but if my name is anywhere near it, it is off limits, do you understand?  Just leave me alone!”


“Now listen here, you stupid child!” Zach raged at him.  “You are sticking your nose in business that has nothing to do with you!”


“It has everything to do with me when you are taking Vil to court over something that has my name on it,” he snapped in retort.  “You do not own Stonebrook by yourself, Uncle.  You are just a tertiary owner, you are an afterthought on that deed, third in line.  That gives me a hell of a lot more right to stop you from screwing with Stonebrook than you have using it as a tool against Vil.  And since it’s clear that you think that Stonebrook is your personal toy, Uncle Zach, I think I’m going to have to make sure you’re not destroying my family’s house for your own amusement.  I’m going to have Duckworth and Pennington go over the accounts of the manor, which I have the right to do as a deeded owner of the property,” he added with a growl.  “If there’s even one penny out of place, you will be seeing me again face to face, Uncle, when I come up there and evict you,” he said in a cold voice.  “That money is not yours.  It’s not mine.  It’s not Vil’s either.  None of us has any right to any of that money.  It belongs to Stonebrook, it pays the bills and the taxes and the salaries and benefits of the workers, and it had damn well better be there.  And I mean every damn penny,” he growled.


“I want you to undertand one thing, Uncle.  You had better leave me alone, or you will find out just how much like my father I really am,” he growled threateningly.  “I forgave you and the family once before when I signed the agreement that gave you your money back and was willing to live down here in peace and away from you, but you are fucking testing my patience.   I have only come back to Boston twice, once to see Clancy when he was sick and once to visit with Vil by her invitation, and I’ve kept to myself and out of family business.  I’ve kept my side of the bargain, but you are not keeping yours, because you are dragging me into this by fucking with the only piece of real estate on this earth that has my name on it.  If you drag me into this, if you get me tangled up in your little war with Vil, and if you ever threaten Stonebrook again, I will come up there and I will destroy you.  Do you understand me?” he asked in a dreadfully cold voice.


“God damn you to hell, Luke!” Zach shouted, then he very noisily hung up the phone.


“I’ll take that as a yes,” Kit said in a low, deadly tone into the dead receiver, then he hung up the phone.


Kit blew out his breath, trying to get himself back under control.  That emotion wasn’t faked, and that threat was not an idle one.  Zach was honestly pissing him off with his attempts to use Stonebrook against Vil, and Kit was not going to put up with it.  But, Zach’s possessive statements about Stonbrook’s finances set an alarm off in Kit’s head, and made him call back as fast as he could hit redial.  “Stonebrook Manor, this is Stanley MacArren, how may I help you?” Stanley went through his ritual greeting.


“Stan,” Kit said again.


“Master Kit!  What happened?  Did you get disconnected?”


“In a manner of speaking, since Zach hung up on me,” Kit said without much humor.  “I want you to do something.”


“What is that?”


“Call Duckworth and Pennington right now and initiate an audit of the manor’s accounts.  And I mean a complete audit.  I want to know if even one penny is missing, and I want that audit started right now.”


Stanley laughed suddenly. “I can most certainly do that, Master Kit,” he said brightly.  “I’ll see to it right now.”


“Do that.  Oh, and Stanley.”


“Yes?”


“Do an inventory of everything at the manor.  I want to know if there’s anything missing.”


“I’ll have it conducted immediately.  At what number can I reach you?”


Kit gave him his number for his Blackberry.  “I’m sorry to make work for you, but something Zach said rang all kinds of bells and whistles in my head.  I want to make sure everything is the way it should be, both in the manor and in the manor’s accounts.  I may hate that place, but I don’t hate the furs who work there, and you’re the ones I’m worrying about.”


“You’re not the only one who feels that way, Master Kit,” Stanley said seriously.  “Let’s just say that I’ve been keeping an exceptionally close eye on things since your uncle moved in.”


“I’m glad we understand each other, Stan,” Kit said simply.


“On this matter, we do indeed, Master Kit,” he said soberly.  “I’ll take care of this immediately.”


“Thanks, Stan.”


“For you, Master Kit, anything.  Goodbye sir.”


“Bye.”  Kit speed dialed Vil, and she answered before the phone even rang.  “Sis.”


“So, what happened?”


“Uncle Zach blew a head gasket,” Kit answered, which made her laugh delightedly.  “He called me a son of a bitch, and that was the nicest thing he said.”


“What exactly did you do?”


“I threatened to have you sign Stonebrook over to me tomorrow if he doesn’t drop every Stonebrook suit,” he answered.  “Since that would make me the primary owner, that means those suits would be against me instead of you.”


She howled with sudden exuberant laughter.  “Oh God, baby bro, that’s going for the jugular!” she said with glee, laughing even more.  “And it’s legal!  The suits are against me as the primary owner of Stonebrook!  If I signed it over to you, those lawsuits would transfer to you, the instant I proved to the court that I‘m not the owner anymore.  Zach would get caught trying to sue you through the back door!”


“I’m carrying through the threat, sis,” he said.  “Send me the paperwork that switches us on the deed, with me first and you second.  I’ll sign it and send it back, and if Zach doesn’t drop his Stonebrook suits by the close of business tomorrow, file it Wednesday morning.  If he does, just tear them up or burn them or whatever you want to do with them.  And when you see him tomorrow, show him the document.  Let him see that I was not joking one little bit.”


“That’s a deal, bro.  A courier will show up at your place in five or six hours with the papers, I’ll just put the lawyer on the plane and he can draw them up on the way down.  Sign them and he’ll bring them back.”


“One other thing, sis.  When we started arguing about the manor, he said a few things that rang an alarm in my head.  I asked Stanley to have Duckworth and Pennington audit the manor’s accounts, and he’s going to inventory everything that’s supposed to be there.  I, uh, I kinda have to have you pay for that, sis, I can’t afford them to do the audit, but it needs to be done.  I wouldn’t put it past Zach to pillage the manor’s accounts and leave the manor bankrupt in revenge for whatever we may do to him.”


She laughed again.  “God I’ve missed you, bro,” she told him.  “I love how thoroughly you do things.”


“I’m a researcher, we define thorough,” he said simply, which made her chuckle.


“I’ll have the audit’s cost taken out of the manor’s accounts, bro, don’t worry about that.  It’s a justifiable expense.”


“Well, I guess, because someone has to do it,” he grunted.  “I can’t believe how petty Zach’s getting.  You should have heard him, sis.  He all but dared me to do something about him filing lawsuits against Stonebrook.  I took him up on it.”


“God, did you!” she laughed delightedly.   “I think Uncle Zach’s gonna be too busy tomorrow putting the money back in Stonebrook’s accounts to be able to pay much attention to anything else,” she snickered.


“He’d better, or I’ll come up there and punch him in the nose,” Kit growled.  “Just like Terry.”


“I’ll send a jet down for you to come up,” she offered.


He laughed.  “No thanks,” he answered.  “I’d much rather go home and nuzzle Jessie than go to Boston and punch Zach.  I’m a lover, not a fighter.”


“Lightweight,” she teased.  “I’ll go take care of this, bro.  Remember, stay close to home tonight.”


“We don’t have any plans, we’re both still recovering from the move.”


“Oh, give the courier the video instead of sending it.”


“Sure, I’ll send it with him.”


“Okay, baby bro, I’ll call you tomorrow and tell you what happened.”


“Alright, sis, be good.”


“Never,” she chuckled.  “Bye-bye bro.”


“Bye sis.”


Kit hung up the phone and pondered for a moment.  He didn’t really want to get involved in the fighting between Vil and Zach, but them dragging Stonebrook into it was going too far.  Not only were they dragging him into it as an owner, they were messing with the lives and livelihoods of the furs who lived and worked at the manor.  Kit wouldn’t like it at all if the manor was damaged in the fight between Vil and Zach, if the court made some kind of injunction freezing the manor’s assets or something like that.  And that was definitely possible if Zach didn’t stop hounding Vil over the manor.  Kit had no happy memories of that place, but it was where he was born, and it was part of the family’s history.  Kit wouldn’t let it get destroyed in a power struggle between Vil and Zach.  If worse came to worst, he’d take it from both of them to protect it from their machinations.  Vil would sign over the manor to him if he asked it, redo the deed where he was the primary owner and Vil was the secondary owner, and if he feared she was losing her objectivity where the manor was concerned, he’d make her give it to him.  Then he’d go up to Boston and force Zach out of it, thereby protecting it from them.  After that, he’d just let Stanley take care of it until Laura was of age, and he’d give it to her.  He sure as hell didn’t want to live there.


The manor had ten million dollars in its accounts thanks to the agreement that Vil had him sign after Cybil’s lawsuit was killed, money that belonged to the manor, not the Vulpans living inside it, and that was enough for the manor to literally be self-sustaining for perpituity.  The interest the manor made from safe investments like T-bills more than covered the operating costs the manor incurred over the year.  The manor’s accounts were managed by Duckworth and Pennington, one of the most prestigious accounting firms in Boston, and they had specific rules about how to invest that money that prevented them from losing it in bad investments.  That was Vil’s intent when she set it up, because she knew that the manor would be a point of contention and didn’t want the manor to become a hostage to the family, then fall apart when it was starved of money during the fight.  So, she made sure the manor didn’t need any outside money nor any Vulpan to operate.  The manor ran itself, and while Zach had access to the manor’s accounts, that money was not his, and neither was he the primary fur that managed that money.  That responsibility was actually Stanley’s, since he was the chief butler and primary oveseer of the estate.  Zach only had authorization to use that money to pay any unusual expenses the manor might incur, such as a renovation, contract work, emergency repairs, or other similar things.  Zach would have a lot of explaining to do when withdrawls from those accounts authorized by Zach did not appear in Stanley’s meticulously kept records, because the conditions under which Zach could access those accounts was laid out in writing.  If he violated those rules, he could be arrested and charged with embezzlement, unless he tried to frame Stanley for the missing money.  That wouldn’t be easy, though.  Stanley wasn’t kidding when he said that he’d been extremely careful since Zach moved in, according to Clancy, making sure that he had written authorizations from Zach personally for everything Zach wanted done around the manor, and Stanley was extremely thorough and careful when it came to his own management of the manor, capable of producing a detailed trail of exactly where the money he took from the accounts went.  If Zach wanted to frame Stanley, he’d have to spend almost as much money in the attempt as he took from the manor in the first place…but then again, he wouldn’t be taking the money because he wanted it, he’d be taking it to spite Vil and force her to spend her own money keeping the manor going.


Yes, thinking of it that way, he was sure that was exactly what Zach was angling to do.  All the lawsuits were just the groundwork to try to tie up the entire manor account in court, and then he’d simply refuse to pay for anything, since he wasn’t the primary owner.  He’d try to blackmail Vil into giving him the manor else she’d have to lay off workers who had been in the employment of the family for generations and see Stonebrook fall into disrepair.  And Kit’s threat to retaliate, forcing Zach to withdraw all present and future lawsuits over Stonebrook, would just shoot that right in the foot.  Kit had to chuckle when he imagined Zach sitting there realizing his intricate plan to bleed Vil dry over Stonebrook fell apart in his lap…and not because of Vil, but because of Kit.


No doubt Zach was screaming in frustration right about now.


Good.  Kit hated Zach and his other uncles and aunts for what they did to him, and if he could make Zach miserable without really having to do anything, then he was more than happy to do so.


Rick knocked and opened his door.  “Hey, son, what’s going on?”


“Not much, just family stuff,” he grunted, motioning sourly at the phone.  “What’s up?”


“Just wonderin’ if you were coming back,” he smiled.  “We’re not done yet, you know.”


Kit laughed.  “Yeah.  I’m done,” he nodded.  “Sorry.  That wasn’t exactly a good call.”


“Mind if I ask what’s goin’ on?”


“Just typical Vulpan skullduggery, Rick,” he sighed as they went back to his office.  “And they were pulling me into the middle of it, so I had to put my foot down.  They can fight among themselves, I want nothing to do with it.”


“Well, you can get back to reality by helping get this ad on this page,” he laughed, pointing at the monitor.


The magazine was going to do pretty well this week, Kit felt.  They were now running at 52 pages, which was huge for a small local magazine, and it was filled with content…and was working the nerves of the employees.  Filling 52 pages with good articles and material was working them all hard, almost as hard as their first expansion, even with Marty, Jessie, Lilly, Mike, and even Denise all doing writing for the magazine now, and Janet, Pat, and Elly contributing non-article content of their own.  But Rick was going to address that, for the next round of hirings were taking place this week.  Rick was two new staff writers to help fill the magazine’s pages, both of which would be splitting time between writing and researching, as well as a new art assitant who was well versed in computer graphics, mainly to help Savid, and Rick was going to hire his 16 year old nephew Timmy to be their office gopher until their interns arrived next month.  Rick had a stack of resumes to pick through to decide who he was going to interview, and Kit knew that Rick would pick good ones; Rick had a knack for finding the perfect furs to work in the office, and had yet to choose wrong.  This week, they had another installment of their election special, Kit had written another article about flying, Jessie had written two articles, Rick had edited another story from Kit’s journals for Through My Eyes, Marty and Lilly had collaborated on a special article about the upcoming semester and the changes taking place on campus as far as entertainment went, and Barry had done a pretty good article about the big debate about them raising tuition at U.T. on top of his election articles.  There were five new School Daze strips, two new Missy and Cutler strips, and Marty had done his usual good job with the mailbag and Ask Away, this time nailing Janet for the weekly question.  Elly had drawn a hilarious editorial cartoon lampooning the board of governors and their decision to raise tuition, them deciding to raise tuition so they could get raises to afford $3.75 a gallon gas, and another one needling the infighting between Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton for the Democratic nomintion, them beating each other with spiked bats while John McCain cheered from the background.  Kit had to admit, Elly was awesome at drawing caricature, and that was the bread and butter of an editorial cartoonist.  They were buying reprint rights to a couple of stories, and they’d gotten a few outstanding pictures from readers for the submitted photo gallery and got a pretty good column from a journalism student about the parking situation on campus for 15 Minutes of Fame.  Savid would put a very handsome weather forecast graphic in for the weekend, that added at the last minute so it would be as accurate as possible, and this week they were starting a new advertiser, Thunder Outfitters, which sold skateboards, skateboarding supplies, and clothing.


They were expecting to pay out $7,237.34 this week in printing costs, salaries, insurance, and expenses, but were projecting to take in $13,250 in advertising revenues, reprint royalties, syndication royalties from School Daze, website revenues, and unit sales.  The magazine was heavily outperforming its costs, and that infusion of profit was being bankrolled to fund further expansion, which would start taking place this week with the three new hires.  They were doing that thanks to strong unit sales, revenues from the website, which was a recent and surprisingly strong source of income, and a heavy amount of reprint royalties, which was something of a prestigious matter for the magazine.  Lone Star was one of the most reprinted magazines in Texas when it came to articles and features in the magazine being picked up by other publications.  A Lone Star article could be found in nearly every other magazine in Texas.  And in addition to that, no other city magazine in Texas could boast articles being reprinted in national magazines.  Newsweek, The New Republic, Plane and Pilot, Rainbow Magazine, Aviatior, and Photography magazine had all reprinted material from Lone Star, and School Daze was now in 29 newspapers and 16 magazines nationally, which was also a nice source of personal income for Jeffrey and Kit.


Their success made both Rick and Kit hopeful, but both of them saw the dark clouds looming, and were preparing to nurse the magazine through hard times ahead.  The best way to do that was clear the magazine’s debt and make it an appealing buy for a cash-strapped populace, which they felt they’d done already.  Lone Star’s main difference from other magazines was the somewhat irreverent way it approached things.  It wasn’t afraid to laugh, even at itself, and it entertained even as it informed.  In a recession, furs would want to buy their magazine because it would make them laugh.


And still, another project was itching under Kit’s fur…his CFI , his adamant intent to get his ATP and ATP trainer certificate, and to see Jessie get her CFI.  Getting his plane, Vil’s gift of the training as a pilot, the rekindled love of flying his training had imparted into him, and the local flight situation, they all combined to offer a couple of unique opportunities.  Kit may not have anything to do with his family, but he was a Vulpan to the roots of his fur, and he had a nose for business, and there was money to be made in the central Texas aviation business.  They could open a nice little flight school on the side, maybe even a charter flight company, which he could anchor by building some T-hangars somewhere.  The recent major downturn in real estate would make buying the land for it affordable, but the trick would be finding an airport where there was enough room to expand T-hangars.  There was a very large bank of T-hangars at Bergstrom and a fairly good sized one at Georgetown, but Georgetown had no room for expansion, where Bergstrom, well…Bergstrom had some empty land around the short runways, primarily on the south side.  He wondered if they’d entertain a proposal to build another bank of T-hangars down there in that empty area.  With so many hangar complexes all with waiting lists, there was a business opportunity.


But was there really an opportunity there, or a chance to lose some money?  With gas prices so high, employment falling, housing still tumbling and a credit crisis starting to loom, a high-price item like a plane might become a luxury some couldn’t afford.  Maybe Kit could pick up a few bargains in used planes, sold off by furs who couldn’t afford them anymore, and maybe buy someone else’s hangar space to boot.  Familes like the Vulpans were actually overjoyed by recessions and depressions, because their main source of income was absolutely guaranteed, and had very little to do with the economy in general.  Navy contracts were guaranteed money as long as they built the ships on time and within budget, and recessions actually drove down their costs, which ended up with more profit for them.  Much of the non-shipyard wealth of the family had been accrued during the Great Depression, the recession of the 70’s, the 80’s crash, and then through the boom years of the 90’s.  Furs like his family had money when no one else did, and that let them buy stocks and land dirt cheap and just sit on them and let them mature as the economy recovered, then sell them at a profit.  Kit had already moved into a recession mindset, selling off his volatile investments and retreating into safe T-bills, which also would give him a good supply of cash on paw for bargain purchases.  If he played his cards right, Kit could make some wise purchases and investments when Kendall’s predicted crash came and the bottom fell out, scoop up some bargains, then reap the rewards when the economy recovered.  He’d watch mainly for some bargains on planes.  If he wanted to train pilots, he needed a real trainer, like a Piper Scout or a Cessna 152 or 172, and a Beech King Air would be the twin engine of choice for training multi engines, though an older Piper, Cessna, or a Grumman might be cheaper.  If he could snag a couple of good trainer planes and buy them in a down market, he could train pilots freelance and keep his 400 for himself, he’d just have to carefully weigh what he might earn training in them against how much it would cost to maintain them.


But the shameless kid in him wanted to own an entire hangar full of planes, his personal toys, from a vintage P-51 to a shiny, brand new Cessna Citation X.  How to buy all those planes, and the hangar, and pay to keep them maintained didn’t intrude on that dream…but that was the point of dreams, to ignore the frivilous little details and concentrate on the good parts.


His daydream persisted when he got home, when, in his first official workday after moving in, Kit went to the den, dug out his ATP study books, and carted them into the living room and sat down after greeting Jessie properly and getting chased out of the kitchen when he offered to cook dinner.  “Not in my new kitchen you won’t,” she protested with a smile.  “This is my toy, I get to play with it first!  You can have it when I get bored with it,” she added with a wink, which made Kit laugh.


“Just for that, I’m gonna have to sneak down here tomorrow before work and play in your sandbox,” he teased.


She giggled.  “Alright, you can cook breakfast.  But don’t break anything, clean up after yourself, and put everything back where it belongs.  I worked too hard to get my kitchen just so to have you come in and wreck it!”


“God, you sound like Hannah,” he told her, which made her blink, start, and erupt into gales of helpless laughter.


Kit started studying the first of the ATP study guides that Luke suggested, giving him a study guide to tell him which books to read first and explaining the training software to him, which he had yet to install on any of the computers yet.  He quickly got engrossed in the highly complicated and detailed world of the air transport pilot, pilots who knew just about everything about flying, the most highly trained pilots there were.  Luckily, Kit could go straight to the coursework, ground training, and the specific flight instruction when he went for his ATP, because he already met all the FAA requirements to get his ATP rating, having accrued the necessary logged hours in the necessary planes, and had all the necessary ratings.  When he started his ATP, he’d be looking at three to four weeks of dedicated flight school training to get all his training requirements complete, and then it would be a six to ten hour check ride, the hardest and most demanding check ride in all of aviation.  Not even the ATP CFI check ride was as tough as the ATP check ride, because ATP pilots could be responsible for the lives of hundreds of furs and be flying jets worth hundreds of millions of dollars.  The CFI check ride for ATP was more or less a victory lap compared to the ATP check ride.


He’d all but be torturing himself to get his ATP and then his ATP CFI, but he wanted them, and he was willing to work for them…even if they were never more than just a piece of paper hanging on his wall.  He wanted to walk the path of the pilot to the very end, and the very end was the ATP CFI.  He wanted to have every rating there was, even wanted to get his rotorcraft and amphibious plane ratings, which would literally require him to start over from the very beginning for each one.  He doubted he’d ever use an amphibious rating, but he could see using a rotorcraft rating.


“Uh oh,” Jessie giggled when she came into the living room from the hall.  “Here we go again!”


“Just using my time wisely, love,” he smiled.  “What are we having?”


“I’m baking a tuna casserole and I’m making some shrimp scampi to go with it, I’ve been having a craving for seafood lately,” she told him, rubbing her stomach.  “I think Laura here is cat enough to want seafood before she’s even born.”


“I already won the muzzle,” he winked.


“I’ll get her claws,” Jessie teased.


“Speaking of spoiled brats,” he said dryly, “I had a little run-in with my family today.”


“Uh oh, what happened?” she asked as she sat down on the love seat, the closest seat to the hallway.


Kit related what Vil had told him, and then his ensuing spat with Zach, without much emotion.  “So, after I threatened to strip the entire family of its money if he didn’t take Stonebrook out of the pissing contest he’s having with Vil, he said some pretty ugly things and hung up on me,” he finished.  “Then I immediately called Stanley, Clancy’s son and the current chief butler, and told him to conduct an audit of the manor’s finances and do an inventory of everything on the grounds.  The way he said it, pretty kitty, I just get this gnawing suspicion that Zach’s pillaging the manor’s money in an attempt to blackmail her into giving him the manor.  He doesn’t need the money, he’s just doing it to spite Vil, I’ll bet my good ear on it.”


“Well, it sounds like you stepped on that.  I’d be really mad if poor Clancy got kicked out of the only home he’s ever known just because Zach and Vil are fighting.”


“Yah, that’s the main reason I warned Stanley.  I can’t step through the gates of Stonebrook without having a panic attack, but there are some good furs there that I care about.  So I basically took Stonebrook out of the sandbox while those two fight over the rest of the toys.”


“Did your uncle really say something awful to you?”


“Pretty much, yeah,” he nodded.


“Well,” she said, slapping her knees with both paws.  “Maybe you should think about taking a trip.”


“Huh?”


“Remember what I made you promise?  That the next time they said something awful to you, you’d force him out of Stonebrook?  Well, he said something awful to you, and a promise is a promise.”


Kit laughed.  “Well, I’m not quite so furious that I’d leave you to go up there and kick Zach out of Stonebrook, love,” he told her.  “I’d have to stay up there long enough to clearly establish residency, so it’d be at least a few weeks, maybe a month.  Besides, Vil told me to stay out of Boston no matter what, and that trumps the promise.  Anyway, I don’t want to be away from you for a day, being away from you for weeks would destroy me.”


“Who said I’m staying here?” she winked.


“You are staying here,” he declared immediately.  “I would never in a million years take you to Boston right now, love.  And if I was that insane, you’d never leave your room while you were there.  If you think Alicia was awful to us when we were there for the fourth, you have no idea just how brutal they can be when they think they have good reason.  The entire family would be enraged if I go up there and kick Zach out of Stonebrook, because I’m supposed to stay out of family business.  That’s what the whole us here them there deal is about.  The only reason I went as far as I did was because my name is on the Stonebrook deed, and Zach was dragging me into a fight between him and Vil by virtue of that.  And I was very careful to make that lone point when I threatened him, that him dragging me into it was inciting me to take immediate and drastic action to take me right back out of it.  Now Zach knows where my line is, and as long as he keeps me out of it, I won’t interfere again.”


“That’s what you told him, but what’s the truth?” Jessie asked with a wink.


He laughed.  “Well, I’m clearly on Vil’s side in this and he knows it, I’m just not giving him a reason to think that I’m actively fighting him.”


After dinner, the promised courier arrived with the lawyer, meeting Nick on the front step, whom Jessie had invited over to dinner, but he’d been late because he was out doing something.  The courier was an Australian koala, a rare fur in America, and the lawyer looked a typical Boston fox, both of them wearing tailored suits, the koala in gray and the lawyer in black.  “Mister Vulpan,” the fox said, shaking his paw.  “Art Merriwether.  I have a document for you to sign, correct?”


“That’s right,” he said.


“Wot, Kit, trouble?”


“I know you already know everything, wolf,” Kit teased, which made him laugh and nod guiltily.


“Yah, the nutters and Miss Vil both keep me up to speed in the shenanigans of Boston,” he admitted.  “Jessie!  Sorry to be late dove, but I was out inspecting shooting ranges!”


“I’m in the kitchen!” she called back.  “Come get your leftovers!”


Kit and the lawyer sat down at the dining room table as Nick ate in the kitchen, as the lawyer meticulously explained the document in simple terms.  “This is nothing but a change in an existing deed,” he said, pointing at the sheaf of four papers.  “Basically, what this document will do is change you and Vilenne’s order on the deed to Stonebrook.  You’ll become primary owner and the fur responsible for the manor, and Vil will become secondary owner.  The change is only between you and Vilenne, Mister Vulpan.  Vil’s first child will still have primary claim to the manor over your child as per the original agreement, and Zachary Vulpan’s position within the deed hierarchy doesn’t change.”


“Alright, where do I sign?” he asked.


Kit signed two copies of the two page document, Kit gave him the DVD of the video to take back to Boston, and the lawyer and courier shook his paw and went on their way.  Kit went into the kitchen to see Nick enjoying the casserole at the kitchen table as Jessie did the dishes.  “That’s all taken care of,” Kit said.  “What were you doing out there, Nick?”

“I was inspecting shooting ranges and gun clubs,” he answered.  “And I found the range where I’ll be doing my teaching.  Place called Red’s out in Oak Hill.  They agreed to let me teach there.”


“You mean you paid them for the opportunity to teach,” Kit corrected.


Nick laughed.  “Yah, yah,” he agreed.  “Tomorrow after Kit gets off work, we’re going out for our first training, mainly for you, Kit.  Once I get you two trained to my satisfaction, maybe I can talk you into getting concealed carry permits.”


“I’d never carry a gun, Nick,” Kit scoffed.


“We’ll see,” he smiled.  “Where do you shoot skeet, Jessie?”


“Capitol Skeet and Trap,” she answered.


“Ah, I visited them this mornin’.  Nice place they have.”


“Yeah, and they’re not too expensive,” Jessie agreed.  “When the four of us went, it was forty dollars for a round for each of us, twenty-five targets.  That’s not bad.”


“Not bad at all.  Do they offer memberships?”


“Yeah, but I don’t shoot skeet often enough to need a membership,” she said.  “I haven’t even taken Kit yet,” she giggled.


“That’s your fault,” he answered.  “You haven’t shot skeet since we met until just last month.”


“What kind of skeet shotgun do you have?”


“Kit bought me a Remington three thirty-two for my birthday,” she answered.  “He also bought a Remington Wingmaster pump, mainly for himself and anyone I take with me.”


“A pump for a beginner? Ouch!” Nick laughed.


“It’s a pretty good shotgun,” she said, a bit defensively.  “Wingmasters are almost perfect skeet guns as is, and though I haven’t used it yet, it seems to have a fast reload action.  Not all skeet guns are over unders.  I’ve seen guys at the range back home use pumps before.”


“I’m not accusin’,” he laughed.  “Want to go try it out?”


“What do you say, love?  Want to learn how to shoot skeet and try out our shotguns?” Jessie asked.


“Sure, I’ll try it,” Kit nodded.


“I’ll go get my shotgun after dinner, then,” Nick smiled.  “I didn’t bring my K-eighty with me, but I have twelve gauge pump with a thirty inch barrel and skeet-friendly chokes with me I can use.”


“You have a K-eighty?” Jessie gasped.


“Yeah. Don’t use it, though, bought it from a mate for five K who was selling his collection,” he grunted.  “Thought I’d try it out.  It doesn’t fit me well at all, I do much better with my Beretta when I’m shooting competitively.  I have it up for sale on Ebay right now for six K, so I can make a profit off the deal.”


It was an interesting experience.  They arrived at the skeet range about two hours before sunset, and it was actually busy.  Nick carried a long bag holding the three shotguns they brought with them, and they went into a lobby and retail store where Jessie greeted the raccoon behind the counter with a smile, bought a couple of boxes of shotgun shells, and bought them time on the skeet range. Kit followed her out to a pair of skeet ranges with one set of the target launchers back to back, launching them in opposite directions, and another launcher on the other side, with a semicircle between them.  Along the semicircle there were little marks and small metal boxes, which he saw were foot pedals, seven in total and with an eighth in the middle of the semicircle.  The launcher buldings were actually a lot taller than he expected.  He saw that the back to back launchers weren’t both for their range, one of them was for the range beside theirs.  The other range was occupied, and Kit found the constant sounds of shotguns being fired both on their range at at other ranges on the site to be rather noisy.  Kit then received his first real lesson with a firearm, as Jessie explained the basic safety rules of never, ever point it at anything one didn’t intend to shoot, and always assume the gun is loaded.  She showed him how to hold the shotgun and how to line up the sights, then she explained skeet shooting to him.  “There are launchers on both sides that throw the pidgeon in an arc in front of us,” she explained. “The left house them throws them high, the right one throws them low.  You see the seven circles?  Each of those is a shooting position.  We shoot certain shots from each position.  For example, the first position, we shoot at one target from each trap house, then we shoot a double, where they launch targets from both houses at the same time.  That’s why you see most serious skeet shooters with an over under, love,” she told him.  “But some skeet shooters use a pump, if it’s a fast pump and you’re quick.  I’ve seen shooters who can pump a shotgun as fast as others can move their finger to the second trigger on an over under.  And I’ll be learning how to do that, I’m going to try out the pump shotgun first to see how well I do and let you use the over under,” she giggled.  “This is the first time I’ve used a pump action shotgun shooting skeet, Dad won’t use anything but over unders, and I’ve always used his guns.  You watch it move, draw a bead on it, then shoot.  I know it’s terribly unfair to make you try to shoot something moving the first time you’ve ever shot a gun before,” she giggled.  “But Sheila, Sam, and Ally had never shot a gun either, and they gave this a try.  Sam’s actually getting pretty good,” she laughed.  “After their first try, we went to a stationary target range and let them get the hang of aiming, and we’ve been shooting skeet ever since.”


“Hey, I’ll give it a shot,” Kit assured her, putting the shotgun to his shoulder and keeping it pointed safely down the shooting range, eyeing the sights.  “But after you embarass me here, we can go to that shooting range you were talking about and I can learn how to do this the right way.”


“I think you’ll do alright,” Nick told him as he took out a sleek-looking black-stocked pump action shotgun with a reinforcing bar running over the barrel and a carrying handle, a piece of equipment that blatantly had no business being on a recreational target shooting range.  “This is my baby,” Nick chuckled.  “Mossberg X nine pump action twelve guage.  This was actually a combat model shotgun, made for the battlefield, but it can load both light and heavy shells without changing tubes and it’s pretty damn accurate because it has a thirty-two inch barrel and I have it choked for target shooting.  They stopped making these when they developed rugged and dependable automatic shotguns for combat.”


“They make automatic shotguns?” Kit said in surprise.  “I read about semi-automatic shotguns when I bought Jessie’s gun, but I’ve never heard of an automatic shotgun.”


“Sure do.  I own one, I’ll show it to ya when we get home,” he answered.  “It’s not meant for skeet shooting, though,” he laughed.  “It’s designed for use on a battlefield, it only shoots big shells and heavy shot.  You don’t use heavy shot for skeet shooting, you use light shot.”


“This is all Greek to me,” Kit laughed.


“It’s a combat shotgun, Kit, it’s meant to stop furs, it loads three or three and a half inch shells filled with heavy shot.  We’re shooting shot here to hit a little clay target, using little two and three quarter or three inch shells filled with light shot.  Big difference.”  He patted the shotgun.  “This baby can load and shoot any size twelve gauge round without changing hardware thanks to the way the barrel is designed, which is a requirement for a combat weapon.  That’ll let me shoot birdshot today, then I can take it home, clean it, and load it with buckshot rounds meant to stop furs.”


“I didn’t realize there was such a big difference,” Kit chuckled.


“Oh yeah, there is,” Jessie told him as she started loading their shotgun.  “Can I go first?  I’d like to get a feel for this shotgun, and let you use mine, since it’ll be easier for you,” she said with a wink at Kit.


“Be my guest, love,” Kit laughed.  “I think I want to watch and see how this is done.”


The range was actually automated.  Jessie started on one side of the semicircle, at one of those marks right beside the right launcher house.  When she was ready, she stepped on the foot switch, which would launch the target exactly three seconds later, giving her time to set her feet and get ready.  Kit watched as Jessie quickly tracked the little flying target with the shotgun, and then the target shattered when she pulled the trigger.  She reloaded, following her own rule she gave Kit and only loading the shells she intended to fire with the next round, and stepped on the switch again, and this time the target came out of the other launcher, much lower than the first.  Jessie moved quickly and fluidly, tracking the target, then it too shattered when she pulled the trigger.  “Now we see how fast I am,” she giggled as she loaded two shells and pumped the shotgun to chamber the first shell.  She stepped on the switch, and Kit saw a target come out of each launcher.  She went after the low target first, shooting it down, then quickly pumped the shotgun with it braced against her shoulder even as she drew a bead on the other target.  She pulled the trigger as it soared almost away, and it broke into two pieces and wobbled to the ground.  “Yes!” she said excitedly, pumping her fist.  “I can do it!”


“Why is there only one launcher over there?” Kit asked, pointing at the other side as Jessie moved to the next position, then loaded one shell into the shotgun.


“That’s a trap range,” Nick answered.  “Trap is something like skeet, except the targets all come from the same side.  The launcher randomly changes its height and direction to give the shooter a challenge.  When you do a double in traps, they come from the same launcher.”

“Oh.  I didn’t realize there were different ones.  Do you ever shoot trap, love?” he asked her.


“Uh-huh,” she answered as she stepped on the foot switch.  She shot down her skeet, then glanced back at him.  “But it’s easier than shooting skeet.  I like the challenge.”


“Well, if you want a challenge, you should shoot skeet with a rifle,” Nick teased.


“I’d never hit anything!” she laughed as she reloaded.  He watched as she shot down the single target, then she had to shoot another double.  She shot down the low one, pumped the shotgun, and fired at the second one, but missed.  “Dang!” she said in frustration, stamping her foot.


“You’ll get the hang of it, love.”


“I know, I just don’t like to miss.”


“Who does?” Nick laughed.


Kit watched as Jessie shot her way through the positions, and ended at the position in the middle.  In all, she fired 25 shots and hit 23 targets, which Kit thought was amazing. She only missed on doubles, because she was adjusting to learning how to pump the shotgun to reload it rather than just pulling a second trigger.  “Alright boys, who’s next?” Jessie asked as she pumped the shotgun, ejecting the last smoking shell from it.


“Did you ever win the lottery when you found her, eh?” Nick asked Kit with a chuckle.  “I’ll go.”


Nick made Jessie a little mad, for he was, simply, amazing.  He fired his shotgun almost immediately after each target was launched and shot it down.  On the doubles, he pumped the shotgun so fast that it was almost a blur and fired his second round almost seeming like before he finished pumping the shotgun.  He waltzed through each of the positions with utter confidence, and when it was over, he didn’t miss a single shot…and not only that, no target managed to go for more than half a second before it was shot down.  “Not bad,” Nick said with a nod.


“Compared to what?” Kit asked, then he laughed.  “So, now that you’ve set the bar, allow me to fail miserably,” he said cheekily.


“Eh, it’s your first time, you expect to score a perfect?” Nick grinned.


Both of them gave him some detailed lessons about shooting a shotgun, from how to aim it to the recoil to how to reload.  Nick had him aim the shotgun and swing it to and fro on his shoulder while it was empty several times to get a feel for it, and then Jessie taught him how to load the weapon.  When he was ready, he blew out his breath, stepped into the first position, shouldered the shotgun, and stepped on the switch to launch the first target.  The target flew out, and he did his best to lead it the way Jessie explained, getting the barrel in front of it but in line with it, then he pulled the trigger.  For the first time in his life, Kit fired a shotgun, and missed the target completely.  He was surprised by the recoil, since it didn’t seem that hard when Nick and Jessie shot…but then again, they were experienced.  They knew what to expect.  Kit missed the second target, and when the double came, he got so flustered trying to hit the first target that he didn’t even try to shoot the second target, which made him laugh ruefully.  He kept his perfectly awful record all the way to the very last position, where he finally managed to hit on the first target.  “Finally!” he shouted, pumping a fist in the air, and accidentally stepped on the switch.  “Oh crap!” he gasped, shouldering the shotgun quickly, which made Jessie burst out laughing when he pointed it at the wrong trap house.  He saw the target come from the other side, wheeled around, and rushed his shot, which naturally made him miss.  “Okay, I suck at this,” he laughed ruefully as he loaded two shells into the shotgun the way Jessie showed him, for his second to last set, the double.  After the double, there was a “bonus” target which he could shoot at from any position.


“You’ll get better, handsome fox,” Jessie assured him.  “It’s the first time you’ve ever tried!”


“We’ll go to the static target range they have here so you can get some experience shooting at something that doesn’t move,” Nick told him.


“That would help,” Kit laughed as he closed the shotgun.  “But this is actually kinda fun.”


“I never minded it when Dad brought us,” Jessie agreed.  “But Jenny’s actually a lot better than me.”


“I want to try this again, and hit more than one target next time,” Kit said with a chuckle.


“I’ll have to go buy us another round and some more shells,” Jessie said.


“I’ll go get it,” Nick said.  “I gotta pay for that dinner you fed me, Jessie,” he grinned.


They were there until sunset, when the range closed, and Kit actually enjoyed himself.  Jessie was a very good skeet shooter, and Nick was just godly, but he could see the appeal in target shooting.  It was actually fun.  In the second game, Jessie used her new shotgun and Kit tried the pump shotgun and did a little better, hitting four out of 25, and in the last try he used the pump shotgun again and hit five of 25.  He was terrible at it, hitting a total of only ten targets out of the 75 he shot at in three games, but he sincerely enjoyed himself.  “We are so doing that again!” Kit declared when they walked back towards Nick’s Expedition.  Nick had driven them out.


“I’m glad you had fun, love,” Jessie told him, kissing him on the cheek.  “Maybe I’ll have you buy an over under for yourself, they’re a little easier to use than a pump for skeet shooting, as I’m sure you noticed.”


“Yeah, and I need all the help I can get,” Kit laughed, “but I’ll learn. If you and Nick can do it with a pump shotgun, so can I.  Your shotgun is yours, my love.  I bought the pump for the rest of us, and I’ll learn how to use it.”


“We’ll try some target shooting tomorrow when I give you your lesson, but we’ll be working with pistols, not shotguns.  But, I’ll bring a few different weapons with me to show you, so you can get an idea of the different types of weapons there are,” Nick said as he opened the back gate of the truck and put the bag holding the shotguns inside.  “I’ll take care of cleanin’ your shotguns, guys,” he added.  “Gives me somethin’ to do, ya know.  I’ll bring ‘em with me tomorrow and you can take ‘em home.”


“That’s sweet, thanks Nick,” Jessie nodded as she got into the truck.


That night, they got the official annuoncement from Kevin and Sam, who came over unannounced for dinner, but were more than welcome.  Jessie was still being militant about keeping Kit out of the kitchen, so he was again studying his ATP books.  The first thing Sam did when she came into the living room was hold up her left paw, which was now decorated by an engagement ring.  Kit laughed, Jessie gave a little squeal of delight and rushed over to hug her, and Sam could only smile foolishly.  “He proposed!” she finally announced as Kevin came in.


“And she said yes!” Kevin added, receiving a hug from Jessie.


“Congratulations, you two!” Jessie gushed.  “Did you set a date yet?”


“We haven’t set a solid date, but we want to marry in October,” Kevin answered.  “Right now I’m trying to convince her to say yes to my other proposal,” he laughed.


“He wants me to move in with him before the ceremony!” Sam protested.


“Hey, it worked for Kit and Jessie,” Kevin told her.  “I think their marriage is even stronger because they lived together while they were engaged.”


“You just want to sleep with me before we’re married!”


“Well…haven’t we already?  And wouldn’t you like the chance to decorate the townhouse before you move in?”


Sam’s cheeks ruffled immediately.  “We’ll talk about this later,” she promised, pointing at him.


“Don’t look at me, I’m biased,” Jessie laughed when Sam looked at her.  “Come on, you can help me cook, and tell me all about the proposal!” she said happily, taking Sam’s white-mittened paw and dragging her towards the kitchen.


“So, did you get it out?” Kit asked with a chuckle as Kevin sat down on the couch.


Kevin laughed.  “I surely did.  I was nervous as sin, but I got it out.  She almost knocked me down taking the ring from me.  We hit one little problem, though.”


“What?”


“The ring I got was too small,” he said.  “She doesn’t wear any rings for me to steal and get her size, so I had to guess.  I guessed wrong, but at least I guessed on the side of caution,” he chuckled.  “If it had guessed too big, I might have heard you think I’m fat for the next fifty years.”


Kit laughed brightly.  “She wouldn’t do that to you.”


“Sure she would,” he grinned.  “We went to the jeweler after I got off work and they resized it for her.”


“That’s good.  It’s also good they got it back to you the same day.  Jessie never takes hers off.  It’s already worn the fur off her finger.  So has mine,” he laughed, holding up the paw where he wore his wedding ring.  “And God did I get in trouble when I took it off to check,” he laughed.  “Jessie scolded me for half an hour straight.”


“Why would she do that?”


“She wasn’t being serious,” he grinned.  “She likes to play the bad cop, pretend to be stern like her mother, so I indulge her.  It’s good for her,” he shrugged.  “Gives her confidence, and she needs practice being stern to keep Laura in line.  Besides, I like to be punished,” he said with a sly smile.  “So I have to make sure I misbehave at least every few days.”


Kevin laughed.  “I don’t think we need to go much further,” he grinned.


“You’re engaged, soon to be a married male, Kev,” Kit told him.  “I think you’re old enough to hear about the truth of marriage.”


“What truth is that?”


“That marriage is a curse put on males by God because Adam was too much of a wuss to go it alone,” he called loudly, with a light smile.


“Dude, you’re askin’ for it,” Kevin laughed.


“Ten seconds,” he said confidently, leaning back and putting his paws behind his head.  “Four, three,” he mouthed as Jessie stalked up behind him, coming from the dining room, “two, one,” and then Jessie put her paws on his shoulders and looked over his head, down at him.


“Did you say something, love?” she asked sweetly, but with an edge in her voice.  She was smiling lightly.


“Yes, I did,” he answered, reaching up and grabbing her by her own shoulders.  “I said I know exactly how to get you in here so you can give me a kiss.”


She laughed and acceded to his demand, kissing him on the top of the muzzle.  “Naughty boy,” she chided, swatting him very gently on the top of his head, between his ears.  “What do you want for dinner, Kevin?  Sam decided that since you finally maled up enough to pop the question, we’ll let you set the menu.”


Kevin laughed.  “All this time, the secret to making Jessie cook for me was hiding right in plain sight,” he lamented.  “How about some steaks grilled out on the deck, salad for Sam, and some baked potatoes done grill style?”


“That sounds great to me,” Kit agreed.


“I don’t have any steaks, you’ll have to go get some,” she warned.  “I have everything else.”


“Consider it done,” he nodded.


“I’ll go with you, I need to get some toothpaste,” Kit offered.  “And that way the girls can feel free to gossip all they want without fear of us eavesdropping,” he winked at Jessie.


Kit and Kevin ran down to IGB, where they liked to buy their meat, and Kevin had four steaks custom cut to make them huge while Kit bought the fixings for a salad.  Sam was usually vegetarian, but she would eat meat rarely and for special occasions, and she did like steak.  She also had a weakness for hot dogs.  Kit also bought a cake on an impulse and had Congratulations Kevin and Sam written on it in icing.  He bought chocolate with white icing, and Kevin gave it a curious look when he came back to the meat department.  “Can’t go without a cake,” Kit grinned.  “Get used to cake, you’ll see a lot of it from here out.”


Kevin laughed.  “That reminds me.  You have the number for ADT?”


“Yah, you gonna get an alarm?”


“Naturally.  I’m moving in on Saturday.”


“Cool,” he said.  “Which one is it?”


“Lupe put me in beside Mickey.  Creating a buffer between us and the rich furs I guess,” he laughed.  “I’m part of the poker gang, but I’m also one of those snobby professionals Lupe rented out all the other units to.  So, I’m the buffer between us and them.  So, the six of us are all together,” he chuckled.  “I hope we don’t get mad at each other, since we’re all neighbors.”


“Then you’d better stop cheating at poker,” Kit noted, which made Kevin laugh.  “No more musical apartments though.  Lupe said from now on, the games will take place in the community center.”


“Right near the keg dispenser,” Kevin noted.


“You know it,” Kit laughed.  “Lupe had to dance through some hoops to be allowed to install it in the center, after he swore up and down it would only be used for private parties as a courtesy for the guests.  So, from now on the two dollars each goes into the keg fund, and the winner chooses the brand once we finish the last keg.”


“Six of us on a pony keg?  It’ll take a month to finish it,” Kevin laughed.


“More like two weeks, given how much Dan, Mickey, and Sheila drink when they play,” Kit corrected lightly.  “But, at least it won’t go bad with a gas pump.  As long as we don’t buy any cheap beer,” Kit grunted.  “God help us if Mickey wins on the week we replace the keg.  I think a pony of Milwaukee’s Best will go bad before we finish it.”


“Not if we sneak over and pour it out before Sunday,” Kevin said, which made Kit laugh.  He laughed even harder when the butcher gave Kevin four steaks that were slightly smaller than roasts, that had to be two pounds each.


“Dude, I don’t think even I can eat a steak that big!” Kit protested.


“It’s a celebration,” he replied airily.


“I’m glad you’re paying for them,” Kit noted.


Jessie was almost as startled to see the steaks as she was the cake when they got back.  “Did you buy four roasts or something?” she asked when she took them out of the bag in the kitchen, as Kit put the cake on the kitchen table.


“They’re steaks.  I wanted something momentous for a momentous occasion.”


“Well, they’re certainly…big,” she said, holding one up.


“I’ve grilled them this big before.  But, I like ‘em rare, so it’s not hard,” he chuckled.


“Well, you wanted big, you’ll get big,” she laughed.  “Can you start the grill please, love?” she asked Kit.


“Sure thing.  Want help making the salad?”


She gave him a light look.  “You’re not sneaking into my kitchen,” she teased.  “You can light the grill, and that’s it.”


Kit laughed.  “She won’t even let me make toast,” he complained to Kevin and Sam.  “And she used to let me cook all the time in the other apartment,” he said accusingly.


“I was in school then.  I have no job and no school, I’m literally just waiting for Laura to be born, and cooking keeps me busy and happy,” she answered with a smile.  “Besides, you’re not even touching my kitchen until I’m finished playing with it.”


“Girls and their toys,” Kit sighed.


“At least we’re not talking about Sheila here,” Kevin said sagely.


Jessie’s cheek fur instantly stoood straight out, and Kit gave a startled laugh.


They decided to eat out on the deck, and once the grill was shut off, Kit extended out the awning to take the sun off them; they’d warned him specifically never to run the grill with the awning out.  And then they enjoyed a fantastic meal of steak, potatoes, salad, and the celebratory cake for the engagement, as Kevin talked excitedly about the townhouse and the furniture they were going to buy for it.  “I got her to do that much,” he laughed.  “That’s going to be our apartment, so we’re going out tomorrow to buy a bedroom and living room suit, and whatever I have left over will go into a table and pots and pans for the kitchen.  She picks, I pay.  I hope that’s not going to be an ongoing thing.”

“Of course it will be,” Kit chuckled, giving Jessie a sly look.  “Femmes are very good at spending the money we make.”


“It’s the natural order,” she teased.  “You have no style, so you need us to keep you from getting utility spools and folding chairs.”


“They work,” Kit laughed.


“No style at all,” she winked.  “Just like when you tried to furnish the apartment.  Did you know he bought food to cook, but didn’t buy pots or pans to cook it in?” she asked Kevin.


“Every time I look at you, all I think of is scissors,” Kit bantered.


“Oh that is such a lie!” she laughed.


“Yes, scissors.  Her and a pair of scissors…and no clothes,” he told Kevin.  Jessie gasped, and he erupted into laughter when she stuck her tongue out at him.


“I’ll have to do what you did, Kit, buy a piece here and a piece there.  As long as we get matching pieces, it should look alright.  We’ll just have some empty rooms for a while,” he chuckled.


“Close the door, you’re good to go,” Sam said with a smile.


After dinner and a nice evening watching the sun set from their deck, Kevin and Sam helped them do the dishes, then went back to Kevin’s apartment for a little private celebrating.  Kit made sure to leave Jessie’s commercial pilot books out where she could find them, then got his daily briefing on the war in Boston from Vil.  “Hey sis,” he said as he drew a bath up in the master bedroom, sitting on the edge of the tub, which was built in a raised area with two steps leading to it.  “How did it go?”


She made an indelicate grunt.  “About what you’d expect, bro.  The board nearly had a heart attack when I called Uncle Zach up for a vote to fire him.  He certainly wasn’t expecting it.  Neither were they.  He tried to shout me down in the boardroom, but when they found out about the lawsuit, there wasn’t anything they could do.  He did break the terms of his contract.  They didn’t fire him, but he was suspended.  So, Uncle Zach is out for a month, and he put a check for a quarter million on my desk before walking out,after promising to skin me and hang my pelt on the wall behind the CEO’s chair in the boardroom.  I had him escorted out of the yard by security as a thank-you for his lovely death threats.  In the meantime, the press has caught wind of what’s going on, mainly because some freakin’ yahoo took a cell phone photo of Zach being pushed out the front gate without even his car, and standing there waiting for his limo to come out to get him.  The tabloids are all over the family, even chasing down the cousins who left town.  I’d expect some annoyers, bro.”


“We’ll be careful,” Kit assured her.  “Are you alright?”


“I’m fine, bro.  How is Nick panning out?”


“We like him, he’s a nice guy,” he answered.  “He went skeet shooting with us today, and humiliated both of us,” he laughed.  “He’s unbelieveable with a shotgun.”


“He’s paid to be so, bro,” she answered.  “How did Allison take being grounded?  Is she getting second thoughts?”


“Surprisingly well, and no she’s not,” he answered.  “She’s pretty tough, sis.  The only time she ever seemed to show any fear is when she outed herself to Terry.  When I told her that the family was gunning for her but you were making all of us safe in Austin, she just shrugged and said that that was fine.  She promised to stay in the city unless she was with a member of the family.”


“Good.  She can’t be a wuss if she’s going to date a member of this family.”


“Girls who work in her former career aren’t known for timidity, Vil.  Ally’s a tough girl, she can take it.”


She laughed.  “I guess not.  From the sound of that water, you’re about to take a bath, so I’ll let you have at it, bro.”


“Yeah.  I’m gonna see if I can’t get a little company in here,” he said lightly.


“Oh, hush,” she laughed.  “I’m alone until Friday.”


“Pft, it’s not like you do anything with Ken,” he teased.


“Oh really?” she asked archly, which made him laugh.


“Yes, really, or I’d have heard all about it,” he retorted.


She laughed ruefully.  “Okay, okay, point.  I’d have been gossiping to you like the house servants used to if I did, but I’m certainly putting it on my calendar,” she said with a little hum.  “I got Ken out of his clothes last weekend, and I liked what I saw.”


“You got him naked?  How?”


“Scotland has fickle weather,” she purred in reply.  “We got rained on, and I got a good look at him when we changed.  What I saw has changed my schedule this weekend,” she hummed.


Kit almost fell in the tub laughing.  “You’re the only femme I know who pencils in a seduction!” he accused.


“Oh, he’s defiitely on my calendar,” she said eagerly.  “I haven’t had a good fling since Oxford, and I’m missing the fun part of a relationship.  I can’t so much as stop at Burger King here without the tabloids making note of it, it’s been all but impossible to have a nice dirtly little affair,” she mused.  “I’ve known him long enough now, I think it’s just about time to see how well he can use that impressive equipment.”


“I don’t think I’m old enough to hear the next sentence,” he teased.


“Hush, you gossiped all about Jessie, now you have to endure listening to me go on about Ken,” she retorted.  “But you’ll get that after I have reason to gossip,” she said with a smile in her voice.  “Now, just to prove you wrong, I think I’ll be a little spontaneous and call Ken and tell him I’m desperately lonely and need a male to comfort me in this time of emotional crisis and see how fast he gets here,” she said with a trill in her voice.


“Sis.  You.  Are.  Evil.”


“Yes, I know,” she purred.  “I am a Vulpan, after all.”


The promised call came early the next morning, not five minutes after he settled in at his desk to get his notes together for the daily meeting with Rick.  Vil called him at his work phone, and he pressed the button to put it on speaker when it rang into his office.  “Kit Vulpan,” he said absently as he rearranged his budget projections, which were good, but not as good as they were a month ago.  The magazine was still making money and was still going to expand, but they were scaling back some of their plans a little so they had some cash in reserve for emergencies.


“Now we can gossip,” Vil said triumphantly.


Kit laughed helplessly.  “How long did it take for him to get there?”


“I called him at eleven.  He was at Hart’s Crossing by four.  I left him sleeping at home and came to work.”


“He’s whipped,” Kit laughed.


“He knows he’d better keep me happy,” she said with a wicked chuckle.  “And did he make me happy last night,” she added in a content voice.  “I forgot how much fun intense, passionate sex could be.  Ken almost made me late for work,” she laughed.


“Now you sound like Sheila,” Kit grunted, which made her laugh.


“I could never be that bad,” she protested.  “But he’d certainly make Sheila talk about him,” she chuckled.  “That’s the good thing about rich boys, bro, they know what they’re doing.”


“I wouldn’t know.”


“Sure you would, you are one of the rich boys,” she teased.  “I told Ken to stay, too,” she purred.  “He doesn’t know it yet, but he’s here for good.  He’s moving into Hart’s Crossing effective today.”


“That desperate?”


“That clever,” she chuckled.  “With the family war going on, I want to keep him very close to me when he’s here.  And I keep him at paw for when I want some attention,” she purred.  “Now that I’ve experienced every aspect of Ken and I find I like them all, and add to that what’s going on, I’ve made a decision.”


“That sounds like there’s a proposal coming,” Kit laughed.


“There’d better be,” she said immediately.  “I know it’s dreadfully fast as far as courtships go in our circles, but I can’t deny that I want Ken.  After last night, I want him badly.  I think we’re a good match.  He’s my intellectual equal, he makes me happy, and now I know he can keep me happy in bed.  And besides, being married to a Brighton will make any subsequent attempt to take me off the chair much harder because Winston Brighton may have something to say about it.  And between Vulpan Shipyards and Brighton industries, our families will control the largest combined shipbuilding companies on Earth.  So the marriage is good for me, good for the Brightons, and good for the shipyard.”


“Always keeping an eye on politics,” Kit chuckled.


“Naturally, but the advantage here is I like the male I’m marrying for politics,” she chuckled.  “I think  I could learn to love him, easily.  So, after giving him a suitably enthusiastic greeting this morning, I left him at home after hinting that there’s something I want him to ask me when I get home tonight.”


“Hinted?”


“Naturally.  You never just come out and say something like that, bro.  But I told him that it would be slightly scandalous for him to be staying at Hart’s Crossing for a few weeks without some kind of official announcement to give the press, and that he’d better think of something official we can tell our families.  The look on his face when I left told me he got the point.”


Kit laughed.  “So, you think he’s on the phone to his father right now crowing?”


“He’d better be,” she laughed.  “That dodgy old fox certainly had wedding bells in his ears when he introduced me to Ken, I’m sure he’s having the engagement ring sent over by courier as we speak.  From what Ken said, if he engaged, he’d be giving me his grandmother’s engagement ring, and we’d be wearing his grandparents’ wedding rings.  It seems that there’s a something of a tradition in the Brighton family.  There are two identical sets of wedding rings and engagement rings that are passed down from one generation to the next, to the firstborn.  His father and mother are wearing the other set.  And the funny thing is, his grandmother is still alive, so she’ll be giving up her engagement ring to me.  I hope she doesn’t mind,” she mused.


“You think he’ll propose tonight, then?”


“If he doesn’t, I’ll be very angry,” she answered immediately.  “I want a fast engagement, too.  I want to be married by the first of September.  I want to be married before Laura is born.”


“Holy cow,” Kit breathed.  “You’re serious?”


“Deadly,” she answered.


The door opened, and Jessie came in, carrying a plate of home-cooked bagels.  “Morning again, handsome fox,” she smiled.


“Close the door,” Kit called.  “Vil, Jessie’s here.”


“Hey sis-in-law!” Vil’s voice came over the speaker as Jessie closed the door.


“Hi Vil!  How are things going up there?  Is everything okay?”


“Just fine, just fine.  But I thought I should let you know something.”


“What?”


“I more or less told Ken this morning that I’m waiting for him to propose to me,” she said.  “And I’d better not wait long.”


“Really?  That’s wonderful!” she said happily.  “Congratulations!”


“I expect him to propose tonight.  He’d better,” she said seriously.  “And I intend to marry before you have Laura.  Very early in September, or late August.”


“Wow, so soon?  Why?”


“Because the sooner we’re married, the better off we’ll be,” she answered.  “The family will be a lot less willing to mess with me if I’m married to a Brighton.”


“I hope that’s not the only reason you’re marrying,” Jessie said, slightly accusingly.


“Of course not.  I think Ken is a wonderful male who’s intelligent and engaging, and I found out this morning he can satisfy me in bed,” she said in a purring voice that made Jessie’s cheeks ruffle.  “So, I’ll be sure to let you know what happens tonight.”


“I’m sure we’ll like what we hear,” Kit chuckled.  “What happens today outside of that?”


“Today, first thing this morning I get rid of Abermathy, which will leave only two of the elders’ bribed members on the board.  He has a meeting with me in twenty minutes, and I’m sure he already knows what’s coming.  After Abermathy’s history, probably after lunch, I’ll call a meeting of the board and I put the bait on the table,” she said.  “Now that I’ve gotten Zach out of the way,” she said lightly, “I’m going to introduce an idea before the board that’ll make Uncle Jake go up in flames.  I’m going to propose that we take Vulpan Shipyards public.”


Kit almost swallowed his tongue, then he choked and coughed enough to make Jessie slap him on the back.  “Good God, femme!” he wheezed, then he laughed helplessly.  “You know how to bait a trap!”


“What does that mean, go public?” Jessie asked.


“To sell shares of the shipyard to the public,” Vil answered over the phone.  “Which would decimate the money the family earns from the shipyard, because we’d have to share it with anyone who bought stock.  The offer might make them vote me out, if some of the board wasn’t privy to what I’m doing.”


“You told them?”


“The ones I can trust, yes.  I told Akers, Longwell, and Sievers that I think someone is leaking Vulpan secrets to the public, and them I trust explicitly not to say anything to the rest of the board, so I’m setting a trap.  Something like this would be huge, huge news.  I told them that if rumor of this hits the public, then we know someone on the board is doing something naughty.  The side effect is that if anyone tells Zach, I can fire everyone involved.  The only way Zach could get out of it is if he comes to me and tells me someone tipped him off on his own.  If I can prove he was told and said nothing, he’s gone.”


“I hope it doesn’t get too messy,” Jessie said.


“Just the usual family intrigue, Jessie,” Vil chuckled.  “I’ll be fine, trust me.”


“Well, I’ll worry anyway.”


“I know, but trust me.  I have everything under control.”


“Well, it’s just a little nervewracking, especially since what’s going on up there can spill over down here.”


“Well, I’m doing my best to keep that from happening, Jess.  Just trust me.  And keep your laptops close tonight, I’ll want to show you the ring when he gives it to me,” she chuckled.


“We’re going out with Nick after work, he’s going to teach us about guns,” Kit told her. “He said that since he carries a pistol and we’ll be around him, he wants to train us in gun safety.”


“That sounds familiar,” she laughed.  “The first week after I hired Stav and Marcus, they did the same thing.  I haven’t shot a gun since then, but they taught me how to use the guns they carry.”


“Wow, who knew Vil could use a gun,” Jessie giggled.


“I’m full of surprises, sis-in-law,” she answered cheekily.  “Anyway, I gotta go, it’s time to go drop a bomb in the boardroom.  Talk to you tonight.”


“Be good, sis.”


“Good luck, Vil!” Jessie added.


After the call ended, Kit and Jessie looked at each other.  “I hope Ken proposes to her,” she said.


“Oh, that’s a given,” Kit laughed.  “She all but hit him over the head with it.  If he doesn’t ask her tonight, she’ll probably toss him out.  He can’t be that dense.”


“What did she say?”


“What she told Ken is literally hitting him over the head with ask me to marry you.”


Jessie giggled.  “She should just ask him herself, like I did you.”


“Vil doesn’t work that way, love,” he smiled.  “She asks without asking, and does without doing.  She’s told Ken she wants to marry him, and that’s all she needs to do.  Ken had better do what she told him to do and propose to her.  So she did propose to him in a way, by telling him that he’d better propose to her.  The same way you told me I’d better propose to you,” he winked.


She laughed.  “Liar!  I proposed to you!”


“Only because Cybil interrupted me from doing it first,” he countered.  “I already had the ring!”


“Suuuuuure,” she teased, sitting on the edge of his desk with the platter in one paw as the other tapped him lightly on the forehead.


“Don’t make me get Rick to prove it,” he replied, putting his paw on her belly.  “In the end, all that matters is we’re married, and there’s a little something in here that’s waiting to be spoiled rotten,” he smiled.


“We will not!” she laughed, putting her paw over his.  She laughed harder when he slipped his paw under her shirt and ran his fingers through the silky fur on her expanding belly.  “Kit,” she said in a sudden purring voice.


“Hush, I’m petting our daughter,” he told her.


“Petting?” she asked, giggling uncontrollably, then she put the platter down and wrapped her arms around him and slid down into his chair.  “Such a silly fox!” she laughed, giving him a kiss on the cheek.  “So, I’m going to have a brother-in-law,” she purred in his ear.  “I like him.  I should have stolen him from Vil and abandoned you.  After all, I love the boy foxes,” she purred in his ear.


“Such a mean kitty!” he laughed, nuzzling her neck.  “I guess I’ll have to lock you up so I can keep you for ever and ever,” he teased.


She giggled.  “Nah,” she retorted.  “I might stay with you if you give me a kiss.”


“Such a hard bargain,” he hummed, then he paid her price.


“Hey, hey!  No hanky-panky in here!” Lilly called as she opened the door.  “Rick’s waiting for ya, Kit,” she winked.


Jessie laughed.  “I have to do my article anyway,” she said, kissing him on the muzzle.  “Go make us some money!”


“Yes, mistress,” he replied, slapping her playfully on the rear when she got up.


The training session with Nick wasn’t bad at all.


It lasted about three hours.  He spent an hour with them thoroughly teaching them about his weapon of choice, the Glock .45 caliber Model 38 compact semi-automatic pistol, a powerful yet not overly large pistol that was favored by professionals for both its stopping power and its rugged reliability under even the worst conditions.  It was the same model pistol Nick carried at almost all times, and therefore the one with which they may come into contact, and then an hour using it.  Kit learned how it worked, completely, even learned how to take it apart and clean it.  He learned how to load it, how to check to see if it was loaded, learned how to unload it and clear a chambered round safely using dummy rounds that looked like bullets but would do nothing if he pulled the trigger with the dummy round in the chamber, learned about safe use and storage, learned how to aim a pistol, learned the proper technique to shoot it, and then he got the opportunity to fire it.  It had more recoil than he expected, but it wasn’t that bad.  Nick let him fire about 100 rounds total, having to load rounds into the clip himself, and after a little practice and getting the hang of the sights, he found that he wasn’t a bad shot.  Steady paws, Nick said he had.  Jessie received similar training, and after he let them fire the two pistols he provided, he showed them some other weapons he’d brought with him and gave them the chance to test fire them.  He showed Kit the automatic shotgun he’d talked about the day before, a Mossberg product that was illegal to be bought by civilians, though it wasn’t illegal to own, due to a loophole in American gun laws.  The fact that it was automatic, that it would fire a shell about every second, was what made it illegal to be sold in the United States, but since it was a shotgun, it wasn’t illegal to own, at least not since the repeal of the assault weapons ban.  It was sleek, black, evil-looking thing that looked heavy and rugged, and fired large shells filled with buckshot or slugs.  Nick let him fire it, but wouldn’t allow him to fire it in its automatic setting, and the thing nearly dislocated his shoulder…as well as attracting quite a bit of attention from both visitors and workers at the range.  He was shown a Colt AR 15, which was the civilian equivalent of the military M-16.  He was also shown two different pistols.  The first was a classic revolver, a Smith and Wesson .38 special, what many called a police standard revolver, and the second was an small Beretta .25 caliber pistol, showing them how small a pistol could be.  Nick allowed them to fire a few rounds from the AR 15 and the pistols, which showed Kit the big, big difference between an assault weapon like the AR 15 and a pistol.


After learning how to shoot the pistol and letting them test fire the other weapons he brought with him, Nick produced their own shotguns, and Kit practiced with the pump shotgun at a static, non-moving target.  Kit fired about 20 rounds with the shotgun, and then Nick showed him how to clean it.  After it was cleaned, Nick bagged up all the weapons and drove them home.  He brought their shotguns into the house with them and made sure they were locked in the gun cabinet before he was satisfied, and then bid them goodnight and went home.


Once the playing was over, Kit called Vil to find out what happened.  She didn’t answer her phone, going straight to voicemail, so Kit figured that she and Ken were talking—or something else—and didn’t want to be disturbed.  So, he dropped Jessie’s commercial rating study books in her lap and ran into the kitchen to cook dinner.  He made one of her favorites, lemon grilled salmon, using the grill and hurrying because there was a thunderstorm brewing out to the west.  Salmon wasn’t exactly cheap, but Kit never scrimped when it came to Jessie.  She loved salmon, so he bought salmon.  She loved shrimp and lobster, he bought shrimp and lobster.  What Jessie wanted, Jessie got.


“Kit!  Vil texted me!” Jessie shouted from the living room when Kit brought in the freshly grilled salmon.  “She wants us on conference!”


“Set it up, love, I have to shut down the grill before it starts raining!”


He got into the living room, where Jessie had her laptop on the coffee table and Vil was already on the monitor.  “Vil!” he said with a smile.  “So?”


She held up her paw, showing off a very impressive diamond ring.  Her smile was almost smugly victorious.


“Congratulations!” Jessie beamed as Kit laughed lightly.  “Where’s Ken, we have to say hi and congraluations too!”


“He’ll be back in a few minutes, he’s up in our bedroom.”


“Our?” Kit asked with a chuckle.


“Ours now,” she answered.  “He proposed, I told him from now on, when he’s in Boston, he stays here.  It’ll be something of a scandal, but at the present time and under the current circumstances, I want him right here if he’s not in England.  He’ll be living here after we’re married anyway.  Ken may have his manor in England, but he’ll live here.  And we’ve already had our first fight,” she laughed.


“Over what?”


“Vil refuses to take my name!” Kendall said from behind her, coming into view.  “She’s keeping the name Vulpan!”


Congratulations, Ken!” Jessie beamed.


“Thanks, thanks,” he grinned.  “But seriously, I’m the male, here!”


“Ken, no femme Vulpan has ever given up her name after marriage,” Kit told him.  “If Vil follows tradition, she’ll adopt your name in front of her Vulpan name and go by Vilenne Brighton Vulpan.”


“That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” Vil nodded, patting Kendall on the shoulder.  “Sorry, Kenny boy, but a Vulpan never gives up the name.”


“Not even when taking on a more important name?” Kendall grinned, which made Vil laugh.


“There’s no name more important than Vulpan,” she teased.  “I should make you go by Kendall Brighton Vulpan too.”


“Bugger that,” he retorted.  “I’m a Brighton, lovey, not a Vulpan.”


“I’m happy for both of you,” Kit told them.  “I’m also glad you’re not dense, Ken.”


Kendall laughed. “I almost peed the bed when she kissed me on the nose and told me that she was waiting for something official to tell our families,” he said, putting his paw on her shoulder fondly.  “Totally floored me.  I thought she’d dangle me on the end of her string for at least six more months, but wham, right outa the blue!  The old male had to get the ring here before she got home from work so I could be ready for her,” he laughed.  “But wot, I can say that I’m very happy she accepted,” he smiled at her.  “Villy’s some kind of woman, and I’m gonna enjoy making her love me.”


“You’re doing a good job, Ken,” Vil chuckled, patting the paw on her shoulder.  “And you will stop calling me Villy,” she said, gripping his paw and digging her short claws into the back of his paw.


He winced, then laughed.  “I guess I’ll have to be nice now,” he grinned at her.  “And call you Misses Brighton from now on.  Just anything but what you want.”


“Remember that speech about unformed clay I can’t touch?  Well, I can touch now,” she told him.


He laughed.  “Then I’d better run back to England,” he winked at her.  “I have to go back for a few days and get everything ready for me to move over.  You know, go on a leave of absence from Brighton Industries, lord it over my brothers and male cousins that I’m marrying the biggest prize across the pond, and open that bottle of hundred year old scotch the old male has waiting for me for accomplishing my mission of wooing young Vil with my irresistable charm and roguish good looks and making her fall head over heels in love with me,” he said with an outrageous smile into the camera.


“Oh, go pack your suitcase!” Vil barked, swatting him on the shoulder, then kissing him soundly on the muzzle before pushing him out of the camera’s view.  “God, what have I done,” she grunted, which made both Kit and Jessie explode into laughter, then she continued.  “He’s going back home to get himself ready to move, while I arrange our wedding.  We decided on August twenty-ninth, and we’ll marry at the Cathedral of the Holy Cross, just like mother wanted.  It’ll be both a social event and also something of a scandal, but I want a little harmless scandal right now.  I’m sure the sudden announcement of our engagement and the almost unheard-of short wedding date will get furs talking more about me and less about the family war going on right now.”


“Probably both,” Kit chuckled.  “After all, they can point at your very abrupt wedding plans and say it has something to do with what’s going on.  Which it does.”


“Only abstractly,” she chuckled.  “It just hastened an inevitablity.  I’d have married Ken no matter what.”


“So nice to know!” Kendall’s voice burbled from the background.


“Pack, you!” she ordered, looking away from the camera.  “I see I’m going to have to work a while to train this one,” she noted to Kit.  “Good thing too, I’m running out of room in my garden for the unmarked graves.”


He laughed and gave his sister a smile.  “And you’ll enjoy it as much as I enjoyed taming Jess.”


“You did not,” Jessie laughed.  “If anyone got trained in this house, it was you, you scurrilous scoundrel!”


“I love being married to an English professor, she never insults me the same way twice,” Kit sighed lustily, looking at Jessie, which made both femmes laugh.  “So, how do you think the family will react?”


“The cousins, eh, like they care,” Jessie shrugged.  “But the elders will probably pee themselves when they hear about it.  It’s hard enough to get rid of me on my own, but when I’m married to Ken, then suddenly the Brightons have a big say in just who’s sitting in my chair.  They’ll want to keep their daughter-in-law in control of the Vulpan companies, since that puts Kendall literally in bed with me,” she chuckled with a wicked little smile.  “Maybe they’ll think I’ll be too distracted with my upcoming wedding to keep an eye on what they’re doing,” she mused.  “And they’ll make a foolish mistake that lets me crush them in one fell swoop.”


“Doubtful,” Kit answered.  “I take it you’re gonna make me come to the wedding?”


She laughed.  “Why did you even bother asking that, you silly boy?” she told him.  “This is justification enough for you to come to Boston.  Your sis doesn’t get married every day, you know.”


“I’m going too, and when we go, we are staying in Stonebrook, handsome fox,” Jessie told him.  “I want to be there so that horrible femme Alicia can just baste in her hatred when she sees me in my last month of pregnancy, which she’ll only see from the window since they’ll be too afraid to come out of their room as long as we’re there.”


“Now she’s a Vulpan, bro,” Vil told him with a bright smile.


“I’m not sure about that, pretty kitty,” Kit said uncertainly.  “I don’t think I could ever stay there.  You know what that house means to me.”


“I know that that house means more to you than you think it does, else you wouldn’t have gone after your uncle Zach so furiously over what he did.  You were really angry, handsome fox.  I think that the ghosts are starting to fade a little, love.  And I think Clancy would be overjoyed to have you in Stonebrook one more time, just so he has a chance to have one more good memory of you in your family home.”


“I don’t know,” he said, his paws starting to shake.


“I think we can manage one night,” she said gently to him, putting her paw over his.


“I’ll think about it.”


“You don’t have long, you have a little over a month,” Vil grinned at him.


A rumble of thunder echoed through the house, and Kit laughed.  “Think we’d better call this short, sis.  I need to go cover the grill before the rain starts, anyway.  I hope it’s cooled down,” he mused.


“Too late,” Jessie giggled as the first sheet of rain hit the living room windows.


“Well, we’d better pack it up anyway, I have some things to do,” Vil said.  “I think I’ll waylay Ken while he’s packing,” she hummed, licking her chops in an anticipatory manner.  “Get my last hurrah before he goes home.”


“Be nice, sis,” Kit laughed.


“Oh, it is nice,” she purred.


“I think I should have never married, I’ve created a monster,” Kit teased.  “You saw the good life and now you want it too!”


“Excuse me?” Jessie asked archly, though she was smiling.


“Pft, the Ice Queen had to melt sometime, she does have hormones after all,” Vil said, which made Kit and Jessie explode into laughter.  “I’ll give you a status report tomorrow, guys, and I’ll send you some newspapers with the official announcment.”


“Sure thing, sis.”


“Have fun, Vil,” Jessie called.


“Oh, I will,” she said in a seductive manner, and she ended the conference.


“Have fun?” Kit asked, then he laughed.  “You naughty girl!”


Jessie was about to say something, but the lights wavered, then went out, as they lost power.  She laughed and closed the laptop, then wrapped her arms around him. “Yes, I’m a naughty girl, and I demand my male be naughty too,” she purred in his ear.


She laughed when he got up and picked her up out of her chair.  “Now, to the dumbwaiter!” he called, which made her laugh in his arms.


Vil’s sudden announcement, quite simply, knocked Boston on its ear.


Vil emailed a bunch of links to websites to him the next morning, and Kit spent the morning surfing them out of curiosity.  The first, out of the Boston Globe, had a huge headline dominating their front page, supplanting all other news, VULPAN MATRIARCH ANNOUNCES ENGAGEMENT TO SON OF BRITISH INDUSTRIALIST.  In the Boston Herald, the headline was VILENNE VULPAN ENGAGED TO KENDALL BRIGHTON.  The Boston tabloid Boston Today had a big picture of Vil and Kendall at the basketball game Kit and Jessie attended, with the caption IT’S OFFICIAL! underneath them.  The Back Bay, another gossip paper, had a picture of Vil and Kendall kissing, taken by a paparazzi with a telephoto lens, with the title Vulpan Ice Queen and British Boytoy engaged, and under that was the teaser August wedding date set…is the Ice Queen pregnant?  It even went national.  The Furs website had Vil and Kendall as their top story, showing a picture of them at the July 4th concert with the headline Vilenne Vulpan of the storied Vulpan family announces engagement to Kendall Brighton, son of British industrialist Winston Brighton.  It even hit the major news networks, with a link to CNN that showed a file photo of Vil and the headline Vulpan CEO to marry son of Brighton Industries CEO.  It even got into Fox Business Channel’s website, a picture of Vil and a very austere middle-aged fox that had to be Winston Brighton, with the headline Mergers:  Vulpan and Brighton families to marry.  International shipbuilding dynasty in the making?


Kit just had to step back for a moment and admire the pure, raw cunning of his older sister.  This marriage was so many things on so many levels that it took a detailed analysis to fully comprehend its impact, and that was a reason to admire Vil for her intelligence and savvy.  The short engagement was brilliant, absolutely brilliant.  By Kit’s estimation, Zach would only have about ten days after he got back from his suspension before Vil got married, and when she did, she’d have the shield of Kendall Brighton to stand behind.  And when she gained that defense, she would be almost untouchable.  Winston Brighton, Kendall’s father, had probably been praying that throwing Kendall and Vil together would lead to marriage, for he was drooling over the idea of a corporate alliance between the Vulpan companies and Brighton Industries.  He was probably dreaming of access to Vulpan shipyards, of the two companies exchanging teams so they could study each other and learn from each other, both becoming better by learning the tricks the other company had developed to increase quality, efficiency, and safety while reducing costs.  Winston wanted to study their shipbuilding methods, which were the most efficient and cost-effective in the world while still producing some of the highest quality ships and doing so with an outstanding worker safety record.  He was looking forward to the two companies trading their master tradesfurs, their master welders, shipfitters, pipefitters, painters, sandblasters, and electricians, so they could compare their skills and see where they could learn from each other to become even better.  And Kit was certain that he was all but foaming at the mouth at the idea of being able to buy Vulpan steel below market, since it was a bit expensive on the open market because of its outstanding quality; Vulpan steel was considered one of the best quality commercial steels made, and it could be custom ordered to spec for special requirements.  More than anything else, Winston wanted that direct line to Vulpan Steel, which would allow him to buy top-quality steel below market and increase his profits…and Vil would sell to him at the same price that Vulpan Steel sold to Vulpan Shipyards, which was 1% over cost.  Once Vil was married to Kendall, his uncles would have to contend with the powerful Winston Brighton if they tried to unseat Vil from her chair.  To keep his direct access to the Vulpan companies, Winston would fight on Vil’s behalf, and Winston would be a powerful, powerful ally.


And if that wasn’t good enough, the sudden announcement and speed of the engagement would be weapons unto themselves.  The uncles would not want Vil to marry Kendall because of the support she would get from the Brightons, but they’d have virtually no time to come up with some way to delay or prevent the marriage, and the engagement itself was a bombshell, something that he was absolutely sure none of them expected to happen so soon.  Three months from now, maybe, five or six months, definitely, but not after just three months of dating!  It was literally scandalous in the upper crust, the speed from which Vil and Kendall went from meeting to engagement, and since it was so scandalous, it was a curve ball that literally nobody saw coming…not even Kit, and he knew his sister very well.


Which also explained why the elders were moving now.  Kit and Terry were an excuse, the match to the fuse that was already laid down, the straw that broke the camel’s back.  The simple fact of the matter was that they had to unseat Vil before she married Kendall or they would never get her out, and they knew it.  They knew that Kendall and Vil got along and that a marriage was virtually inevitable, so they had to move before that marriage could take place.


And then Vil comes along and drops an anvil on their tails.


Something like ruining a marriage usually took a couple of months to plan and execute, and Vil wasn’t giving them a chance.  She had ambushed them with the engagement announcement, and by the time they managed to get some plan in place to prevent the wedding, it would be too late, they’d already be married.  And since Vil already told Kendall everything that was going on, they couldn’t even try to scare him off with threats of the Brightons getting embroiled in scandals; in  Britain, the reputation of a family was almost as important as its money.  Cybil had been crushed by Vil both financially and socially, for Vil had ruined her reputation and stained the Whitmore name, and as a result, she was an utter pariah in Britain.  The threat of scandal wouldn’t scare the Brightons in the slightest, because they had far more to gain in Vil marrying into their family than they had to lose.


The simple problem for the elders was that Vil was too firmly entrenched.  She was in the position of advantage, and she had prepared herself for the possibility that she might have to defend her perch from jealous family members who wanted to knock her off of it.  She had had over a year to get ready for this confrontation, and they were finding out that Vil was both ready for them, and she fought dirty.  Kit was fairly sure that his elders had no idea that she could force their bought and paid for board members to retire, quit, or simply run away as in the case of Kay Simpson, and that swift reaction to Zach’s open declaration of war had left his elders flustered and out of sorts, unsure of what to do next.  They had plans, yes, but they were probably having trouble executing them against Vil, who was dug in behind her walls and was doing a damn good job of lobbing hand grenades over her wall while they tried to batter it down.


And on top of all that, Vil could use the wedding as a viable and devastating excuse to all but shut down the board.  She didn’t schedule the board meetings, but with her preparing for her wedding, she had a valid reason to veto any attempt to schedule regular business for the next month.  She would cull a day here and there at first, then cut board meetings in half, then probably all but put the board on hiaitus until after her wedding…probably right about when Uncle Zach got back from his one month suspension, thereby robbing him of even a single paltry attempt to call for a vote for her dismissal.


And while they may hope that she’d be too busy with her wedding to pay attention to what was going on, they’d find out that Vil was quite an effective multitasker.  She would plan her wedding and loom over the board at the same time, even as she fought with the elders over control of the family business, and therefore the family’s power.


In one simple move, Vil was panicking the elders, drastically reducing their chances of stopping the wedding, securing Kendall for herself, and wrapping herself in the added protection of the Brighton family.  And all it cost her was marrying a male she intended to marry in the first place a little earlier than she planned.


Vil was just so damn cunning, it was almost criminal.  Well, actually…it was criminal, given she didn’t exactly use her cunning for legal pursuits.


“Yo, son, what’s up?” Rick asked.  “You comin’ to the meetin’ or what?”


Kit chuckled.  “Sorry.  I don’t know if you’ve heard, but since it’s now official, I can tell you.  Vil got engaged last night.”


“Really?  To the British fox?”  Kit nodded, and Rick chuckled.  “Well, Martha is right yet again,” he declared.  “She said the first time she saw them together that they’d tie the knot.  That femme of mine is never wrong when it comes to pickin’ couples.  She pegged you and Jessie, she picked Sam and Kev, and she picks Vil and that Brighton fella.”


“Well, why didn’t she tell me?” Kit laughed.


“Why does she have to tell you somethin’ you already know?” Rick challenged.  “Now come on, Savid’s waitin’.”


Kit was going to announce Vil’s engagement at the wrap meeting later that day, but he wasn’t the only fur who checked the news in the office.  Pat was the first to find it, and he quickly spread the news while Kit, Rick, and Savid were having the morning meeting.  When Kit came out of the meeting, he got a round of pawshakes and congratulations on behalf of his sister.  “Dude, we so have to go!” Jeffrey said.  “Do you think Vil would invite us, Kit?  She’s been so awesome to us, I’d love to return the favor by being there to see it.  I’d love to go to her wedding!”


“Think of the story that’ll make!” Barry said.  “And we could score an interview with both the bride and groom, since Vil’s an investor here…she’s family!”


“We could wrap the issue a day early and go up,” Rick mused.  “But the magazine couldn’t afford flying everyone up there.  I guess we can make it optional.  If you wanna pay your way up, you’re more than welcome to go.  Provided Vil invites us, that is,” he said, scratching his chin.  “Vil’s a big important femme, guys, and I’m sure there’ll be like princes and billionaires fighting for spots in the cathedral.  She might not have room for us.”


“Let’s find out,” Kit said, opening his phone and speed-dialing Vil.  “Sis,” he greeted, “Rick has a favor to ask.”  He held his phone out to the dingo, who took it with a slight wince.


“Uh, Vil, congratulations, hon,” he said first, then he smiled.  “Ain’t no thing, hon.  But the gang kinda wants to come to the wedding.  I’m sure you have lots of invites to send out, and may not have room for us.  That’s fine, that’s fine!  I told them they have to pay their own way up, though.  Good.  Thanks, hon.  Need to talk to your brother?  Okay then, bye-bye.  She said we can come, all of us,” he announced as he closed Kit’s phone and gave it back to him, which was greeted with a round of excited cheers.  “She said we were silly to think that she wasn’t gonna send us invitations!”


“Well, you never know, she might not want me to outshine her in the catheral,” Marty said flamboyantly, striking a little pose.  “She’d better be looking her best, or Princess Marty’s gonna make her sun set!”


“Well, we’ll talk this over at the wrap meeting, guys.  Until then, back to work, you freeloaders!” Rick said with a grin.  “Where’s that article you said you’d have finished, Lilly?  Why are you standing here when you should be in your office working on it?”


“Watch it, old male, or I’ll pierce your ears!” Lilly shot back at him.


Rick laughed.  “Seriously, though, send me what you have and estimate how much more it’ll be, we need to fit it in.”


“No prob, boss, all I have to do now is spellcheck it,” she said with a smile, hurrying towards her office.  “I’ll send it right over!”


Vil’s good news made it a quick and happy day for them.  They got the issue put to bed, and once it was put to bed, Kit left work a little early to pick up some lobster tails to take home for dinner.  Again, it was expensive, but Jessie was on a seafood kick, and money was no object when Jessie wanted something.  Jessie only really liked lobster tail, she didn’t eat whole lobster the way Kit did.  He got home, however, to see a trio of Vanguard cars in the visitor lot in front of the community center, and there were two uniformed security guards standing out in front of the community center, one of them smoking a cigarette.  Two armed security guards, he noticed.  The front door was unlocked, and when he came in, he found himself in a room with Jessie, Nick, and two others he didn’t know.  One was a tall lioness with long tawny hair pulled into a ponytail, the other a short badger with his black hair in a crewcut, like a shoeshine brush between his ears.  Both of them were wearing jeans and button-down blue shirts with the Vanguard logo embroidered on the left breast.  Both of them, Kit noticed, were carrying pistols in holsters at their belts.


“Kit,” Jessie called, hurrying over to him and kissing him.


“What’s going on, pretty kitty?” he asked uncertainly.


“Heya,” Nick smiled.  “Kit, meet Tanya Jackson and Ernie Ayers from Vanguard.”


“Mister Vulpan,” the tall, powerful-looking lioness said with a smile, shaking his paw.  Her grip was rather firm.  “Nothing to be alarmed about.  Nick here invited us over to talk about security at the complex, and he brought us over to meet Misses Vulpan.”


“The owner’s going to hire Vanguard to provide security here at your complex,” the badger said, shaking Kit’s paw.  “We’ve been discussing things with Nick.  Your sister was clear to us when she sent him down that he has a primary interest in your personal security, Mister Vulpan, so we’re coordinating with him.”


“Armed guards?  Is that really necessary?”


“The guards here won’t be armed,” Tanya assured him with a smile.  “We’ll just have one guard here during the evenings and nights, who’ll basically just make sure all is well and be available to help any of the tenants if they need it.  You must have seen our males out at the community center?”  Kit nodded.  “Those are roving Sergeants, who move from site to site to deliver paperwork, assist when our guards need help, or check to make sure everything’s alright,” she explained.  “They have to have an intimate knowledge of all sites in their territory, and this is their territory.  If you saw them there, they must have completed their walk of the complex.  And they are armed.”


“Ah, I see,” Kit nodded.  “I brought lobster tails, pretty kitty,” he said, holding up the bag.


She laughed.  “You read my mind!” she told him, taking the bag and hurrying towards the kitchen with it.


“I have to say, Mister Vulpan, that you married an angel,” Tanya said quietly and with a gentle smile.  “She is the sweetest femme I think I’ve ever met.”


“That’s my Jessie,” Kit smiled.  “So, now that she’s busy in the kitchen, you can tell me what’s really going on.”


Nick’s smile faded.  “Vil sent down a warning to tighten security,” he said.  “Lupe really is hiring Vanguard to watch over the complex, so we’re using that as a convenient excuse to increase a visible presence around the complex.”


“There’s going to be a marked Vanguard unit and an unmarked unit at or near the complex at all times,” Ernie told him.  “There will be the one visible unarmed guard, but there will also be two plainclothes armed guards within a one minute response time to the complex.”


“Did Vil say what was going on, Nick?” he asked.


Nick shook his head.  “Afraid not, Kit,” he answered.  “She just told me to tighten up.  It might just be a precaution, because I’m sure if she knew of something specific, she’d have told me so I’d know what to look for.  I think she’s just being careful.  She loves ya, you know, and she wants you to be safe.”


“I guess so,” Kit chuckled.


The Vanguard furs stayed for about twenty more minutes, then they and Nick both took their leave to continue whatever it was they were doing.  Kit did call Vil about it, after he knew she was home.  “Oh, I’m just covering the bases, bro,” she told him.  “I’ve had Vanguard step it up all over town, not just with you.  You forget, I’m not just protecting you down there.  Besides, they didn’t strike their first blow at you.”


“What happened?”


“They went after Terry,” she answered.  “Terry was arrested on suspicion of drug trafficking by the N.O.P.D.”


“That’s ludicrous!”


“That’s what the DA said when he got the case.  Terry spent about two hours at the precinct, bailed himself out, then the DA dropped the case a couple of hours later.  I didn’t even have to do anything,” she chuckled.  “Whoever tried to frame Terry didn’t do a very good job, Terry’s bodyguard was able to unravel the whole scheme in about four hours.  No doubt the DA read the cops the riot act about believing unsubstantiated anonymous tips.  I’m sure Terry is about to have a little something to say about that, since I told him who did it to him.  And that’ll also piss off Tom.  He’s still angry with Zach over punching Terry, and now Maxine attacks his son.  Tom may hate that Terry is going out with Allison, but he will not tolerate the others trying to destroy his son, not when Terry is the brightest star in Tom’s family.  Zach, Jake, and Maxine are quickly alienating the other elders.”


“Terry has a bodyguard now?”


“You think I’d let him walk around outside of Boston right now without protection?” Vil asked.  “Stav and Marcus dug up another of their business contacts who could come quickly.  He got there yesterday, and the very next day he has to clear his client of a frame job,” she sighed.  “At least he proved he’s good.”


“Wow,” Kit breathed.  “I didn’t realize it was getting…messy.”


“This is war, brother,” she said grimly.  “The elders will attack me any way they can, and they know one way to do it is through you, Austin, and Terry.  It won’t be easy for them to attack Austin because I own the city, so they took a cheap shot at Terry while I get New Orleans settled and under my control, striking in a moment of opportunity.  Besides, you’re the root cause of of this, in their minds.  Your lurking on the edges the family and Terry’s defiance in dating Allison are intolerable to them, and you two would be…corrected, once they remove me and take control of the family.  Terry would be forced to stop seeing Allison, and they’d basically disown you.”


“Like I’d shed a tear if they did,” Kit grunted.


“Well, I would,” she told him.  “And so would Sheila and Muffy.  Those two really love you, bro.  The rest of the family may hate you, but you have four Vulpans who care, and one more that would care if you let him.”


“Brian can go to hell,” Kit said immediately and with heat.  “There is nothing he can say or do for me to forgive him.  Nothing!”


“Forever is a long time, brother,” Vil said gently.  “I think that over time, you may change your mind.”


“Not anytime soon,” he declared.  “You don’t know what it was like, Vil, to lay in that hospital bed, not knowing if I would live or die, with nothing but the pain and knowing that I was alone.  Where was Brian when I was in the hospital?  Why didn’t he come to see me?  Why didn’t he try to call from a pay phone, write me an anonymous letter?  He did nothing, sis.  Nothing!  He left me there to swim in an ocean of pain with nothing but Suzy and her messages from you to keep me company! If it hadn’t been for you and Suzy, I think I would have died in that bed, she was the only thing that kept me from giving up.  They didn’t care about me.  They wanted me to die, because I was an embarrassment to them!” he said angrily.  “I will never forgive them, Vil.  Never!”


Jessie was there.  Soothing paws came to rest on his shoulders, and his paws, which had been shaking with both anger and the memory of that traumatic time, sought her out.  Jessie sat down beside him and took the phone from him and put it to her face, wrapping her arm around him and holding him close.  “Vil, I think he’s done talking now,” she said gently.  “He’ll call you back when he feels better.  Bye-bye.”


Jessie comforted him through the worst of the anger and fear.  Even now, he couldn’t think back to the time he spent in that hospital without shivering, and her presence soothed him in ways nothing ever had, or ever could.  The feel of her fur under his fingers, the smell of her, her warmth, and the life growing inside her, they were balms on the raw, open wounds of the past, soothing the pain away.  He clung to her for quite a while, until she had his head in her lap, and his damaged ear was pressed up against her swelling belly, feeling the little nudges from within that was their daugher Laura.  Kit felt much better, holding Jessie’s paw close to his chest as her tail swished back and forth over his stomach and lower chest, her gorgeous longhaired tail that was even thicker and more luxurious than his bushy fox tail, with that adorable dark tip, her fox markings that betrayed her mixed heritage.  The dark tip of her tail, her dark-mittened paws and feet, the black backs of her ears that were so obvious against her blond hair, they were all fox markings.  “Thanks, pretty kitty,” he said with a loving smile at her.


“Any time, my handsome fox,” she smiled, stroking his hair back from his face, then playing with his good ear absently.  “I love you.”


“God, I love you, too,” he declared emphatically.  He started when little Laura kicked him in the head, and he laughed.  “But I think our daughter is a little mad at me right now.”


“Nah, she’s just telling you she loves you too,” she winked, putting her other paw on the top of her belly, just over his muzzle.  “I can’t wait until she’s out of there,” she laughed.  “I want to see my feet again!”


“Hush, you are not fat, you are pregnant.”


“I never said I was fat.  I’m just starting to feel what Mom said was coming.   The back strain, the need to pee every half hour, the cravings, the mood swings,” she told him.


“I haven’t noticed any mood swings.”


“I’m careful to keep you out of them,” she winked.  “Anytime I feel a sudden change in mood, I just go lie down or put on a good face until it passes.  Besides, you keep me too busy to suffer too much with them.”


“I keep you too busy?  You’re the one who I have to drag out of that kitchen,” he teased.  “How many boxes of pastries did you mail to Kansas yesterday, hmm?  You’re the cooking freak here, not me.”


“Speaking of that, why don’t we put dinner on hold for now, and go flying?  I’ll let you sit in the left seat,” she offered.


He laughed, then sat up and kissed her lingeringly.  “I would love to go flying with you, my pretty kitty.  And you can fly.  I love it when you chauffer me around.”


“Sounds like I need a little chauffer’s uniform,” she teased.


“Then I can bring you home and we can play naughty boss,” he said, nuzzling her neck.


She giggled.  “Well, you were a fox of your word,” she sighed, putting her paw on his neck as he nuzzled and lightly nipped at her neck.  “You said me being fat wouldn’t keep you from wanting me.”


“Mee-yow, baby,” he said into her neck and pushed her down onto the couch, which made her laugh.
