Chapter 28


It was almost…bizarre.


It had been six weeks since they’d set foot in their own home, and coming back to it was almost like coming into a hotel room after a minute.  Kit and Jessie both had to stand there a minute and look around, until the home feeling started to sink in.  His little Capitol Building on its stand by the wall.  The entertainment center unit that had cause their first fight, with the LCD TV sitting atop it and the gaping hole in the shelf under where their DVD player would usually sit.  The dining room table beyond the comfy couch and sofa and chair that ringed the coffee table, which had the silver tea set resting on a lace doily in the center of the table.  And in the middle of the floor in the area between the living area and dining area were the boxes they’d sent from Kansas, stacked and waiting for them.


Yes…this was home.


Lupe was running up from behind as they stepped in, Kit with the suitcase and Jessie with their attaché and the little leather case that Amanda had given them.  The place didn’t smell musty or stale, and Lupe had turned on the air conditioner for them after it started getting hot, leaving the apartment at a nice comfortable temperature.  “Home again, home again, jiggery-jig,” Jessie intoned, which made Kit laugh as he set the suitcase on the chair.  “At least Lupe turned on the AC for us.”


“I certainly did, babe,” Lupe said as he reached the door.  “Hey brash, babe, they sent something else too, something like monde huge.  I didn’t want to try to put it in here cause I didn’t know where you wanted it, so I got it stored over in the show unit.  Looks like a bed.”


“Yeah, it is,” Jessie nodded.  “We got it while we were there, and it’s really nice.”


“So, you ditching’ your old bed?”


“Well, we need it for the guest bedroom, but we don’t have anywhere to put it until the move.”


“Well, you can store it over in the show unit till the move.”


“Sounds good,” Kit nodded.


“Now you earn all that food we let you have, Lupe,” Jessie told him.  “You can help us move the bed out.”


“I knew there was a catch,” he grinned.


“There always is,” she said gravely, which made him laugh.


“Well played, pretty kitty,” Kit said with a playful nudge as Lupe went to go unlock the show unit.


“You go ahead and work on the bed, handsome fox, I’ll start putting the apartment back together.”


“Sounds like a plan.”


It took them about three hours to get everything finally all back where it was supposed to be.  Lupe called in Dan, and the three of them brought the Sleep Number bed over, figured out how to put the Sleep Number bed up with the old bed frame which matched the bedroom suit, and moved the old mattresses over to the show unit.  There, they put the mattresses in the show unit’s spare bedroom, which was empty.  “I guess I’ll need to buy a new frame for the mattresses,” Kit mused.  “We’re going to put this bed in the spare bedroom in the new apartment.”


“Why’d you buy the bed?  The one in the hotel not work for yaw?” Dan asked.


“I never found out.  My sis bought the bed for me and had the hotel set it up in our room before we ever got there,” he chuckled.


“Dude, where can I get a sister like yours?”


“That’s a double-edged sword, Dan,” Kit smiled.  “You get the toys, but you have to come with the cunning manipulator that tries to control your life that comes with it.  Every one of Val’s gifts has a hook in it.”


“You seem to be hook less, dude,” Dan grinned.


“I know where they are and I can steal the bait without getting snared,” Kit answered.  “But just remember one thing, Dan.  If Val ever gives you a gift, remember that it is not free.  She finds ways of getting something back for everything she gives.”


“I’ll keep that in mind,” he nodded.


After the beds were all done, Kit helped Jessie put their apartment back together.  She was almost done when he arrived, but she left him the task of putting their entertainment system back together.  While he was doing that, Jessie called around to tell everyone that they were back home and they were safe.  “It was a boring ride home,” Jessie laughed as she talked to her mother.  “I got to fly us home, but there’s not much to it when you get up in the air.  You just set the autopilot and read a book until it’s time to do something.”  She snapped her fingers and pointed to the attaché, and Kit passed it to her.  “Yeah, they gave me a little pair of wings and a certificate.  Want me to scan it and email you a copy so you can see it?  Oh, it’ll be easy, Mom, really,” she assured her.  “I think we’ll hang our certificates up over our little model of the Capitol,” she mused, looking over at that side of the living room, where they had a painting of a flower and vase where her eyes were obviously visualizing their 13 certificates, one for each of their ratings and accomplishments.  Jessie’s private, multi, IFR, and check ride certification in their 400 would be up there among Kit’s four jet ratings, four CFI ratings, and his Cessna 400 check ride certification.


Kit saw that coming, so he just got up and took down the painting, which made Jessie giggle.  “I haven’t put the desktop back together yet,” he warned.


“Oh?  Darn,” she fretted.  “I’ll have to scan it later, Mom, we have to put our desktop back together and it runs the scanner.”


“Just stall her for ten minutes, I’ll get it back up,” he winked.  “Think you can make her prattle on for ten minutes?”


“Kit, Mom says she heard that,” Jessie said with a grin.


“Well, then, I’ll just have to keep my eye out for another beating by proxy,” he said roguishly as he sauntered past Jessie.  She swatted him on the backside as he went by.  “That was from Mom!”


“Tell her that if she doesn’t stop touching my butt, I’m going to draw some very wrong conclusions.”


Jessie gasped, then laughed helplessly.


Kit got the desktop out of the box and put it back together, then tested it out while Jessie talked with Hannah about her next doctor’s appointment.  “I’m trying to lose the weight Doctor Mac said was bad for me,” she explained.  “It doesn’t help much, though.  I can’t look down and see just my chest, I see this bulge that’s threatening to hide my toes from me.”  She laughed after her mother must have replied.  “I know, but I can’t help it.  I’ve never been like this before, it’s creepy.  I know I haven’t been pregnant before, I mean I’ve never been pudgy before.”


“I can believe that,” Kit chuckled.  “Scanner’s working, love, have at it.”


“Thanks my handsome fox,” she said, giving him a kiss on the muzzle.  “Alright Mom, I’ll have it scanned in and on the way to you in just a minute.”


Kit touched base with work as Jessie did that, calling Rick.  “We’re home, boss,” Kit said.  “You get that last article?”


“Yup, I’m editing it now,” he answered.  “Did you get video of your last day?”


“There was too much to send over the net, I’m going to bring it in tomorrow morning,” he answered.  “I’ll be back at work tomorrow.”


“Nah, take Saturday off, son,” Rick told him.  “Just come in on Tuesday like normal.”


“I’m an owner now, Rick, I don’t take that much time,” Kit chuckled.  “I’ll go ahead and take tomorrow off so I can rest, but I’ll be in on Monday morning for our daily meeting.”


“I can’t make you stay away,” Rick laughed.  “How was the flight home?”


“Smooth,” he answered.  “Jessie worked very hard to be able to fly us home, and she did and did it perfectly.  I got to sit in the right seat and just read and rest.  After six solid weeks of hardcore flight training, I was very happy to just ride along without having to do anything.”


Rick laughed.  “So now instead of fighting over who’s driving, you’ll fight over who’s flying.”


“I think I’m more or less going to be permanently stuck in the right seat,” Kit chuckled.  “I’ll insist on Jessie flying anyway, because she needs to log hours to start working for her commercial license.  I’ve basically written my plane off,” he said with a sigh.  “She’s going to wrest it away from me slowly and inexorably.”


“I’m sure she’ll let you borrow it from time to time,” Rick laughed.  “So, what’s next for our resident pilot?”


“Get ready for our daughter,” he answered.  “Flight wise, I have two more things to work for, my air transport license and my air transport instructor rating.  The air transport is what we call the ATP, and it’s the big daddy, the highest license there is.  I’ll get mine, but not till after our little Laura is born and settled in.”


“It sounds like you’ve got your usual plan.”


“I plan everything, Rick, even the surprises.  Now, how badly has the magazine deteriorated since I left?”


Rick laughed.  “We’re swinging from the lights and using hammers to type out our articles.”


“Sounds normal, then.”


They again had to go to the store to replenish their food, and spent nearly two hundred dollars.  Lupe had indeed stripped the kitchen of just about everything edible, even digging into their canned soups and other things that wouldn’t have spoiled while they were gone.  But they were expecting it; Lupe couldn’t cook to save his life, so he relied on prepared food and whatever he could sweet-talk out of Jessie.  Jessie had even cooked everything they had left over she could and loaded the fridge with it so he’d have plenty of food to steal.  They had to restock almost from the ground up, but they wiped out and got some takeout Chinese rather than cook.


It was a warm, muggy evening after they finished fully settling in, and they spent it surveying the amazing progress the contractors had made on the new Westwood while they’d been in Kansas.  The line of duplexes that contained theirs and Lupe’s new apartments was now fully built both inside and outside, and only needed to have the carpet installed to finish them.  The second line of duplexes were up but hadn’t had their interiors completely finished yet, and the third line of them on the far side looked only about three quarters finished on the outside.  They were up, but needed to have their siding installed to look complete.  Hay was spread around the ground at the first line, and Kit saw that the drawings Lupe had shown them had been faithfully followed.  Lupe would live in the end unit, and Kit and Jessie’s apartment was right next door, with a small break to the next duplex unit, putting two luxury apartments in each unit.  They had an actual yard, and then there was the parking lot holding their assigned spaces.  Across the lot was the community center and the pool, and it was set up so the gate in the fence faced their apartments, giving them the fastest access to the center.  The center too was already built, but they were still finishing it inside, and were indeed ferrying in paneling and carpet as Kit and Jessie watched.  Despite it being nearly 8:00, they were still hard at work, and would be all night.  The contractors had been working 24/7 since they started, and they used the night hours to do inside finishing work, so heavy machinery didn’t wake up the residents on the other end of the block or the houses across the street.  Beyond the luxury units that would be in the center of the new complex, the apartment buildings had also literally sprouted since they left six weeks ago.  They were building all of the new buildings at once that they could, leaving only the far side of the block with the old Westwood untouched, so there was construction both to the side and behind the center of the complex.  There were going to be thirteen buildings total ringing the center, four to each side, and five in the middle, so the contractors had been working on 8 of the 13, unable to work on the furthest one in the back because it was partially on land already covered by the old complex.  The left and back buildings had been built while they were in Kansas, since they’d been nothing but foundations when they left.  Four of them had been completely built and looked finished, four were constructed but waiting to have their exteriors finished, and it looked like they’d have this first stage of the construction done probably in the next three weeks.  After that, Lupe would have residents of the old Westwood move into the new Westwood building by building in a set schedule, and was everyone eager for it.  When they got moved and the contractors moved out to begin knocking down the rest of the block, the pool and community center would be open and available to the residents.  They were still closed right now because the contractors didn’t want the residents milling around an active construction site.


Lupe had promised them they’d be in their new apartment before Laura was born, and he had kept his promise.  From the look of it, they’d be moving into their new apartment in late June or early July, more than enough time to be fully settled in and ready for the baby.  They’d have time to set up the nursery and get their house completely baby-proofed and ready.


It would be a very, very nice apartment.  It was a townhouse style apartment with two floors and a covered carport on each side of the building big enough for two cars, then with a narrow strip of grass separating them from the next duplex over.  The first floor was dominated by a huge living area, taking up almost  half the first floor, with the back half split between a den or bedroom, dining room and a huge kitchen that would make Jessie ecstatic.  Upstairs there were four bedrooms, two smaller ones—but still very nicely spacious—a slightly larger one, and a large master bedroom that took up about half the upstairs that had a private bath with a luxuriant hot tub and a shower.  They had already decided to keep the baby with them in the master bedroom for about the first six months, then move her into her own room that would start as her nursery, then slowly change over time to be her bedroom.  There were two other bathrooms besides the master bedroom’s bath, a full bath on the second floor and a half bathroom on the first floor, between the living room and dining room.  There would be a sliding glass door in both the dining room and kitchen that led out to a deck, with an open grassy area separated from the rest of the complex by a privacy fence that ringed the inner compound and kept furs who lived out in the rest of the complex from cutting between the duplexes to get to the community center, forcing them onto sidewalks between the main lines of duplexes, at the corners.  That would keep furs out of their back yard.  The back yard was shared by everyone along the line, each townhouse with its own deck, but Kit and Lupe’s duplex had a brick patio built behind it that shared a barbecue pit and had a few outdoor tables.  The design of the driveway that ringed the community center was rather ingenious; it was gated on both sides, preventing furs from parking in the residential area, opened by a garage-door style clicker and also buzz able from each townhouse, where a resident could open the gate for a visitor.  Each duplex had two visitor parking spots per duplex in front of them, and there was a small yet functional parking lot in front of the community center both for visitors and for tenants.  The gate only kept out cars, leaving the sidewalks open, which was how it was ingenious.  It would allow a prospective tenant to park at the community center and visit Lupe in his new office in the community center building, or walk in and visit someone in the inner ring.


“And to think, Lupe said that all sixteen luxury apartments are taken,” Kit chuckled as they looked at the front of what would be their new apartment.  “Doesn’t look much like an apartment, does it?”


“I’ll feel like I’m back home,” Jessie said with a short giggle.  “We’ll have stairs.”


“I’ll get used to it,” he said.  “I wonder when he’ll let us start moving.”


“I’m not sure.  Are we going to do it ourselves?”


“I’m not sure,” he answered.  “It wouldn’t cost much to hire movers to do it for us, since they’re moving us like half a block.  But, since it is so short, I guess we could do it ourselves.  Hell, we could walk most of the furniture down here.”


“Hmm,” Jessie said, tapping her muzzle in thought.  “Maybe not walk it, but maybe carts.”


“Carts?”


“Yeah, like they have at Home Depot, those flat carts.  Some of them are big enough, handsome fox, we could probably put our washer and dryer on it.  We buy some carts, use them to ferry our stuff down here, then we sell them to Lupe when we’re done so he can keep them in the community center for whenever he needs stuff moved.  We can do it over a few days, so there wouldn’t really be a big rush.  We move our bed and bedroom stuff over first, then we do a room a day until we’re moved.”


“We’re going to need new furniture,” he noted.  “And remember, we have to pay him the difference between what he was going to buy for our apartment and the cost of the fridge and stove you wanted.”


Jessie giggled.  “Money well spent,” she said.  “Those appliances he wanted to put in our apartment are too small!  And he’ll find that out when he moves in and his tenants complain.  A family of four couldn’t possibly keep all the food they need in that fridge he wanted to install!”


“Yah,” Kit chuckled in agreement.  “I’m just not sure why you wanted a six burner stove.”


“I like to cook,” she said simply.  “And that restaurant-style stove will let me cook better.”


“Lupe looked like he was going to strangle you when he found out the contractors would have to cut almost a foot out of the counter to fit it in.”


“He offered to let me pick my appliances, he should thought ahead,” Jessie winked.  “I’m just going to love that island in the kitchen!  It’s going to make cooking solo much easier, I’ll have more counter space than I’ll know what to do with!”


“I love that little bread oven you wanted in the island,” Kit said.


“It fit perfectly, and it only cost me one cabinet,” she smiled.  “Those small ovens are very useful, handsome fox.  I’ll use it for more than just bread.  It’s just big enough to fit a cake, so I can bake in the little oven and fix big things like turkey in the range oven.”


“Really big things,” Kit noted.  “I think I could crawl into that oven.”


“Well, when you have the potential to be feeding like fifteen furs, you want a big oven,” she grinned at him.


They wandered back home eventually, and Kit spent much of the night organizing all their videos and creating a nice timeline of them to take to work tomorrow.  Jessie hung up all their certificates in a circular pattern over their Capitol model, putting her own IFR certificate and Kit’s MEI certificate, their greatest individual achievements, in the center with all the others surrounding them, and with the wings Cessna gave them pinned to a silk band that was nailed up between those two center certificates.  Kit rather liked the way she’d arranged it, and took a picture of it to post online.  To his surprise, Luke called him while he was just finishing up.  “Luke!  Wow, it’s a surprise to hear from you so quick!  Couldn’t resist razzing me one more time, eh?” he asked.


Luke laughed.  “Amanda wanted to schedule you for your ATP training, and asked me to call you.  Of course, she really just wants to make sure you got home okay, and so did I for that matter.”


“Well, I’m not planning on doing ATP until after Laura’s born, so like November,” he said.  “If then.”


“Well then, I’ll just tell Amanda to put you on the schedule for sometime in early November,” he answered.  “I’ve already sent you the ATP materials we use, so you can study them at your leisure.  And hell, you’ll have like five months to do it,” he added.


“Wow, thanks Luke.”


“I’ve also added the manuals, books, and software we use for our commercial program for Jessie.  I’ve also added some DVDs of some training films we use, and you might find useful for your own students.  And we know you can do her training, but when she does her check rides, bring her here.  We’ll do it for you for free, and we’d love to see you again.”


“I doubt she’ll do that until after the baby’s born either, but I’ll let her know.”


“We do demand constant picture updates,” Luke told him.  “And we may sneak a jet down to come see you from time to time,” he chuckled.  “Have to do those maintenance flights, you know.”


Kit laughed.  “Just say the word, and Jessie will cook up a dinner to make your knees weak.”


“God, did she seduce like half the facility with her pastries,” he laughed.  “That last week was just heaven, cookies and cakes and cupcakes and pies everywhere.  I think I gained five pounds.”


“You should try her pineapple upside-down cake, it’s awesome.”


“Oh hush,” he laughed again.  “Anyway, I’ll let everyone know you’re home safe, and expect a box from us in the next few days.”


“I’ll keep an eye out for it,” he promised.


Jessie was in the kitchen when he came out of the den, and had her paws in a mixing bowl.  “Luke just called,” he said.  “They wanted to make sure we got home, and they’re sending us some books so we can keep studying.  You have a commercial to work for, and I have my ATP left to get.”


“But the baby—“


“It’s just for us to have as reference,” Kit told her.  “He said so we have five months to study before we decide to continue our flying careers.”


“Career,” she giggled.


“And he said the Cessna furs are in despair now that you’ve left,” he laughed.  “No more cookies and cupcakes on the table when they came in!”


“What do you think I’m doing now?” she winked.  “I’m making up some toll house cookies and I’m going to mail them to them.  And I’m sending another batch of cherry scones up to Clancy.”


“He looks forward to your scones,” Kit said.  “He said yours are better than the kitchen’s.”


“I make mine with love,” she said primly.


“That or you make them with drugs,” he noted dryly.


“Kit!” she warned, then laughed helplessly.  “Are you going in tomorrow?”


He nodded.  “To make sure they didn’t strip my office bare of anything even remotely usable if nothing else.  Besides, we took so much video and so many pictures the last few days, it would take like ten hours to upload it all.  Did you get your scripts done for Jeffrey?”


She nodded.  “I just have to get them to him.  I can go with you and drop them off in his office.”


“How many did you do?”


“Fifteen,” she answered.  “He should still have six scripts to go, unless Rick’s been doubling up.”


“I doubt he’d do that with you in Kansas,” Kit noted, scratching his cheek.  “So, want to do something tonight?”


She gave him a look and laughed.  “I am doing something!” she proclaimed.  “Go research something if you’re bored.”


“I’d rather stay in here and rub your tummy till Laura kicks my paws away,” he teased, coming up behind her and pushing his paws up under her shirt, putting them on her expanding belly.


“Don’t start something you’re afraid to finish, love,” she warned in a calm voice, almost sounding like Hannah for a moment as she put the beating tines in her paw mixer and plugged it up.


“Oh, I’m not afraid of this,” Kit said in her ear, patting her tummy.


“It’s what that’s attached to you’d better fear,” she giggled, reaching down and grabbing his paw, letting him feel the tips of her claws through his fur and skin.


“Then I’d better placate the beast,” he said huskily, sliding his fingers through her soft, sleek fur.


“You’ll let me finish these cookies,” she said tartly.  “Then you’d better find some way of making me happy.”


“Bring it on, baby,” he teased playfully.


“You’d better bring some basting,” she said impishly, swatting him on the leg with her tail.


He felt a little weird going in on Saturday, almost like it was his first day again.  The office seemed familiar yet oddly new, but he was welcomed home warmly by Barry, Lilly, and Marty, who were all in to do some work.  He sat behind his desk and found everything right as he left it, his computer on but his monitor off, and a little card on his planner welcoming him home.  He brought up his laptop and started downloading the videos they took, then sent his last article to Rick’s desktop for him to look over.  Rick was off today, but he’d probably pull it off his desktop from his laptop at home and do it from there.


He visited with the others, getting to hear what had happened while he was gone, and hearing in some surprise that his series of piloting articles had been resold to Plane & Pilot magazine, and that national publication was going to run his entire series of articles, and even offer the videos they’d taken at their website; Rick had even sold the videos to them.  Kit was surprised that a national magazine had picked up his articles, and that made him almost beam in pride, but no less pride than he had felt when a national newspaper had picked up their election special articles.  They had even been printed in Newsweek, but that was Barry’s article with the Governor, not Kit’s.


He piddled around a bit, just getting back into the swing of being home, when someone opened his door and stepped in.  He glanced up and saw Allison there, and almost stood up.  “Hey Ally, come in,” he offered.


“Kit, can we go somewhere?” she asked.  “I need to talk to you.”


“Sure, we can go see what Jessie’s making for dinner,” he offered.


“Can we go somewhere else?” she asked, a bit nervous.  “I don’t think….” she trailed off.


“Certainly.”


They ended up walking around on the campus of U.T. for a while, in relative silence.  It was clear that Allison desperately wanted to breach a subject, but seemed terrified to do it.  He didn’t have to think very long to wonder what it was she wanted to talk about.  He walked her over to John’s Pizza, and they sat down and shared a small veggie special.  “Kit, I—I don’t know how to say this.”


“I think we’ve been friends long enough for you just to say it,  Ally.”


She gave him a grateful look.  “Your cousin, Kit.  He just won’t give up.”


“And you don’t want him to give up anymore, do you?”


She looked away, her cheeks ruffling.  “I don’t know what to do, Kit!” she said, almost desperately.  “I really like him, but, but it’s me.  How is he going to react?  And God, what will your family say?  I think they’re still reeling from you marrying Jessie, but right after, he starts dating me,” she said, then she sighed somberly.  “I just don’t know what to do.”


“Tell him the truth.”


“I can’t,” she said, giving him a powerful look.  “I’ve tried so many times.  I can’t tell you how many emails I’ve typed up, but I was never brave enough to send them.  I thought I was a strong vixen who could face anything, but I,” she said, looking away.  “I can’t face him.  I can’t face this.  I never thought I’d ever care, and that it wouldn’t matter.  But I was wrong.  Wrong!”


“First thing, Ally, is that this isn’t a lost cause,” he assured her, reaching over and taking her paws in his own.  “You don’t know my cousin, but I can tell you that he’s very different from the rest of my family.  I honestly don’t know how he’ll handle it, but that’s a good thing.  Because I know exactly how the rest of the family will.”


“But I’ll get him in so much trouble!”


“Terry’s the son of Uncle Tom,” Kit said dismissively.  “All his kids are a little strange.  They’ll just consider it one of his eccentricities.  It’s not him you have to worry about, Ally.  It’s you.  If you are serious about this, you will be opening up a hornet’s nest.  You have to understand that.  The Vulpine don’t fight fair, Allison.  They cheat.  They’ll do almost anything to get their way.  Don’t let me and Sheila fool you about the true nature of my family.  And if you do this, then you have to be ready for it.  You’d better expect it.  And you had better expect to be ousted.  They’ll do it in a heartbeat.”


“You told them?”


He shook his head.  “I don’t have to.  It won’t take them long to dig up the truth, Ally.  You have no idea what kind of resources they have.  My sister’s bodyguards could put your entire life history on her desk four hours after she asked for it.  So be ready for it, Allison.  They will find it.”  She looked very frightened, so he squeezed her paws gently.  “But also understand that you won’t be alone.  Sheila will fight for you, and so will I.  And unlike Sheila, I have a fast track right to the most powerful Vulcan of them all.  One call to my sister can step on a lot of necks.”


“But won’t she object?”


“Maybe,” he said honestly.  “But Val has a much different concept of the family than my aunts and uncles.  She dismisses the actions of the younger, just like our parents, but she also is much more tolerant of them going their own way.  She doesn’t see the Vulcan pride and the Vulcan traditions as necessarily a good thing.  I think as long as you don’t flaunt yourself, you behave and show true contrition and don’t embarrass the family, she’ll accept you, as long as you stay out of sight.  She’ll get angry if there’s tabloids all over the place.”


“But you said they’d do that to me.”


“Yes, and that will make her angry,” Kit told her.  “She does not tolerate any kind of inter-family spats that degrade the family name, but where she’s different is she’ll defend you just has strongly as she defends Jessie if you and Terry get serious.  Val is the key, Ally.  If you can win her support, the family will knuckle under.  And you win that support by being discreet and submissive to Val’s demands.  She is the ruler of this family, Ally.  If you obey her, she’ll get along with you as right as rain.  You just never, ever, ever want to cross her. Odds are, if she agrees to this, she’ll set down rules that you and Terry had better follow about being quiet and discreet.  As long as you follow those rules, she will be on your side.”


“I…Kit.  Will you do me a favor?”


“Anything.”


“I just can’t face him, Kit.  If I looked into his eyes and saw him reject me,” she said, looking down.  “I can’t do it.”


“I will tell him, Ally.  I’ll be honest with him, and make it clear to him you’re coming clean because you are interested in him.”


She gave him the most profoundly grateful look he’d ever seen in his life.


“Don’t you worry a bit.  You just go home and try to relax.  I’ll call Sheila and have her come over and keep you company.  I’ll call Terry and tell him I want him at my front door as soon as he can get here.  I guarantee you, he’ll be on a plane to Austin within the hour.”


“He’s coming here?”


“It’s best if this is done face to face,” he told her simply.  “This is not something you discuss over the phone.”


“I—alright, Kit.  I trusted you once before and have never regretted it.  I’ll trust you now.”


“Just keep calm, hon.  You have at least two Vulpine on your side, and that’s a lot of weight.  So go home, try to keep calm, and let me take care of it.”


“I’ll owe you so much,” she sniffled a little.


“You can pay me back by wearing baggy clothes for the next three months and complain to Jessie that you’re starting to gain weight.  You’ll make her utterly thrilled.”


Allison gave him a startled look, then laughed helplessly.  “I take it I can go on an amazing crash diet after your baby is born?”


“Isn’t it just amazing how these things work out?” he asked in a deadpan voice.


Kit was a fox of his word.  As soon as Allison gave him a kiss on the cheek and left to go home, Kit called Sheila first.  “Cousin,” he called.  “What are you doing?”


“I’m trying to figure out how to make this soufflé not deflate like a punctured tire,” she said in an annoyed voice.


“Pack it up for now, and go to Ally’s house.  She’s going to need a paw to hold for a bit.”


“She’s moving forward?”


“Yeah.”


“About damn time.  Lemme guess, she wussed out and you’re doing the icebreaking?”


“Right again,” he affirmed.


“That pansy,” she complained.  “Alright, lemme go over and do my girl thing, cousin.  Have you called Terry?”


“I’m going to right now.  I’ll make him come down, this needs to be done face to face.”


“Good plan.”


Kit had to dig Terry’s personal cell number out of his Blackberry, and called as he walked back to his truck.  “Hello?” he answered.


“Terry.”


“Kit!  How are you?”


“I’m fine.  Where are you now?”


“That’s an odd question,” he answered.  “I’m being driven home.”


“So, you’re in your car?”


“No, my car got sideswiped when I stopped at a Speedway for gas, so it’s in the shop.  I’m using a car from the office, and it came with a driver,” he said, a bit disapprovingly.  But that was Terry, he preferred to do for himself.  “I’ll just drive my truck till they get my BMW fixed.”


“Actually, this works out.  Pack an overnight bag and go to Logan.”


“Where am I going, and why?”


“You’re coming to Austin.  And the why of it, well, I can’t really tell you over the phone.  So consider it a special favor you can do for me.”


“I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


“Call when you have specifics, I’ll come pick you up.”


“You got it.”


“Thanks, Terry.”


“No problem.”


Kit called Val immediately afterward and warned her.  “I’m borrowing Terry this weekend, Val, he might not make it into work on Monday.”


“Huh?  Why?”


“It’s a personal matter between me and him,” he said directly.


She was quiet a moment.  “This has something to do about her, doesn’t it?” she asked in a cool, assessing tone, a tone he did not miss.


“Yes, it does,” he said.  He knew better to lie to  Val when she asked him a direct question in that voice.  “She’s going to tell him the truth, and let him decide where he wants to go with it.”


“Alright,” she said, “but I’ll tell you right now, bro, I do not like this.  This could turn into an unmitigated disaster.”


“You gave me a chance, sis, and things turned out alright.”


“You’re my brother.  Terry’s just a member of the family.  I don’t owe him any particular loyalty or leeway.”


“Val, that’s not very nice.”


“I’m not really a very nice Vulcan, bro,” she said honestly.  “I rule this family, brother, but I don’t particularly like them all that much.  However, I do have a responsibility to the name.  Allison could be an absolute scandal to the family.”


“That’s why I’ve already warned her that her only chance of making this happen, even if Terry can stomach it, is that she’d better be as quiet as a mouse and obey you utterly,” he told her.


“Well, you see to the heart of the matter at least,” she grunted.


“I know you well enough, sis.  You won’t care too much about what Terry does as long as he doesn’t sully the family name.  You’re not a megalomanic overlord like our bastard father was.  If they can keep it low-key, then you’d probably relent.  Besides, I get the feeling you like Allison.”


“Liking her doesn’t factor into this,” she said succinctly.  “But, you’re right.  If I’m satisfied they’re going to keep this as quiet as possible, then I’d be inclined to give over and let it see where it goes.  But if even one word of this gets out, I’ll have to put a foot down, Kit.”


“Fair enough, as long as the ones leaking it aren’t from the family trying to get rid of her.”


“They’d better not,” Val growled.


Kit told Jessie what was going on when he got home, and she was a little surprised. “So you’re going to tell him?  Here?”


Kit nodded.  “I thought Ally was going to faint when she was talking about it.  She’s utterly terrified of the idea of telling him.  So I’m going to do it.”


“I, I think that’s something you’re best doing alone, handsome fox.  Poor Ally,” she sighed.  “I’ll go over to her house.  She probably needs some support right now, she must be frantic.”


“Sheila’s on the way over now.”


“Well, girls like lots of company when they’re upset,” Jessie said, rubbing her paws together.  “You’re on your own tonight, love.  I’ll pack an overnight and settle in.  Ally’s house is actually really nice, and she has a spare bedroom.”


“I’ve never been there,” Kit told her.  “We both consider that to be an out of bounds location for me, since you’re jealous of her.”


Jessie gave him a sharp look, then it softened to a loving smile.  “I love you, Kitstrom Lucas Vulcan.”


“And I love you, Jessica Desdemona Vulcan,” he said as he gave her a gentle kiss.


Kit had a while to wait, so he spent his time catching up on his very rusty guitar practice.  He really had no idea how this was going to go.  Terry was determined about Allison, but he had no idea what he was getting into.  Allison was a wonderful femme, intelligent, charming, and witty, but her dark secret might be too much for most males, and certainly one of Terry’s stature and status.  There was just no way of telling how he’d deal with what he would learn about the femme he wanted to court.


Kit pondered it as he waited for Terry to call him back, even going so far as to write a vague journal entry that he called Secrets, about how holding onto a secret like the one he had held had affected him, and how much responsibility came with it.  “The Vulpine are a family with a lot of secrets,” he mused.  “I have no doubt some gossip reporter would sell his or her tail just for a chance to sneak into Stonebrook and spend one day overhearing what goes on behind the walls of the Vulcan family compound.  But I can let you in on a little secret…they have the same problems your families do.  They have their rebellious teens, they have their struggle to maintain a standard of living they have come to expect, no doubt much different from most furs, but still a major force behind the actions of the family.  And then there is the prestige.  That is the greatest secret of the Vulpine, I reckon, the need to be respected and revered.  Even I suffer from my own bout of it, for I have a need to be taken seriously as a journalist, a desire to help make my magazine great.  It doesn’t seem like much of a secret until you think about what the family has sacrificed to gain that towering respect.


“Secrets,” Kit wrote, “can be the power or the downfall of a family like mine.  Secrets must be kept to maintain our status and our position in the social circles of the New England blue-blood aristocracy, where our family rules supreme.  But secrets keep the family mysterious, enigmatic, dangerous qualities for any enemy that might seek to bring the family down.


“I suppose the greatest secret the family was never able to keep was me,” he mused at his computer.  “When I walked out on the family and then was summarily disowned by my father, they tried to make me disappear.  I won’t go into the specifics of all that, because even today it’s a very painful subject.  But I was definitely a secret.  I was kept hushed up by my family, and any attempt by any journalist to find me was crushed.  Reporters lost jobs because of it.  Two tabloid newspapers that would not back down were bought out and shut down because of it, which sent a chilling message through the world of journalism; seek to uncover the Vulcan family’s secrets at your own peril, for the entire power of the Vulcan family will destroy you.


“Even today, my family is a keeper of dark, terrible secrets.  Some of them I understand why they keep.  Some of them, I think are ridiculous, but what’s even more ridiculous is that I keep those secrets as well, because it is the position of the family, and I will not dishonor or shame my family unless it comes down to a choice between keeping my word and keeping my family’s honor.  But, my word also binds me to my family honor, so I guess that’s not much of a difference.  I pledged my silence when I left the family, and I have kept my word.


“That’s the greatest secret, I suppose, and one that has just been exposed.  I guess no matter how much I want to be apart from my family, away from them, distanced from them and considered free of them, I will always be one of them.  I will keep the secrets of the family, and I will obey our matriarch, which is my sister.  Certainly, I will fight savagely with most of them because they are purists and object to my wife, but after all is said and done, I can’t deny that their eyes are my eyes, and that is a tie that I simply cannot break.


“I will always be a Vulcan.  I won’t be one of their kind of Vulcan, but I will still be a Vulcan.”


He saved it and picked up the phone when it rang.  “Hello.”


“Kit, I’m about an hour out,” Terry said.  “I borrowed Val’s jet, so meet me wherever it usually lands.”


“Alright.  I’ll be there.”


“Care to tell me what’s going on?”


“When you get here, sure.”


Kit had enough time to raid the fridge for a late lunch, and then he drove out to Bergstrom.  He got there about fifteen minutes before Terry arrived, and read a paper, leaning against his Pathfinder on the flight line until Val’s jet taxied up to the hangar and shut down.  Terry rumbled down the stairs as soon as they were deployed, and he shook Kit’s paw when he reached him  “Alright, I’m here, now what’s going on?”


“We’re going to have a little talk,” he said, waving towards the passenger door.  “Get in.  Avery!” Kit shouted.


“Yes, Mister Vulcan?”


“Just hang here for a while, Terry’s not sure when he’s leaving!”


“I have to return by tomorrow evening, sir, Miss Vilenne needs the jet Monday morning!”


“Then just hang here till then!  If you don’t hear from us by tomorrow at noon, you can go back!”


“Will do, sir!”


Kit was quiet, almost eerily quiet to Terry, as they drove back to his apartment.  He had come with no baggage, wearing a dress shirt and a pair of slacks but with no tie, and he kept fingering his shirt nervously as Kit brought him back to his apartment.  He ushered him into the apartment, had him sit down, then went into the kitchen to put on a kettle for tea.  When he came back, he sat down in the chair facing him.  “Alright, you’re here to listen,” Kit told him.  “Not to talk, and I’m pretty sure you already know why you’re here.”


“Allison?”


“Allison,” he nodded.  “When you came to Kansas, you told me that you knew there was something about her that didn’t add up.  Something she keeps a secret.”


“That’s obvious.  I’ve tried to dig it up, but whatever it is, it’s very well hidden.  I’m starting to think she’s the daughter of some underworld figure, or the estranged bastard child of a rich family.”


“Nothing like that.  Allison is just Allison, Terry.  There’s nobody behind her at all.”


“Then we’re here because she wants me to know?”


“I knew you were smart,” Kit nodded.  “But she’s too afraid to tell you herself.  So I agreed to tell you for her.


“This isn’t easy to say, Terry.  It really isn’t.  There’s no easy way to lead into it either.  All I can really say is I want you to think about Ally before I tell you this and remind yourself of exactly why you’re so interested in her.  So, why are you interested in her, Terry?”


“She’s gorgeous for one,” he said.  “But I love her mind.  She’s very, very intelligent.  One of the smartest femmes I’ve ever met.  Every time I talk to her, she challenges me, and I’ve never met a femme that could outside of the family.”


“Then keep that in mind, Terry.”  He blew out his breath.  “Allison is a self-made femme.  She has quite a lot of money, and she earned it all on her own.  She put herself through college, and has managed to save up a nice little nest egg.  After she gets a job in her chosen field, she expects to only work for about ten years before she retires…and she really doesn’t have to work at all.  She’s only going to work because she wants to.  Now, how she made that money is the crux of it.”


“She’s a criminal,” Terry said quietly.


“In a way,” Kit said, a bit wryly.  “There’s no easy way to say it, so I’ll just say it.  Terry, Allison made her money stripping and working as a prostitute.”


Terry gave him a long look, then laughed.  “You’re kidding, right?”


“Not one little bit,” he said with quiet intensity, staring right into his eyes.  “I have something here for you to read, Terry,” he said, pointing at the issue of Lone Star holding Allison’s article in it, already open to that page.  “That is Allison’s story, as she told it to me.  I kept her identity secret, and got into quite a bit of trouble with the Austin DA because of it,” he said wryly.  “Now you know what she was, but I want you to understand how she got there, and why she did it.  If you just look at her as a stripper and a whore, you disrespect everything else that she is, and turn your back on everything she could be.  So read this, Terry, and reserve your judgment until you do.”


Terry gave him a long, searching look, then nodded and picked up the magazine.  While he read it, Kit made them both a cup of tea, then brought it back to the table and set it down.  Terry read it much faster than most other furs could, the put the magazine back on the table and leaned back.  “I…I don’t know what to say.  You’re right in that she’s not what you’d expect.  But, Kit…she was, she was a whore.”


“It was business,” Kit said bluntly.  “Vulcan Shipyards does much worse every single day. The only difference is the company screws people on paper, where Allison did it personally.  But to her, it was just a job.  I thought that much was blatantly clear in the article.”


“I, I…how can I even know if she can have feelings?  Aren’t I just another john to her?”


Kit gave him a dark scowl.  “I hoped you wouldn’t react like this,” he growled.  “When you look at only what you see on the surface, Terry, you miss everything.  Why did she ask me to break this to you?” he asked, a bit harshly.  “Because she’s terrified of facing you herself.  Do you think she’d care if she didn’t have any feelings for you?  She’s be here herself, playing you for everything she was worth.”


“But—“


“I told you the first time you met her that you didn’t understand her,” Kit reminded him.  “That you’d be best just backing off and letting her make the decisions.  Does that warning make sense now, cousin?  You’re the one that pursued her.  Has she ever called you?  No.  Has she ever come to Boston to see you?  No.  You’ve been the one to chase her, and she tried to keep her distance, but I guess you charmed her enough, because now she’s letting me basically bare her soul for your benefit, because she’s too afraid to do it herself.  She understands exactly who you are and what kind of family you’re from. She’s willing to look past that and live by the rules the family puts on her, because she wants to see you.  She wants to date you.  But that’s up to you.


“She didn’t want you to even ask her out for the first time without you knowing exactly who she used to be.  She didn’t want to keep that kind of a secret from you.  So, there it is, Terry.  You know Allison’s secret, and what I think is more important, you’ve had a chance to understand who she is a little better.  There’s nothing else I can really tell you except for this.  Allison is worth it, Terry.  She’s worth the hassle and the problems, because she is exactly the femme that caused you to take an interest in her.  She quit working at the club because she wanted her second chance, her chance at a real life after making a brutally practical decision to sacrifice one moral to gain financial security.  How does that make her much different from some other furs you’ve met at the shipyard, Terry?” he asked pointedly.  “You know how?  Because at least she’s honest about it,” he answered strongly.  “She knows what she was, she knows what it made her, but she left it behind.  It’s up to you to decide if you see the Allison you know and like, or the Allison you never met, and never will, because that Allison is long gone.”


Kit took a sip of tea.  “I’m going to go see my landlord.  You sit here and think about it, and I’ll be back in a little while.”


Kit went over and talked with Lupe at home a while, basically just passing time, giving Terry time, space, and privacy to think it over.  Again, Kit was unsure.  Terry was a hard Vulcan to know, for he was much different from others in the family.  He was more intelligent, driven, and enigmatic.  Since Kit didn’t know him very well, he had no real idea just how he was going to react, and still wasn’t sure.  Terry seemed unable to let go of the word whore, yet that mind of his wouldn’t let him ignore the other evidence that it was a job description, not a lifestyle or personality.


He gave Terry about an hour, then went back.  His tea still sat on the table, untouched.  Terry sat on the sofa, leaning forward, elbows on his knees, looking at the cup of tea in quiet introspection.  Kit sat down beside him on the sofa and looked over at him.


“How long have you known?” he asked without looking at him.


“How long have I known her, or how long have I known her past?”


“Both.”


“Allison danced at my bachelor party,” Kit said honestly.  “That’s where I met her.  I’ve known about her the whole time.  But it doesn’t bother me,” Kit said.  “If I’d never have met Jessie, I wouldn’t bat an eye at the idea of chasing Allison.  Because I don’t see her in the narrow confines of a single word.  I see the whole femme.”


“Did you sleep with her?”


“No.”


“Well, that’s something at least,” he said, then he laughed ruefully.  “I don’t believe this.  And I don’t believe I’m even considering this!”


“There’s no considering here, Terry,” Kit said seriously.  “If you want Allison, it has to be all or nothing.  She won’t tolerate games, and she’s smart enough to see through them.  This is not something you play at, and Allison is not a toy.  Remember that, Allison is not some fun little toy you can have fun with until she bores you, then throw her away.  She is not what she was, and if you ever treat her like that, you’ll find yourself in a world of pain.  Cause if you do that, I swear, you’ll have both me and Sheila coming after you like you wouldn’t believe.”


Terry gave him a calm look, then chuckled.  “She must be something to get such loyalty from you and Sheila.”


“Allison is an amazing femme, Terry.  If you can get past your bigoted concept of her, you have a chance to find out just how amazing she is.”


“Bigoted?” he asked with a curious look.


“You’re judging her by a stereotype, a word,” Kit said bluntly.  “That is the textbook definition of bigotry, or prejudice.  Allison is not a word, Terry.  She is a femme, a living, breathing femme who is witty, intelligent, clever, kind, and interesting.  She has hopes, she has dreams, she has desires, and she has needs.  You know her story, and you know her secret.  All you can do now is decide what you want to do about it.”


“I want…to think I’m insane,” he said, then he chuckled.  “I want to talk to her.  Where is she?”


“At an undisclosed location,” Kit said dryly, which made Terry laugh.  “I can call her if you want.”


“Please.”


Kit speed-dialed Allison, and she picked it up before the first ring.  “Kit?  Is he there?”


“He just heard and read a story, Ally,” he said simply.


He heard her gasp.


“And now he wants to talk to you.  Do you want to talk to him on the phone, or meet him somewhere?”


There was a pained silence.  “Put me on speaker.  And don’t leave.”


Kit pressed the speaker button and held the phone out.  “Go ahead.”


“Terry, I’m, I’m…I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you,” she said.  “But I was too afraid.  I couldn’t face you.  I didn’t know how to say it, I didn’t know how I could ever say it.  I know you must think I’m a coward,” she said, sniffling.


“Actually, I think I understand,” Terry answered.  “Can we meet?”


“You…want to see me?” she asked in a small voice.


“I think we have a lot to talk about,” he answered.  “I can’t give you an answer yet, but I would like to talk to you about it.  Can we meet?”


“Kit, can you give him directions to John’s Pizza?” she asked.


“I’ll let him borrow my car.  As long as he can drive a stick,” Kit added, giving Terry an appraising look.


“I can do that,” Terry said.


“Alright, he’s on his way, Ally.”


“I’ll be on my way in just a minute.”


Kit gave Terry the keys to his Pathfinder and gave him detailed directions to the pizzeria.  “I’ll be here, so call me if you get lost.”


“Okay.”


“Terry.”


“Yeah Kit?”


“Be honest with her, even if it’s to say no.”


“I will,” he said with a simple nod.


And so, Kit had to wait again.  He still wasn’t sure just what was on Terry’s mind, because Terry was a hard fox to know.  He decided to distract himself by editing his journal entry a little, then, on impulse, sending it into the magazine.  After that, he practiced guitar a little, then decided to watch some TV, trying to keep from thinking about it too much.  Jessie didn’t come home, and he didn’t really expect her to, since she’d want to be there for Allison when she got home.


He’d have to have Jessie get some pictures of the inside of her house.  Kit thought it would be a fascinating view into Allison’s mind.


Nearly four hours after he left, Terry opened his door without knocking.  His sleeves were rolled up now, looking much more casual, and he came in and closed the door.  Kit turned off the TV and looked at his cousin with calm eyes.  “Well, you were gone a while.”


“We went for a walk along the river,” he said.


“And what did you talk about?”


“About her,” he said.  “I made her tell me about her past, and not to pull any punches.  I wanted to hear the truth from her own mouth.”


“And?”


“And I was honest,” he said, sitting down.  “I told her I had to think about it, but I wanted to hear it from her, and get to know all of her, not just the part of her she was letting me see.  But, I did score one little victory,” he said with a slight smile.


“What is that?”


“I got her number,” he said.


“The question is, will you use it?”


“Honestly?  I’m not sure yet.  I have to really think about this, Kit, because it’s not just me here.  The family will have an absolute hissy fit when they discover the truth.  This isn’t like Bess and her disposable boytoys.  I’ll be bringing someone in from outside the family who has a notorious past, and you know they’ll object to me not marrying some New England blue-blood.  No, I’ll be marrying some Texas harlot in their eyes, who they think will be a gold-digger.  But she’s not that.”


“She’s already well off,” Kit nodded.  “It’s not about money to her.”


“You know something?  I rather like that idea,” he said honestly.  “Every femme I’ve ever dated saw my last name long before they saw my first.  But Allison, she sees me as Terry, not a Vulcan.  I, I rather like that.”


“I told you before, cousin, she’s worth it.  Yes, there will be a lot of problems because of her past, but in the end, she’ll be worth it.”


“I’ll have to think about it.”


“Don’t think too long,” Kit told him.  “Or you’ll lose her.”


The reason that Val needed the jet back on Monday was because she was coming to Austin, to spring a little surprise on Rick.


Kit and Jessie already knew what was coming, mainly since they helped plan it.  So, they were both at work much earlier that unusual, at 8:00, and actually beat Rick into work.  Kit settled into his office and Jessie opened her office door as Rick ambled in, still walking with the faintest hints of a limp as his leg muscles recovered from the time they spent in the cast.  “Morning son,” he noted as he came into the big room.  “What’s up with bein’ so early?”


“I’m still trying to get my house back in order, and Jessie came in to try to come up with something for the article you want her to do.”


“Ah, well, no hurries, Jess,” Rick told her.


“I just don’t know what to write about.  I mean, you said anything, but when you can write about anything, it’s hard to pick something, you know?”


Rick chuckled.  “It’s about your aspect as a young married femme, hon.  You’re the only one in the office, you know.  Lilly, Denise, and Janet are all single, they don’t have the same point of view you do.  So it’s about how a married femme sees the world.”


“But still, I have no idea what to write about at all.”


“Well, how about this.  Write about who you want to vote for for President, then explain why.”


“But that has nothing to do with me being married.”


“So, you’re telling me that you’ll get into the booth and not once think about your baby before you press the button?”


She started to say something, then closed her mouth and nodded in understanding.  “So you want me to explain what I’m looking for as an expectant mother?”


“It’s part of being married, after all,” he noted.


“Now that I can do!” she said with sudden enthusiasm, unlocking her office door and hurrying inside.


Savid also got there early, because he too was in on the secret.  They had to coordinate with him to arrange the time off for Rick.  He came in and flashed Kit a knowing grin, then mouthed the word “when?” to him.  Kit shrugged, for he was honestly unsure when Val would show up.  So Savid slinked off to his office and kept himself busy, waiting for the surprise to be sprung.


The non-writing staff filtered in over the next twenty or so minutes, but Kit didn’t see it because he was in Rick’s office going over the weekend’s figures.  Again, their circulation had increased by a steady and appreciable amount, which resulted in a nearly $7,000 profit for the magazine for the week.  That was a huge profit, which would immediately go right back into the magazine to pay for the salaries of the new workers they intended to hire, starting this week.  They talked about the upcoming interviews, and also about Rick’s plan to reorganize the magazine into departments in advance of them being big enough to need them.  Rick tried to set up a payment plan for Kit to be repaid some of the money he’d pumped into the magazine, but Kit knew that they needed capital to expand, so he delayed that.  They were at the perfect point to slow their rapid expansion, allow their circulation to solidify and increase steadily from their established sale points and focus on expanding their operations instead of expanding their circulation.  Increased circulation was now guaranteed so long as they continued to print a magazine worth reading, and it would increase slowly but steadily for the next couple of months while they expanded their staff and instituted many of the ideas Rick had to make the magazine even bigger and better.  He was planning another page count increase, increasing to 52, adding a couple of new features that would be the domain of the new hires under the supervision of the current gang.  The magazine now had a waiting list of advertisers willing to buy space, and one of the reasons Rick was looking at increasing the length of the issues was to give them more space to advertise will still adhering to the 21% rule.


To Kit’s shock, one of the new advertisers was AAIA, the flight school Sheila and Allison were attending.  Kit figured that with the series of articles he had written about his pilot training, AAIA could strike while the iron was hot and see if they couldn’t lure a few new students from those who had gotten curious about flying from the articles.


Kit could only grin hugely when Val strode into the office with Jessie right behind her and a pack of curious workers lurking outside the door.  “Val!” Rick said in surprise, standing up.  “It’s good to see you, if a bit surprising!”


Savid hurried into the office, and Rick glanced around at the three huge smiles on his employees and the smug little expression on Val’s face.  “What’s going on?”


“We, your workers and investors, take offense that you have not had a vacation since you started the magazine that was the result of breaking a bone,” Val announced, snapping her fingers and holding her open paw up over her shoulder.  Stav stepped up and handed her a small folder, which she then presented to Rick. “So, on behalf of the workers of the magazine and myself, we are hereby officially forcing you to go on vacation.”


“What?” he asked in surprise.


Val pushed the folder into his paw.  “On Wednesday, you and Martha will be on a plane to Hawaii, where you will spend one week at the Honolulu Diamond Hotel.  I hear it’s right on the beach,” she smiled.  “There, you will relax, enjoy yourself, and have fun.  If you have enough fun, we’ll allow you to come home.  If you don’t, we’ll make you stay there until you do,” she said with a slight little smile.


“Me and Kit are already ready to work for you,” Savid told him.  “We do it before, we are happy to do it again, for much better reason this time.”


“But, but the interviews,” he protested.


“I rescheduled all interviews to take place today and tomorrow,” Kit told him.  “Try to worm all you want, you old dingo, you’re not getting out of it.  You will be going on vacation.”


“And my folks are going with you,” Jessie grinned.  “They’ll meet you in the hotel!”


“Yes, I came straight here from dropping that little bomb on them in Cincinnati,” Val smirked.  “So say thank you, you ingrate!”


Rick laughed, both embarrassed and almost awkwardly grateful.  “I don’t know what to say except thank you, really.  It means a lot to me that you were thinking of us.”


“We always think of you, you old dingo!” Lilly laughed.  “But why didn’t you tell us about this, Kit?”


“You didn’t know?” Rick asked in surprise.


“We want it be complete surprise,” Savid grinned, looking back at her.  “Me and Kit and Jessie and Miss Val been working on this for a week!”


“Yes, we have,” Val smiled.  “Your tickets are first class, and a limo will take you from the airport to the hotel.  While there, you’ll have a rental car available to you, and I’ve also arranged a nice helicopter tour and a one day boat excursion.  The rest of the time is your own.”


“I’m…touched.  Thank you, thank you so much, everyone!”


The gang erupted into applause, and Jessie hugged Rick fondly.  “It’s about time you got a reward for all your hard work, Rick!” she told him.  “So go have fun!”


“Oh, we will, I promise you that.  Martha has been asking for a vacation ever since we expanded.”


“We can mind the shop, boss, it’s time for you to start enjoying the fruits of your labor,” Kit assured him.  “But until then, we have work to do,” he winked.  “We have to get you ready to go on vacation!”


After they had a little impromptu party, Val took Kit aside and took him into his office and closed the door.  She sat down in his visitor’s chair and gave him a steady look.  “I want to talk to her before I leave,” she told him.  “Call her and arrange a meeting.”


“She’s in class right now, and won’t get out until four thirty.”


“Then I’ll see her at five.  I want to explain some things to her and lay down some rules.”


“But Terry hasn’t made his decision yet.”


“I know, but I want her to understand what I expect from her before he even gets that far.  I want her to fully comprehend and be ready from day one.”


“Nothing wrong with that, I suppose,” Kit noted, scratching his cheek.


Kit arranged the meeting, and then Val took her leave to go talk with someone in the city, whom she didn’t name and was intentionally vague about, which worried Kit just a little that she was about to attempt to meddle somehow.  But when 5:00 rolled around, she returned to his apartment, where Allison appeared right on time.  Kit, Jessie, and Sheila were hustled out, and they spent the time over at Lupe’s as Val and Allison had a long and probably very frank talk.


After about two hours, Val emerged from the apartment.  Kit, Jessie, Sheila, and Lupe had been sitting out on his porch, just chatting away the time, and she came over to them.  “I’m on my way home now, bro,” she announced.


“Alright, sis.  Thanks for coming.”


“It was totally worth it to see that look on Rick’s face,” she said with a brilliant smile.  “That’s one of the fun things about being rich.”


“If only I knew!” Lupe lamented.


“I’ve seen your profit projections for that,” she said, pointing at the construction behind the complex.  “Give it fifteen years, you sneaky canine, and you’ll know.”


“Well I’m totally honored you approve of my idea,” he said with an honest smile.


“It was the perfect idea in the perfect location at the perfect time.  Just sit back and rake in the cash, Lupe.  You’ll be making easy money as long as you keep the complex in good working order.”


Jessie was out of school, and she had already taken next semester off, so she found herself with little to do while waiting for Laura to be born.  But, Jessie being Jessie, she kept herself busy over the next week.


Jessie was a creature of habit, but she was also open to new ideas and trying new things, and all her free time suddenly got taken up by that.  On the night Terry had gone back to Boston, and after staying over with Allison that night, she had become much more involved with the Austin Party Pack.  Jessie would cook or knit or work on her strip or write her article while Sheila and Allison were in flight school from 9:30am to 4:30pm.  She would bake scones for Clancy every couple of days, and sent about a platter of assorted cookies, cupcakes, cakes, and pastries a week up to Kansas, which only made the Cessna furs even more devoted to the Vulpine.  They’d never had such a friendly couple of students.  After they were done, though, she would go join them, and the three of them became the core of a little group of young femmes.  Sam was still in Austin because of Kevin, not willing to be apart from him over the summer holiday, so more often than not Sam was with them.  Two of the sorority femmes were also still in Austin, Danielle and Lisa, since both of them were taking summer classes.  Sometimes they joined them, sometimes they didn’t.  Every night, the three of them and whoever was going with them that day would go do something.  Jessie had been playing a heck of a lot of golf, since Allison also didn’t know how to play, but Sam did.  So, the four of them would play doubles a few times a week.  She also took them up in their plane, giving Sheila and Allison a little unofficial opportunity to fly…but only with very stringent conditions Kit set, since it was technically against FAA regulations for students to be flying with passengers, and Jessie and the student not flying would definitely be considered passengers.  Jessie had to fly in the right seat, Sheila and Allison could not try any slow-speed or low-altitude maneuvers since they were not familiar with the 400, and he only allowed it after he took Jessie up for about six hours and let her practice take-offs and landings from the right seat, until she was completely comfortable as a right seat flyer.  It wasn’t being on the right side of the plane that mattered, it was that the controls were backwards and the PFD was on the wrong side.  Jessie would have to fly holding the stick in her right paw and actuating controls with her left paw, and that took practice when one was used to doing it the other way around.


Sheila and Allison took up a lot of her time, and also introduced her to new things.  Sheila took them horseback riding in the hill country, then Allison took them water skiing on Lake Travis, which Jessie didn’t like all that much because her pregnancy made water skiing a bit uncomfortable.  Jessie took them skeet shooting, which had been the first time Allison had ever held a shotgun, and Jessie understandably whipped their tails at it.  She’d gone skeet shooting with her father way too many times not to be a good shot with a shotgun.


Kit found it amusing that Sheila and Allison both held Jessie in something akin to awe that she actually knew how to handle firearms, and Kit could see one reason why.  Jessie just didn’t seem the “gun” type, since she was young and pretty and shy and demure, but she was also thoroughly competent and even professional when it came to shooting.  They didn’t own any weapons, but Jessie would know what to do with them if they ever did.  She even knew how to clean and maintain them.


Kit found himself with the femmes as well, since they spent a lot of time over at the apartment.  Jessie was teaching Allison how to knit, and continued to help teach Sheila how to cook, and the three of them went over to their now finished townhouse almost every other day and talked about furniture, curtains, and other home decoration things that didn’t really interest Kit all that much.  Jessie was going to have a clean slate in a brand new townhouse, and she wanted to put her personal stamp on the place as much as she could.  She had been the one to choose the style and color of the carpet, and Lupe had caved in and had the townhouse painted to her specifications.  Jessie had honestly pestered Lupe about the apartment with things like that, tailoring their new apartment to her exacting specifications, which made their apartment quite different from the others.  The six burner stove, the pile carpeting, the soft pastel paints, the chandelier in the dining room, the adjustable indirect tract lighting in the living room, those were all different from what was put in the other townhouses.


It was Jessie who had received shipment of the box from Cessna…or in this case, boxes.  Luke had sent them three boxes, filled with all sorts of things.  Jessie’s commercial pilot books and materials were in one box, Kit’s ATP study materials were in one box, and then there was a very large third box.  Inside, Kit had found when he got home, was a huge amount of material.  Books, manuals, charts, software on burned DVDs, everything a student pilot would need to work for his private.  They were also sent a huge number of DVDs from a company called King Air, which were video tutorials for pilots for almost every level; there were even two ATP tutorial DVDs in them.


Kit called Amanda over it, wondering if they sent them by accident.  “Oh no, we sent you those,” she assured him.  “We used to use the King Air videos in our training program, but then we created our own videos that are tailored specifically to our own course.  Those have been sitting in a storeroom for almost six months, so why not give them to someone who might actually use them?”


In all, Kit realized, Cessna had sent him enough to open his own flight school…as long as he only had one or two students.  And of course, he would have two students after Sheila and Allison graduated from AAIA.


The time of the move was actually fast approaching, the opening of the new complex to tenants tentatively scheduled for July 7, when the contractors would be completely finished and allow them to move so as not to have to work around residents.  Kit rather liked the cart idea Jessie had, and so did Lupe.  Lupe went out and bought five large flatbed six-wheeled carts and put up a sign-up list for residents to use them at certain times, helping them move, but reserved them for himself and Kit to use first, since they had the honor of being the first ones to move.  The first weekend after the contractors moved out of the inner ring, they would move, which was looking like it would be the last weekend of June, which was only two weeks away as Kit headed into work early on Friday morning.  Kit no longer went in late on Fridays, he worked daytime hours the same as Rick, and today was going to be an important day anyway, for he would be interviewing three applicants for the research assistant’s position.  Jeffrey had already interviewed a few applicants for the artist position that would be helping him over the week, but Kit didn’t have much chance to get to know them much.  There was a hyena, a cougar, and a femme mink that Jeffrey had interviewed, going over their portfolios to get a sense of their artistic style, and he was still debating over which one he liked.  Just as Jeffrey had done, Kit had interviewed the applicants in addition to a separate interview they had with Rick, since whoever was hired would be working directly under him, working in the newly created Research Department, which he was department head.  Jeffrey was the new head of the Illustrative Art Department, which was part of the overall Art Department of which Savid was head.  Jeffrey, Janet, and the new hire would all ultimately answer to Savid, but each was given the official “Department Head” title.  Janet was the head of the Photography Department, and Lilly and Mike answered to her when they did photography work for the magazine.


Rick had departmentalized the rest of the magazine as well.  There was an Editing Department, which Rick headed, the Research department, which was Kit’s domain, the Writing Department, which was headed by Barry, and the I.T. Department, which was commanded by Mike.  There was certainly overlap, though.  Kit ran the research department, but also answered to Barry when it came to writing, and was a junior editor under Rick.  Barry didn’t get away from it Scot-free, since Barry answered to Kit when he did research.  Lilly and Marty answered to just about everyone, since Lilly did writing, photography, and had her own section of the website, where Marty did writing, editing, and also was responsible for sections of the website dealing with reader feedback and interaction.  Janet was split between the art and I.T. departments, doing photography for Savid and acting as their second computer god with Mike.  The only fur in the office that wasn’t claimed by more than one department was Denise, who only did writing in addition to her duties at the front desk.


Kit had interviewed four furs for the job as his assistant, and devised the simplest means of all to deciding who to hire; he made them do a simple research project that would take about an hour.  Two of them were clearly applying because they thought it would be an easy job, one was exposed as completely unqualified after just ten minutes, and the fourth had impressed Kit enough to recommend him to Rick for the job.  He was a short, thin, almost neurotically energetic young badger named Patrick Henry Pinatiello, named for the figure out of American history.  But it wasn’t Patrick’s energy that impressed Kit, it was his almost encyclopedic memory and vast curiosity.  The young male could recite research quotes that were downright obscure, and his knowledge of current events was profound.  This was a fur that must read every newspaper in America on a daily basis to be so well versed, and that kind of curiosity was imperative for a good researcher.  A good researcher just fulfilled the requirements of the writer, but a great researcher wondered, and he branched out, searched for more, dug for everything, and sometimes those exploratory excavations required curiosity and the ability to think outside the box for places to look for those little gems and nuggets that might help the writer write a much better article.


Wednesday, they all saw Rick off at the airport for their weeklong vacation, and Kit and Savid again found themselves running the magazine.  But this time they both knew what was going on and were completely ready for it, so it was very easy.  But not everything was all light and sunshine, because Kit had been tasked with doing the hiring paperwork for two new employees, Eliza Gaunt and Patrick Pinatiello.  Eliza was a tall, lanky, awkward-looking young lynx, with tufted ears and a bobbed tail that barely managed to poke out of her dress when she arrived to discuss the job.  She looked like a fragile young femme, at least until they started discussing salary, bonuses, and perks.  Then she bargained like a rabid wolverine, pushing Kit’s Vulcan instincts on getting the best of a bargain.  Rick had left a salary range that was acceptable, and Kit fought to stick her on the low end while she battled to take the top. Kit wasn’t trying to short-change her on purpose, but it had been so long since someone had bargained so powerfully against him, he was determined to battle her to the bitter end, if only to see who would win.  The battle took nearly four hours, even raging through lunch, as they struggled over the details.  But eventually the dust settled, they shook paws, and agreed on a figure almost exactly in the center of the range, with a review of the salary after three months of employment.


Patrick was the other extreme.  When Kit called him and offered him the job, he took it immediately and without hesitation.  When he came in to discuss things and do the paperwork, he didn’t even try to negotiate his salary.  “I’m just glad to have a job,” he said honestly.  “And you’ll pay me what you think I’m worth.  If I do a good job, I’m sure I’ll get a raise.”


Such blind faith was touching in a way, but it also made Kit regard the badger with a curious eye, wondering if he’d really chosen the best candidate.  A real researcher would have walked into the office armed with a slough of facts and figures to assault him, just as Kit had done to Rick.  “So, if I offer you minimum wage, you’d take it?”


“Sure,” he shrugged.  “Because I’m absolutely sure that after three months, you’ll see I’m worth much more than that.”


“What makes you so sure of that?”


“Cause I could see it as soon as I met Rick.  He’s a decent and fair male, he’d never underpay me.  Besides, from what I‘ve managed to find, the furs here earn more on the average than others in comparable jobs in the region.”


Kit could admit when he was wrong.


After doing their paperwork, he released them to their bosses.  For Eliza, that meant Jeffrey, but Kit was Patrick’s boss, so he just kept him in the office after the young badger got all his paperwork finished.  Kit began by making it clear to the young male that Kit demanded that he exceed the expectations of the office.  “When Barry or Lilly or Marty send me something, I make it my mission to send them more than they asked for,” he explained.  “I want them to know everything about the subject they ask me to research, absolutely everything.  So when they get our work back, they are armed with absolutely everything they need to write good articles.  The key to exceptional journalism is research, Patrick, and here, that duty falls on you and me.  It’s our job to make this magazine great, and we do that by making sure our writers never have to wonder what if.  That’s our job.  We give them what they ask for, and we give them everything they don’t ask for.  When Barry sends you a project, what he‘s asking you to find out is just the beginning of what we send back to him.”


“Makes sense to me,” he nodded.


Kit spent the rest of the day explaining his research methods to him, and teaching him the archiving system and how to retrieve information from it.  Kit kept all the research he did, every single document, in case he ever needed it again, and his archiving system made that information easy to find if one knew how it worked.  Pat proved his mettle that day, asking insightful questions that hinted at what was underneath, about nearly everything.  His analysis of the archive system was right to the point.  “So, we keep it encrypted and use this rather tricky system to throw off anyone who tries to snoop through it without permission?”


Kit laughed.  “Yep.  We’ve already had one brush with the Austin police over confidentiality.”


“Right, and that was you.  I remember reading about it.  You refused to reveal the source of an article you wrote about an illegal whorehouse.  They even tried to subpoena you, but you beat it in court, and since then the police have decided to let the matter drop.”


“That’s about right.  You have a good memory.”


“I suffer from insomnia a lot,” he shrugged.  “Reading gives me something to do.”


A project popped up on Kit’s desktop, sent to him by Marty.  “And here we go, Patrick, your first project,” Kit said as he opened it.  It was a request for background information about one of the school governors at U.T., asking specifically for his educational background and his voting record from when he was a state senator.  Included in the project request was the purpose of the research; Marty was investigating the school governor for possible homophobic actions in the past.  “Notice that the writer will always include the reason for the research, so it gives you an idea of where he or she is going with it, but that’s not a pair of blinders.  Remember, when we send it back, they get everything.”


“But knowing why he wants it shows us where to focus our effort.”


“Exactly.  This shouldn’t be too hard, so this one is all yours, Patrick.”


“Please, call me Pat,” he said.  “Where can I work?”


“For now, you have a workstation set up in the big office.  Rick hasn’t entirely decided what he’s going to do with our new hires.  And since he’s on vacation and we didn’t discuss it in much detail, I’m afraid you’re stuck at an open desk for now.”


“As long as I have access to a computer that has internet and our hard records, what else do I need?”



“True.  And you won’t be alone, the new art assistant is out there for now as well.”


“I really want to meet Jeffrey,” Pat said eagerly.  “I’m such a huge fan of School Daze!  And it’s awesome that I’ll be working with the writer of the strip as my boss!”


Kit laughed.  “You know, I think you’re the first fur ever to realize I work on the strip.”


“It’s right there in the panels, JD, KV, JV, Jeffrey Daniels, Kit Vulcan, Jessie Vulcan.  Why doesn’t your name show up on the new strip?”


“Because I have nothing to do with that one, that’s exclusively the domain of Jeffrey and my wife.  Jeffrey draws it, Jessie writes it.”


“Ah.  I still think you should get credit, it’s clear the new strip split off from yours.”


“I created the original Missy and Cutler, but my wife took them over after the first strip,” he said.  “So she’s been the one to develop them.  She totally rejected their personalities,” he chuckled in reverie.  “So I told her if she could do better, then write the strip.  And she did.  And God, was it hilarious,” he laughed.  “Ever since, Jessie’s written the Missy and Cutler subplot, and now it’s its own independent strip.  I only get my name on it when the characters from School Daze appear in Missy and Cutler as guests.”


“Yeah, can’t really completely separate them, since Cutler is Buck’s roomie, and Missy is best friends with Ginny and is friends with Jo-Jo.  So, will the other subplots ever split?” he asked.  “I mean, Razz could be a strip all by herself, and then there’s the whole Zeffier versus Gralbixx the Overlord thing.”


“Well, we haven’t really talked about it.  Besides, the subplots give us time to develop the main plot.  And they’re fun to write,” Kit chuckled.


Were they.  Razz was one of Jo-Jo’s experiments that went bad, a Chinese panda pulled from the ancient era into the modern world.  Nobody could pronounce her name, so they dubbed her Razz, faked her identity as Razz Beh Ree, and enrolled her in school as an exchange student from China, and what made her funny was her anachronistic outlook on the modern world.  There’s a great deal of hilarity involved for a fur from 1,000BC who can barely speak English trying to unravel the mysteries of a flushing toilet, cell phones, and electric lights.  Zeffier and Gralbixx the Overlord was another Jo-Jo disaster.  Jo-Jo zapped Oxnard into a parallel dimension with one of her inventions, which was an intergalactic empire ruled by Gralbixx Zrff, Supreme Overlord of the Fifth Dimension.  Gralbixx actually wasn’t a bad guy, a kinda clueless emperor ran roughshod over by his bureaucratic government, but he had a towering arrogance and an absolute belief that he was the paramount living thing in all creation.  His personality was like a corrupted King Arthur from Camelot, with his own rather twisted sense of honor, a collection of Beanie Babies, a crush on Ginny that always delayed his return to his empire, and a fatal weakness for strawberry shortcake.  Zeffier was a Lobo clone from the DC comics, a rough, tough, rude, crude, ill-mannered brute that rode a space cycle, and spent what time when he wasn’t carousing in some bar trying to kill Gralbixx for scratching the paint on his bike, which he called Jezebelle and loved more than life itself.  Gralbixx’s starship ran Zeffier off the road, in a spaceship sense, and ever since then the outlaw had devoted his life to making Gralbixx pay for scratching the paint on his beloved bike… but never quite managing it, since Zeffier was the worst shot with a laser blaster in the history of this or any other universe, though he considered himself the ultimate marksman.  Any time he fired a shot, somehow, some way, that shot ended up starting a series of events that allowed Gralbixx to evade Zeffier and get away, and it had been both challenging and fun to try to come up with these ridiculous, outlandish, complex and subtle chains, akin to the old Mouse Trap game.  Oxnard got caught up in the eternal war between the two of them, and they both got pulled back with Oxnard when Jo-Jo managed to repair her machine and get him back.  Now Gralbixx was trapped in Jo-Jo’s world, trying to adjust, and Zeffier was out there still trying to kill him, but never quite managing it.


Kit busied himself with Rick’s work and let Pat handle the research, but he went back to his own job when he realized it was about time to start working on the next major phase of the election special, which was the conventions.  Kit wanted to know everything about the conventions.  He wanted to know how they worked, what they did, and how they affected the races.  He wanted to contrast the difference in the way the two parties ran their conventions, he wanted to know everything about the two cities where they would take place, Denver and Minneapolis, and he wanted a very thorough history of each convention, the things that had happened either in them or around them.  Barry’s current piece in that series was how the races were tightening, how McCain had won the Republican nomination, but the Democratic nomination was still contested…but almost over itself.  Barack Obama was quite nearly there, just needing one more good win to secure the nomination, while Hillary Clinton was still trying to come back and win.


But before that, Kit leaned back in his chair and looked at the calendar, and realized that Jessie’s birthday was coming up.  She’d be 22 on July 5, in 15 days, and he hadn’t yet bought her a present, nor had he considered how he wanted to celebrate it with her.  Her birthday fell on a Saturday, which meant that he could swap days off and be off for her, and it also meant that they could have a rather nice party.


A party was certainly necessary, but he was of two minds about it.  He’d like to take her back to Cincinnati for her birthday and have a party with her family.


Her family.


Yes, now that would be a very nice birthday for her.


Kit wanted to discuss the matter with her parents, but they were on vacation in Hawaii, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to bother them.  But then again, this was important enough to intrude, so he called Hannah’s cell phone.


She answered immediately.  “Hello?”


“Hannah,” he called.  “How’s Hawaii?”


She laughed.  “We’ve been having quite a bit of fun so far,” she answered.  “Right now, we’re in our room, getting ready to go to the beach.  What’s so important that you’d call during our vacation, dear?”


“Well, Jessie’s birthday is coming up, and I have a favor to ask.”


“What is it?”


“Would you mind if we had her party at your house?”


“Not at all!” she said immediately.


“Well, there’s a bit more to it than that,” he said.  “Would you mind hosting quite a few furs?  I was of a mind to see if we could get some of your family to come, and I‘m certain that Val and maybe Sheila will come as well.  They have the means to get to Cincinnati.  Turn it into a family reunion type of thing.”


“Hmm,” she mused.  “It would be very short notice, of course.  But I can make some calls and see who might be interested.  Would you mind if I called you back tonight?  It might be quite late for you.”


“That’s fine.  I’m not going to hide the party from Jessie, but I’m not going to tell her exactly who’s there, either.”


“Alright.  I’ll call tonight, dear, we’re about to leave.”


“Thanks for the help, Hannah, and even on your vacation no less.”


“I don’t mind.  It is for my daughter, after all,” she said dismissively, and then they said their goodbyes.


There would have to be two parties, of course, so Kit called Sam and told her his intentions.  “So, we need a party for her here, then we’ll be going to spend the weekend with her parents so she can have another birthday party.  Can you come up with something, Sam?”


“I’ve been thinking about it for a while,” she said.  “As long as we don’t let Sheila plan the party, we’ll be alright.”


Kit laughed.  “Amen.  How has it been going between you and Kev lately?”


She was silent a second.  “Well, we’re getting along quite well,” she said.  “I’m not sure when he might propose, but if he does, I’ll certainly say yes.”


“I’ll give him a little nudge.”


She was quiet again.  “I kinda nudged him a little in that direction last night,” she said, her voice hiding a little catch that was a touch of embarrassment.  “I’m sure Jessie will tell you, so may as well hear it from me.  Me and Kevin, ah, deepened our relationship last night.”


Kit laughed.  “It’s about time!” he said.  “I thought you were going to string that poor male all the way to the altar!”


“That’s what a femme is supposed to do,” she said, a trifle primly.


“Well, was it any good?”


“Kit!” she gasped.  “That’s an entirely improper question!”


“Both of you are my friends, so what’s a few improper questions among friends?” he bantered.


She laughed helplessly.  “It was good enough,” she said in reply.  “And I think I’d better get off this phone before we start talking about things that are downright scandalous.  Besides, I have a party to plan.”


“Wimp,” he teased.


“I’m just not a hussy,” she said in an erect tone.  “And I’m going to tell Jessie about this conversation!”


“Go ahead, she hasn’t had any excuse to punish me for nearly a week, she knows it’s about time for me to misbehave,” he said flippantly.  “This way it’s a curve ball she never saw coming.  If she punishes me by proxy, I may as well misbehave by proxy too.”


Sam erupted into gales of laughter.


The next call was to Val.  “Sis,” he greeted, “you mind clearing your calendar enough in a couple of weeks to spend the day with us?”


“Jessie’s birthday?” she asked.


“Yeah.  I’m going to celebrate it with her at her folks’ house in Cincinnati, and see if we can’t get a few of her relatives to come, make it a little impromptu family reunion.  Jessie would like that, she adores her relatives.”


“I can clear that Saturday no problem,” she said.  “I was going to invite you two up to Boston to watch the Pops do their July fourth concert down at the harbor.”


“Hey, I like that idea,” Kit said brightly.  “I’ll have to call Sam and tell her to schedule the party here for Thursday, so we can take Jessie up for the concert, then just fly from there straight to Cincinnati.  Hmm.  That’s going to be a long flight in our plane,” he grunted.  “A good nine hours.”


“I can send my jet for you.”


“But then what happens on Saturday when we have to go our separate ways?” he asked pointedly.  “Unless you don’t mind having to fly us down to Austin and then go home, I think we’ll have to fly on the airlines this time around.”


“That’s a valid point,” Val conceded.  “I see I have to be in Norfolk on that Monday morning, and I also have an appointment in New Orleans on Monday afternoon for the ceremony at Avondale Shipyards.”


“So you did buy it out?”


“Sure did,” she answered.  “Five hundred million and change, which was a huge bargain.  Seems the owners have had a lot of trouble with the union there, and they’re still trying to recover from the hurricane even after three years.  So, I bought it for a song, probably the best deal I ever made.  The owners get to walk away with golden parachutes, and as you know, the change of ownership voids the contract their union had, meaning now they have to bargain with me.  So Vulcan Shipyards has a new facility now, and added about thirty Navy contracts in the bargain.  Vulcan Shipyards is set for about the next thirty years on Navy contracts alone.  I’ll need to decide who I’m going to send down there to run it, though.  Maybe I’ll send Uncle Zach down there and get him out of my hair,” she mused with an evil tilt in her voice.  “God, would he explode if I ordered him to New Orleans!  It‘s almost worth it just to see the look on his face!”


Kit saw a real war coming there.  Val was notorious as a union buster, because she was almost draconian in dealing with unions.  She actually didn’t object to unions in theory, but she did take offense when employees she had treated with kindness and regard backstabbed her by demanding things that were utterly outrageous.  Of the four major facilities of the Vulcan facilities, the Jacksonville and San Diego facilities were non-union and the Norfolk and New Hampshire facilities were union.  Of the many smaller shipbuilding facilities and maintenance facilities they had, about half were union and half non-union, and the non-union shipyards made just as much as the union yards because Val offered very competitive salaries and good bonuses, including a very comprehensive health insurance plan.  Val took it personally when a shipyard went on strike trying to get a contract that she considered to be too demanding or out of proportion with the pay and benefits of other Vulcan facilities.  Since she’d taken over from her father, the New Hampshire submarine facility threatened to strike when their contract expired, and they were demanding a pay raise that was way, way higher than those given to the other Vulcan facilities.  Val went to the shipyard personally, called a union meeting, and got up there and told them, in no uncertain terms, that she would close the shipyard if they went on strike, move the contracts to Norfolk, eat the penalty she’d incur from the Navy for being behind schedule, and they‘d all be out of a job because she would not hire anyone who went out on strike.  And to prove it, she brought a copy of the documents she’d had prepared that was already signed by the board, and only awaited her signature.  And after that, she told them she’d approve the same contract signed by the Norfolk yard, which gave them a comfortable pay raise and extended their health coverage, which was good contract.


Needless to say, the union backed off and agreed to the same terms as the Norfolk facility.


That move only increased her reputation as the Ice Queen, absolutely daring a union to strike against her, and would probably make the union leaders in New Orleans wet their pants at the thought of having to deal with Vilenne Vulcan when it came time for Avondale to bargain a contract with the new owners.  But, as long as they didn’t ask for anything outrageous, they’d do just fine.  Val was actually very fair when it came to dealing with the employees, for she understood that the company was only as good as the lowest janitor.  She paid her workers very well, and in return, she demanded loyalty and excellence.  For example, a Vulcan journeyman welder earned, on the average, nearly two dollars an hour more than welders in other companies, but not just any welder could get a job at Vulcan Shipyards.  The welder had to pass a tough welding test that would separate the mediocre from the real craftsfurs, but if he passed, he was guaranteed a good salary and benefits in exchange for doing his best, for maintaining the legacy of excellence for which Vulcan ships were famous.  Of course, it wasn’t the end if he failed the test, for Vulcan Shipyards offered apprenticeship programs for every trade, but those too were competitive and had high standards.  They only accepted furs who had high school degrees, had at least a 2.8 GPA, could pass a general test given when they applied, and had a recommendation from someone either in the company or from the high school.  The apprenticeship programs were how the shipyards maintained their high degree of quality, since Val much preferred to train her own workers rather than hire them from someone else.  When they earned their certification through Vulcan Shipyards, Val knew they were trained right.


And for that matter, ex-Vulcan tradesmen were never unemployed long.  Other companies would hire them in a heartbeat, for they knew that they were good.


“I don’t think you’d want to start that kind of a war,” Kit chuckled.  “So, how do you want to do this?”


She was quiet a moment.  “Tell you what,” she said.  “Since you have that shiny new jet pilot rating, I’ll charter a jet for you to bring whoever you want up to Cincinnati, that way we’re not at each other’s mercy.”


“I won’t complain a bit,” Kit laughed.  “But I doubt we need a ten this time.  A Mustang or any CJ should do it.  It will probably only be Jessie and Sheila.”


“Well, you’ll want to have a few empty chairs for anyone else that might want to come, like maybe Rick and Martha.  So let‘s go with a CJ three.”


“That’s an idea,” Kit said in agreement.


“Alright, lemme call over to Cessna.”


“Cessna?  There are jet charter companies right here in Austin,” Kit protested.


“I’m not trusting my brother to some fly-by-night’s shoddy maintenance,” she said immediately.  “I want a Cessna jet, so I’ll get one from Cessna.  At least I’ll know beyond any doubt that the jet is serviceable and dependable, and since they trained you, they won‘t raise a stink when I make it clear I only need the jet, and not a pilot to go with it.”


“Well, that’s a viable argument,” Kit chuckled.  “Their insurance carrier would have a conniption if someone not on the policy flew the jet.”


“Oh, by the way, thanks for lowering your insurance on your plane,” she laughed.  “When Cessna sent in the training certificates for both you and Jessie, they offered me a much more attractive rate.  And I added Jessie to the policy, since she‘ll be flying it.”


“Only wise,” Kit noted.


Kit went back to work, setting up an outline of required work for the convention research, and dividing it between himself and Pat, giving him a chance to prove himself early.  That would, of course, let both of them get much more detailed in their research, since they’d have the time.  Kit decided to give Pat the work on the conventions themselves, leaving it up to him to research how they worked and what they did, while Kit would research the history of the conventions and the cities in which they were being held.  Pat came  back to him about three hours after he started his project, and announced that he was done.


“Well, that was pretty quick,” Kit noted.  “Let’s see what you came up with.”


Kit started honestly fearing for his job right about then.  Pat had researched absolutely everything there was to know about the school governor, his personal life, his vinyl siding business, his family, his history with the IRS including an audit four years ago, his voting record, he’d even dug up the male’s U.T. transcript and school record.  He discovered the male had three arrests for minor offenses, and there had been an attempt to purge a fourth from the records when he was a minor for an assault against a gay male.  Pat had tried to use Kit‘s system of organizing and displaying the information, which made it almost look like Kit himself had done the work.  It was that thorough, and it was done with the same speed with which Kit usually completed his assignments.


“Outstanding,” Kit said with an approving nod.  He offered a few suggestions to edit the material to more closely follow the established report style for research, and then gave Pat his next assignment, explaining what he had to research.  “I want a comprehensive guide to how both party conventions work, Pat, so that someone who had never even heard of a convention could read your research and understand exactly how they work.  You can leave off researching the primaries, just focus on what happens from gavel to gavel.”


“Got it,” he nodded.  “Do I write this in research format, or am I writing a part of an article?”


“Put it in research format,” he answered.  “If Barry wants you to put it in article format, he’ll let you know.”


“Okay, got it.”


“Good work.  Have Mike show you how to send your work to Barry when you finish editing it, then it should be about time to knock off for the day.”


“He already did,” he answered.  “He taught both me and Eliza how the network works after you sent me to my desk.  It’s not hard.”


“Oh, well, in that case, you’re free to go after you finish the edits.”


“Thanks, boss,” Pat said with a smile, then he got up and filed out of his office.


Boss.  Kit almost laughed hearing himself called by that title.  He certainly didn’t feel like a boss.


He heard Jessie outside, heard her meet Pat and sound a little embarrassed when Pat gushed over her work on the strip, then she bounded into his office with a big smile on her face.  “Hey, handsome fox!” she said with a smile.


“Well, we’re in a good mood,” he chuckled, then he laughed when she rushed around his desk and sat on his lap quickly.


“I felt the baby kick just a minute ago!” she said excitedly.  “Quick, quick, feel it!” she urged.  Kit put his paw on her baby bump, and almost immediately he felt a very faint vibration under his pads.  His eyes widened, then he laughed.


“I guess there really is a baby in there, and it’s not you getting fat,” he teased, which made her laugh helplessly.


“I’ll get you for that, love,” she threatened with a smile.


“You don’t have to, you’ve already got me,” he said with a loving voice, kissing her under her chin, which made her giggle.  “By the way, I’ve been planning your birthday party,” he told her.


“Oh?  No surprise party?” she asked.


“’Nah, I want you to see it coming.  But, we’re going to have two.  One here on Thursday, a special trip on Friday, and on your birthday we have your party at Cincinnati.”


“Really?  That sounds wonderful!” she said happily.  “What are we doing on Friday?”


“Val invited us up to Boston to attend the fourth of July concert the Boston Pops gives at the harbor.  It’s quite an event, and it’s worth braving Boston to go see it.  I think you‘ll love it, so I accepted.”


“That does sound nice,” Jessie agreed.


“Val invited Rick and Martha as well, and odds are Sheila will want to go, and maybe Sam or Allison or someone, so she’s going to charter us a jet that I’ll fly up, so Val doesn’t have to fly all over the country picking us up and taking us home and we have room for a few passengers.”


“Ohh, I’ll bet you jumped all over that,” she giggled.


“You know I did,” he grinned in reply.  “We can fly up Friday afternoon, see the concert, stay in a hotel in Boston overnight, then fly to Cincinnati the next day.  From there, we either stay overnight and fly back Sunday or fly back Saturday night, whichever you want.”


“Such a silly question,” she teased.  “Of course we’ll stay over till Sunday.  If it’s our own rental jet, we can leave whenever we please.”


“That we can,” he smiled.  “So, let’s talk about this little indigestion you have down here,” he said, nuzzling her as he put his paw under her shirt and rubbed her furry tummy.


“That indigestion is your fault,” she giggled, wrapping her slender fingers around his wrist.


“All you had to do was say no, so I’d say that the blame is shared between us,” he told her as he nuzzled her under her chin.


“Like I could ever say no to you,” she said with a bright smile, kissing him on the nose playfully.


“Hey!  Get a room, you two!” Mike called tauntingly from outside the office.


“We have one!” Kit retorted.  “If you can’t manage seeing how adults act, you can shut our door!”


“Janet, fetch the video camera!” Mike called.  “It’s about time we put up a pay portion of the site, after what we did to our readers with the Sheila hoax.”


“What hoax?”


“We claimed to put up a picture of her naked, but it linked to the Disney website,” Mike grinned.  “We Rick rolled our readers!”


Janet laughed, but Jessie gave Kit a curious look.  “Rick roll?”


“An internet term for claiming a site leads to one place, but it actually leads somewhere else.  It got the name from furs who would put up Youtube links saying it was some cool video, but it actually linked to Rick Astley’s video Never Going to Give You Up.  So, it became known as ‘Rick rolling’ someone if you did that.”


“Oh, internet slang,” Jessie said, then she laughed.  “It’s funny, though.”


Jessie went to go talk with Jeffrey in his office, and Kit chuckled when he saw Janet, Eliza, and Pat all looking at the door, wondering what they were doing.  When Kit went to see Jeffrey, they weren’t sure if they were talking about the strip or some other business, since Kit was working for Rick.  But when Jessie went to see Jeffrey, there was no doubt it was over the strip.


Denise sent a call to him, so he picked it up.  “Kit Vulcan,” he intoned.


“Hey cousin,”  Terry’s voice returned.


“Hey Terry,” he said.  “What’s up?”


“I just wanted you to know.  I’m calling Allison, and I’m asking her out.”


Kit was quiet a moment, then he chuckled.  “So, you think she’s worth it?”


“I think I owe it to myself to see what’s there more than I owe the family to be a proper and submissive member of the family,” he answered.  “You’re living proof that we can leave the umbrella of the family and make it.  Besides, I doubt Val will fire me unless me and Allison do something stupid, so it‘ll just be between me and the elders.”


“Well, I’m glad to hear that, Terry.  Just be ready for the firestorm that’s coming over it.”


“I’m ready.  I’ve already considered all the angles.  There’s just one angle left that I can’t really predict.”


“What is that?”


“Allison,” he answered.  “I had to think a long time before I finally came to terms with her past.”


“And what did you decide?”


“That maybe you were right.  Maybe it was just a job, and she really can love me.  I want to find out, and the only way to find out is to get to know her.  So, I‘m inviting her out for the holiday weekend.  We’ll be in Boston for the fourth.  I‘ve got tickets for the Pops, and I want her to see it.  Then we‘ll go to New York for the rest of the weekend.”


“Damn, cousin, that’s going for the throat,” Kit said seriously.  “You’re going to show her off in Boston?  You know the tabloids are going to go nuts when they see you with a stranger vixen.  You’ll be kicking an anthill.  And you‘re also bringing a stranger to the family without asking for permission to date her.  You know the uncles are going to be pissed off.”


“It’s going to happen no matter what.  Whether some paparazzi snaps of photo of us at an Austin restaurant or here, it’s going to get out eventually.  So why try to delay the inevitable?  As to the elders, screw them.  They’ve done my family no favors over the years, treated my whole family like lepers, so I don’t feel particularly inclined to care.  They can’t take away my trust, they can’t take my family stocks, and so long as I don’t anger Val, they can’t touch me.”


“Dear God, I’ve created a monster,” Kit laughed.


“You opened my eyes, that’s for sure,” he said simply.  “You showed us cousins that we can be happy if we don’t toe the line set by Uncle Zach.  The only line I dare not cross is the one Val draws in the sand.  I don’t give a flying flip about Uncle Zach or Jake or Aunt Maxine.  They‘re impotent.  Val is the true power in the family, and so long as we follow her rules, we‘re just fine.”


Kit pondered that a second.  Hearing Terry say it made him realize that there was a coming rift in the family, a coming struggle of the elders against the children.  The elders gave the children no respect, and the children resented it…though they certainly didn’t behave in ways that garnered respect.  The conflict between Sheila and her mother, Sarah, was a good example of it.  Sheila was a shallow and selfish vixen, but when she really needed help, her mother had rebuffed her, and that drove her away.


Terry had made the one point that made that rift inevitable.  The elders truly had lost their power to control the younger, because of the deal that divided up the family money among every member of the Vulcan family.  The children were no longer at the mercy of the family head and beholden to their parents for their livelihood, and that freedom was starting to foment rebellion among the Vulcan ranks.  Sheila and Terry were just two examples of that rebellion; Sheila had forsaken Boston to move to Austin to stay with her friends there and go to school to be a chef to open her own restaurant, and Terry was about to openly court a femme not approved by the family elders, and a femme with a very dark and sordid past to boot.


And Terry had put his finger right on the biggest truth.  The true power in the family was now Val, and Val did not share the same ideals as her elders.  She was much, much more progressive and lenient than the aunts and uncles were, more willing to let the Vulpine be themselves, pursue their own interests, so long as they didn’t stain the family honor.  That was why she was so adamant about the very stringent restrictions she placed on Terry as he pursued his interest in Allison, about keeping it discreet.  He wondered how Val was going to react to him bringing her to Boston, so much so he asked about it.


“She already agreed to let me do it, you know I wouldn’t even ask her without permission,” he answered.  “She agrees that I have to introduce her eventually, so she gave me permission to ask her to Boston, but we don’t mingle.  We have to keep to ourselves, we don‘t answer questions, and we don‘t show up anywhere but the concert.  So, after the concert, we get on a plane and go to New York, and we‘ll have dinner and see a show, and a more normal date down there on Saturday.  She‘s only coming up to Boston for the concert.”


“If Allison agrees, anyway,” Kit noted.


“I’m going to stress that we’ll have separate hotel rooms, and she‘ll be home on Sunday afternoon,” he said immediately.  “I’m not expecting anything out of her.  I just want to take her to a concert, have dinner, take her to a show, and get to know her better, get to know the real Allison.”


“You’ve really thought this through.”


“Of course I have.  If I’m going to do this, I want to do it right, and I also want to respect Allison.  No matter her past, she deserves that respect.  I want to show her I won‘t be like all the other males who have treated her badly.”


“I think you’ll do just fine,” Kit chuckled.  “Thanks for telling me, Terry.”


“Feel free to tell Jessie and Sheila, because I’m going to call Allison right now.  She should just be leaving her flight school.  It‘s a touch after five thirty, that‘s when she gets out.”


Kit looked at his clock, and saw that it was indeed 4:34.  Sheila and Allison had just finished ten minutes ago.  It was an hour later for Terry because he was in the Eastern time zone.


“Then let’s get off the phone so you can get her before she gets in her car,” he noted.


“Good idea.  See you later, cousin.”


“Oh, tell Allison that Val invited me and Jessie up for the concert too, so she can catch a ride with us up to Boston.”


“Nice!  I’ll tell her.  Bye-bye cousin.”


“Bye Terry.”


Kit started wrapping things up, getting the last pieces of data inputted into the computer to close out the week.  They had turned a record profit that week, $13,655.68 to the black due to stronger sale figures for their sale issues and the initial payment of two major new advertisers in the same week, Papa John’s Pizza and Frontage Auto, a very large car dealership just off the interstate on the frontage road.  The profit would be squirreled away for the coming expansion, building capital the magazine would need in just a month or two.  There would be new salaries to pay, more costs to the printer to print both a larger issue and more copies, new expenses for equipment, and there would be only a marginal increase in incoming revenue from advertisers because of Rick’s adamant 21% rule.  The expenditures would quickly swallow up their profit margin, and it would start next week, when Eliza and Pat’s salaries started to be paid out, and the expense reports Mike filed for the equipment he bought to supply the two new hires would be officially tallied into the ledger, since he hadn‘t officially turned them in yet, he was still buying some equipment to finish and he wouldn‘t turn it in until he finished.  Another major hit to their profits would be when Rick finally chose a health insurance plan to offer to the employees.  He’d been researching the various companies and looking for the best deal, and that was going to be expensive, but it was also necessary.  Rick very much wanted to offer health insurance to his workers, for he understood how important it was.  His own accident proved that; one never knew when the unexpected would occur.  So the profits they earned now would be the money that got them through the next expansion phase, the bankroll upon which they would draw when they were again posting losses on Fridays.


His cell phone rang, and he opened it and answered; unlike Jessie, he still used his cell phone for personal calls, leaving his Blackberry for business.  “Hello?”


“Kit,” Allison answered, her voice excited.  “Terry called me!”


“I know, he called me to warn me he was before he called you,” he answered her.  “Did he ask you out?”


“He did!” she said happily.  “He invited me up to New England for the holiday weekend.”


“You sound excited.”


“I thought he wasn’t going to call me back,” she said honestly.  “I thought my past was too much for him, but he said it doesn’t matter to him!” she said, almost deliriously happy.  “He said we’d go to the holiday concert in Boston, then go to Cincinnati to attend Jessie’s birthday party on Saturday afternoon, then go to New York to see a Broadway show on Saturday night.”


“Well, that sounds pretty good,” Kit mused, noting the change in Terry’s original plan.  “He told me only about his hope to take you to Boston and New York.”


“Yeah, I kinda already accepted Jessie’s invitation to her party in Cincinnati,” she said.  “So Terry agreed to go to the party with me.”


“Wow, my pretty kitty moves fast, I just told her about the Cincinnati party like a half hour ago.”


“She interrupted the end of my flight class,” Allison laughed.  “I forgot to turn off my cell phone.  I‘d literally just got off the phone with her when Terry called me.”


“Did he stress the hotel arrangements?”


She laughed.  “He did.  He said we’d be in separate hotels if that’s what I wanted, and he said he didn‘t want any kind of misunderstanding at all about his intentions, which I thought was very sweet of him.  I told him that as long as we’re in non-adjoining rooms, I’m comfortable with it.”


“I’m glad.  I’m really happy for you, Ally.”


“Thank you.  You’ve been a true friend, Kit.  I wanted you to know how much I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, and I’m glad I trusted you.”


“I’m grateful you feel that way.”


“Now if we could just get Jessie over her jealousy,” she giggled.  “I’d love to have you over at my house.”


“Just give her time, she’ll get used to it.  But I‘m afraid that as long as she‘s pregnant and you‘re gorgeous, she‘s going to be jealous.”


She laughed.  “Well, we have, what, fifteen weeks to go?”


“Fourteen weeks, three days,” he recited instantly. “If she delivers on her due date.  Our doctor told us she could be as much as a week in either direction from that, but she was fairly sure she’d deliver on or around September thirtieth.”


“Well, I think I can wait that long.  Besides, I‘ll have something else on my mind,” she mused.


“What do you think about Terry?”


“Honestly?  I think he’s the most intelligent male I’ve ever met,” she answered.  “His mind is amazing, and it’s a delight to talk to him.  He’s very handsome, and he’s witty, and he’s kind.  And I want to get to know him better.”


“And he’s rich.”


“Like that even crossed my mind!” she challenged.


“Oh, it did and you know it, don’t lie,” Kit teased.


She laughed ruefully.  “I try very hard not to think about that,” she answered him.  “And after all, I don’t really need his money.  I have plenty of my own.”


“You do indeed.”
